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Exploring the Voices of Early Carolina: Life, Hardship, and Settlement Through Primary Sources

The earliest written accounts of Carolina provide valuable insight into what life was like during the first years of
English exploration and settlement. These firsthand narratives reveal both the promise and the difficulty of
establishing a colony in an unfamiliar land. Through the writings of William Hilton, Robert Horne, Samuel
Wilson, and Thomas Newe, we can better understand the physical environment of Carolina, the challenges
faced by European settlers, and the profound impact colonization had on Indigenous peoples. While these
authors often described Carolina as a land of opportunity, their words also reveal a reality shaped by disease,
scarcity, and fragile relationships.

One of the most prominent themes in these accounts is the physical environment of Carolina. William Hilton, in
A Relation of a Discovery (1664), describes the land as fertile and well supplied with rivers, forests, and
wildlife. He notes that the country produced “many sorts of trees fit for building” and that the rivers were “very
deep and navigable” (Hilton, p. 34). These descriptions emphasize Carolina’s potential for settlement and
trade. Robert Horne similarly praises the climate, claiming that Carolina enjoys “a more temperate air than
most other English plantations” and that the land is capable of producing crops year round (Horne, p. 64).
However, while these descriptions focus on abundance, they also imply difficulty. The wilderness was largely
undeveloped, and settlers had to adapt to unfamiliar landscapes that included swamps, dense forests, and
dangerous wildlife.

Relationships between European settlers and Indigenous peoples played a critical role in survival during this
period. Hilton frequently describes encounters with Native communities who assisted the English by providing
food and guidance. He recounts how Indigenous peoples brought “great store of venison, turkeys, and fish” to
trade, which helped sustain the explorers (Hilton, p. 45). Samuel Wilson also acknowledges that Indigenous
peoples had extensive knowledge of the land and agriculture, noting their successful cultivation of corn and
other crops (Wilson, p. 168). While these interactions were often cooperative, the tone of the narratives reveals
an unequal relationship. Indigenous peoples are frequently described as tools for colonial success rather than
as independent societies. Over time, these early interactions contributed to displacement and loss for Native
communities as European settlement expanded.

Disease was another major challenge faced by settlers, even though it is not always discussed openly.
Thomas Newe’s letters provide insight into the physical toll of life in Carolina. He refers to sickness among
settlers and the deaths of several individuals shortly after arrival, suggesting that the climate and living
conditions were difficult to endure (Newe, p. 181). Although the authors often avoided detailed discussions of
illness, their brief references reveal how vulnerable settlers were to disease. Indigenous peoples were even
more severely affected, as European diseases spread quickly through contact, devastating communities that
lacked immunity.

Access to food, tools, and supplies was uncertain, especially in the earliest years of settlement. Many settlers
depended on trade with Indigenous peoples and shipments from England. Hilton notes that survival often relied
on hunting and fishing, as well as Indigenous assistance (Hilton, p. 49). Newe’s letters reflect concern over
shortages and the difficulty of obtaining necessary goods, showing how fragile daily life could be in the colony
(Newe, p. 178). Without reliable access to tools and supplies, settlers faced constant uncertainty, making
cooperation and adaptability essential.
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Despite these hardships, the authors consistently attempted to present Carolina in a positive light. Horne’s
account is clearly intended to attract settlers, as he emphasizes opportunity, prosperity, and religious freedom
while downplaying danger. He claims that Carolina offers “as great encouragement as any plantation in
America” (Horne, p. 70). Wilson similarly portrays the colony as a place where hard work could lead to
success, highlighting its agricultural potential and strategic location for trade (Wilson, p. 172). These writings
served as promotional tools that encouraged immigration, even as they quietly revealed the risks involved.

In conclusion, the primary sources from early Carolina present a complex picture of colonial life. The land
offered opportunity, but survival required resilience and cooperation. European settlers faced disease,
shortages, and unfamiliar conditions, while Indigenous peoples experienced increasing disruption to their ways
of life. By examining both what these authors say directly and what they imply, we gain a deeper
understanding of the realities of early settlement and the human cost of colonization in Carolina.
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