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Early Carolina’s Trials and Triumphs 

 

When I look back at the early history of Carolina through the eyes of people like Robert 

Horne, Thomas Newe, Samuel Wilson, and William Hilton, I am struck by how genuine and 

complex their experiences were. Their firsthand accounts, collected in Alexander S. Salley Jr.’s 

“Narratives of Early Carolina 1650-1708,” show both the hope and the hardship that shaped life 

for both settlers and Indigenous peoples. Reading their stories, I can almost feel the challenges 

they faced and the lessons they learned as they tried to build a new life in an unfamiliar land. 

The Land of Blessings and Burdens 
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The early settlers’ descriptions of Carolina’s landscape reveal how first impressions were 

both exciting and overwhelming. William Hilton and Robert Horne emphasized the region’s 

abundant rivers, forests, and fertile soil, seeing great potential for crops and resources. However, 

the unfamiliar terrain of swamps, dense forests, and unpredictable weather posed significant 

challenges. While the land promised opportunity, it demanded hard work and adaptation, 

especially for newcomers struggling to survive in such a different environment. 

Social Challenges: Harmony and Hostility 

 

 

Reading about these early communities shows how essential cooperation was for 

survival. Thomas Newe’s letters highlight the importance of sharing work and resources, 

especially during scarcity or illness. Relationships with Indigenous peoples were complex. 

Hilton describes both helpful exchanges and rising tensions as settlers encroached on native 
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lands. While Indigenous knowledge was crucial initially, the influx of settlers increasingly 

disrupted and threatened their way of life. 

Hardship and Disease: The Precariousness of Survival 

 

 

 

One of the most persistent challenges facing early settlers was disease. The humid 

climate and lack of established infrastructure made outbreaks of fever and other illnesses 

common, as documented by both Newe and Wilson. In “An Account of the Province of 

Carolina” (1682), Samuel Wilson notes the high mortality rates among new arrivals, attributing 

many deaths to the “unwholesome air” and “want of proper lodging and diet” (Wilson, pp. 

160-175). Epidemics not only threatened the colonists but also had devastating effects on local 

Indigenous populations, further altering the balance of power and relationships in the region. 
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Scarcity and Resourcefulness: Food, Tools, and Supplies 

 

 

Getting enough food, tools, and supplies was always a struggle. Both Wilson and Newe 

describe times when people went hungry because shipments from England did not arrive or 

because they did not know how to hunt or farm in this new place. Without the right tools or 

enough skilled workers, even building a simple shelter took a lot of effort. The settlers had to be 

creative and learn new ways to survive, often by making mistakes and trying again until 

something worked. 

Promises vs. Realities 
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Despite these difficulties, people continued to try to bring more settlers to Carolina. 

Horne’s pamphlet is full of hope, promising profit, freedom, and a fresh start. He makes it sound 

easy, focusing on the good and leaving out the risks. But when I read the honest letters from 

Newe and the reports from Wilson, I see that life in the colony was much tougher than the 

advertisements let on. 

Reading these firsthand stories from early Carolina reminds me that history goes beyond 

overcoming obstacles and instead reveals how people learn, adapt, and build strength through 

hardship. These accounts show both the dreams and the difficulties of starting over in a new 

place, and they make me think about the real costs and changes that came with colonization, for 

everyone involved. 
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