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Previous versions of 

Thanksgiving Out of the At-
tics have mentioned Virginia’s 
claim to the first Thanksgiv-
ing at what’s known as Berke-
ley Plantation in 1619, a year 
before the arrival of the Sepa-
ratists at Plymouth Rock. What 
makes Virginia’s claim to the 
first Thanksgiving different is 
that it was to be celebrated an-
nually and the colonists who 
celebrated their arrival on the 
shores of Virginia were killed 
in a bloody uprising of Native 
Americans across the Virginia 
shoreline in 1622.

What today is Berkeley 
Plantation, between James-
town and Williamsburg, was 
originally named Berkeley 
Hundred, after an estate in 
Gloucestershire of the same 
name owned by one of the four 
principal partners of the Vir-
ginia Company of London. The 

partners received a land grant 
from King James I of more than 
8,000 acres including three 
miles of shoreline.

Unlike Jamestown, where 
it was difficult to grow crops, 
Berkeley Hundred in Virginia 
was ideally located to grow 
crops and start other com-
mercial ventures. The com-
pany sent 36 men from Bristol 
on Sept. 16, 1619, and they ar-
rived on Nov. 28 of that same 
year. After 2.5 months of rough 
seas in a small ship, the 36 were 
grateful to arrive in the Chesa-
peake Bay. They arrived on the 
land granted to them by King 
James on Dec. 4.

Per the instructions of the 
Virginia Company, the expe-
dition’s leader, Captain John 
Woodlief, prayed:

“We ordain that this day of 
our ship’s arrival, at the place as-
signed for plantacon, in the land 

of Virginia, shall be yearly and 
perpetually kept holy as a day of 
Thanksgiving to Almighty God.”

In the case of Captain 
Woodlief, that instruction 
proved easy to follow. Unfor-
tunately for him, the Virginia 
Company’s main instruc-
tion was to make them a lot of 
money. His inability to do so 
led to the board replacing him 
in August 1620 with George 
Thorpe and William Tracy.

Thorpe was also a cler-
gyman and thought that he 
had a good relationship with 
the Native Americans in the 
area, especially since he had 
constructed an English-style 
house for the local leader. 
These gestures did not engen-
der the goodwill that Thorpe 
assumed, as Paramount Chief 
Opechancanough, successor 
to the chief we know as Pow-
hatan, led a confederacy of Al-

gonquian peoples to attack 
English colonists on both sides 
of the James River on March 
22, 1622. Supposedly, Thorpe 
was the first of 11 colonists at 
Berkeley Hundred to lose their 
lives that day.

The Virginia Company of 
London pulled the plug on 
their expedition, and their in-
structions to celebrate a day 
of thanks were lost. In 1931, 
Dr. Lyon Tyler, son of former 
President John Tyler and for-
mer president of the College 
of William & Mary, published 
an article on the celebration at 
Berkeley Hundred in the Rich-
mond News-Leader. The tradi-
tional festival on the Berkeley 
Plantation was resurrected in 
1958 and continues today.
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