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For many, Jamestown is the birthplace of 
America and, perhaps, the founding of the 
American dream. Established in 1607 by a group 
of young adventurers sponsored by the Virginia 
Company, the primary goals of the colony were 
to seek out gold and an all-water route to the 
Orient. Instead of fi nding fame and fortune, the 
English colonists faced a harsh, swampy wilder-
ness and an immense and powerful American 
Indian tribe that was none too pleased with 
their arrival. In September 1607, only four 
months after their arrival on Jamestown Island, 
John Smith reported that 67 (out of the origi-
nal 104) had died. The next decade proved to 
be especially trying, as colonists faced constant 
food and supply shortages, frequent battles with 
the nearby Powhatan tribe, and internal confl icts. 
Hundreds of colonists died from disease, starva-
tion, and battles with Virginia Indians.

Historians tend to view Jamestown as a “fail-
ure” due to the colonists’ perceived laziness, 
ineptitude, and inappropriate dealings with local 
tribe members. In his new book, Jamestown: 
The Buried Truth, William M. Kelso challenges 
these assumptions by providing a revealing look 
at what really went on at Jamestown. Using sci-
entifi c, archaeological, and documentary evidence, 
Kelso documents the story of Jamestown, from 
its founding in 1607 to its creation as a Royal 
Colony in 1624 and beyond. Interspersed within 
the text are a number of high-quality color 
photographs that help the reader understand the 
archaeological fi ndings. Diary entries from well-
known individuals like George Percy and John 
Smith support Kelso’s argument that despite the 
hardships faced by the Jamestown colonists, “the 
survivors went about their mission, primarily to 
experiment in industry, trade, and agriculture” 
and “Jamestown would endure” (p. 214). 

The book is divided into fi ve chapters, the 
fi rst gives background history on the founding 
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of Jamestown and an overview of its geographi-
cal location. Chapters 2 through 4 discuss the 
archaeological remains of the Jamestown fort 
and how these can be used to reconstruct life 
at Jamestown. Chapter 5 is a discussion of 
Jamestown as a Royal Colony and a summary 
of excavations of the Statehouse Complex.

A large portion of the book (chap. 2) is 
devoted to Kelso’s search for the remains of 
the original Jamestown fort that many believed 
had been eroded away by the river. When the 
Association for the Preservation of Virginia 
Antiquities (APVA) decided to launch a massive 
excavation of Jamestown Island in preparation 
for the 400th anniversary of the founding of 
Jamestown, Kelso eagerly signed up. In order to 
determine where to start digging, three factors 
were considered: the location of 17th-century 
Jamestown’s church, the location of Civil War 
earthworks uncovered during an earlier 1950 
investigation, and Ivor Noël Hume’s unearthing 
of church burials in the vicinity of the earth-
works. On 4 April 1994, excavations began at 
the location thought to be most promising. The 
excavations turned up evidence of a number of 
fort structures, including bulwark and palisade 
trenches, barracks, and a brick-lined well.

Chapter 3 on “Recovering Jamestownians” is 
a fascinating account of forensic applications 
in archaeology. Using forensic anthropology, 
several burials were studied in order to gain 
a better understanding of the colony’s popula-
tion, including diet and causes of death. One 
individual, JR102C, was a young man who died 
from a gunshot wound to the knee that caused 
him to bleed to death. An X-ray was used to 
show the lead ball embedded in JR’s knee. In 
order to determine what JR looked like, facial 
reconstruction was done using depth markers 
and clay. A woman, JR156C, who was buried 
near JR102C’s grave was thought to have been 
a servant who lived a lifetime of strenuous 
work. Her face was also reconstructed. 

Chapter 4, “Reanimating Jamestown,” is dedi-
cated to bringing to life the landscape and sur-
roundings of Jamestown fort and the everyday 
activities of the colonists. It discusses archaeo-
logical evidence for various industries such as 
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metallurgy and pottery making. A number of 
artifacts give light to the colonists’ occupations. 
Religious objects, sewing supplies, carpenter’s 
tools, and blacksmithing tools were found during 
the excavation. Indeed, one of the most compel-
ling elements of this work is the tremendous 
variety of everyday objects that were recovered. 
Other objects such as hoes and hunting and fi sh-
ing tools also illustrate the various subsistence 
activities that were taking place at the fort. 

The final chapter in Kelso’s book, “Royal 
Jamestown,” backs up the argument that 
Jamestown was not a complete failure and that 
it did indeed endure. Jamestown fort became 
a port, and from 1624 through 1698 James-
town was the capital of the Royal Colony of 
Virginia. Jamestown was the site of the birth 
of American democracy, the location where 
the fi rst elected representative government met 
in English America. Excavations to locate the 
statehouse were fi rst conducted by Mary Jeffrey 
Galt from 1893 to 1903 and were continued in 
the 1950s and by Kelso during the APVA dig. 
Kelso wraps up the chapter by summarizing the 
Jamestown ordeal, its successes, and the hard-
ships that were faced by its inhabitants. 

Overall, Kelso has produced a first-rate 
text. One minor drawback is some level of 
inconsistency in the amount of detail in each 
chapter’s narrative. On one hand, Kelso goes 
into exhaustive detail on the discovery of 

Jamestown and how he and his crew puzzled 
over how structures fit into the Zúñiga map 
(chap. 2), while, on the other hand, the text does 
not go into much detail at all on everyday life 
on Jamestown (chap. 4). It would also have been 
interesting to discuss the rationale for devoting 
such a large portion of chapter 3 on retrieving 
the mitochondrial DNA of Captain Gosnold.

Despite its minor drawbacks, Jamestown: 
The Buried Truth is an excellent introduction 
to the Jamestown saga and provides readers 
with a fascinating look at what lay beneath 
the soil on Jamestown Island. It reads more 
like a fast-paced novel than a dry site report, 
interspersing colorful photographs and vignettes 
to attract the reader’s attention. The book is 
easily understandable; one does not have to be 
a trained archaeologist to understand the infor-
mation. Kelso’s persistence in trying to locate 
the site of the original fort, despite being told 
that it had disappeared into the river, are com-
mendable. Thanks to Kelso’s and the APVA’s 
archaeologists’ efforts, Americans fi nally know 
the truth behind Jamestown.
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