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See also: CROATOAN [2]; Fort Raleigh National Historic Site [3]; Lost Colony Play (from Tar Heel Junior Historian) [4];
Exploration, European [5]

The Lost Colony is the popular name given to the English colony of approximately 150 men, women, and boys that settled
on Roanoke Island [6] in July 1587 under the leadership of artist John White [7]. The colony was one of Sir Walter Raleigh's
[8] efforts to establish an English settlement on the coast of the New World in what is now North Carolina. Like previous
voyagers, White and his crew sailed through the West Indies, but they did not trade there. Although they had expected to
settle on the Chesapeake, their pilot, Simon Fernándes [9], refused to transport them after they stopped to look for a
handful of men presumably left on Roanoke Island by Sir Richard Grenville [10] the previous year. These new colonists
found no sign of Grenville's men. Reluctantly, White ordered the settlers to establish themselves in the abandoned town.
There, on 13 Aug. 1587, Manteo [11], a friendly Croatoan [12] Indian, was baptized and made Lord of Roanoke and
Dasamunkepeuc by order of Raleigh. On 18 August Virginia Dare [13] was born to White's daughter Eleanor and her
husband, colony leader Ananias Dare [14], becoming the first English child born in the New World. A few days after his
granddaughter's christening, White sailed back to England to hasten and encourage efforts to resupply and reinforce the
colony. His departure marked the last known contact between the English and their colony in America.

Roanoke colonists leave Fort Raleigh at the climax
of Paul Green's dramatic recreation of their story in
The Lost Colony. Photograph by Aycock Brown.
North Carolina Collection, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill Library.

The Spanish Armada of 1588 [15]disrupted efforts to send voyages to Virginia. White was able to get away to sea that year
in two small vessels with 15 new settlers, but these ships were beset by calamities common in this age of privateering and
returned home. On 7 Mar. 1589 Raleigh reached an agreement with White and numerous merchants of London to put the
colonizing effort on firmer financial ground in exchange for Raleigh's grant of certain trading rights to the investors.

In 1590 White was finally able to secure passage back to Roanoke Island aboard another privateer. He reached the
Virginia coast in mid-August. On 18 August, the third birthday of his granddaughter, colonist Virginia Dare, White once
again landed on Roanoke and began a search for the colonists he had planted there. He soon discovered that the colony
was deserted and the houses of their settlement had been dismantled. His primary clue to the potential whereabouts was
the word "CROATOAN" [2] cut into a tree or post of a palisade built sometime after his departure in 1587. White took this as
a sign that the colonists had abandoned the Roanoke Island settlement without immediate distress. He also found ruined
articles from chests he had left with the colonists, which they had buried and the Indians had excavated. Stormy seas and
lack of cooperation on the part of the sailing masters prohibited White from any further search for the colony in 1590.

Raleigh claimed to have sent other expeditions to regain contact with the colonists, but none was successful. The
eventual fate of the Lost Colony has both fascinated and puzzled even casual students of early American history for
centuries. English explorers and settlers at Jamestown [16] in present-day Virginia searched for the colonists in the early
seventeenth century but found none of them, coming eventually to believe that most, if not all, of the Roanoke settlers had
died at the hands of belligerent Indians. Since then, others have speculated that the colonists may have intermixed with
the Indians of the North Carolina Coastal Plain [17], one theory advancing the idea that they are among the ancestors of the
modern Lumbee Indians. Other theories suggest natural disaster as the reason for the colony's disappearance. Despite
the abundance of speculation, imagination, and even outright fabrication on the part of various theorists, the fate of the
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Lost Colony remains as much a mystery today as it was in the sixteenth century.
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