
that the United States today maintains
world hegemony by fairly similar means:
subsidizing research, importing foreign
experts, and enforcing intellectual prop-
erty laws. Cyberphonies endlessly reiter-
ate that ours is an “information society,”
but new library historians know what the
Ptolemies knew: that every literate soci-
ety in human history has been an infor-
mation society. We have always used in-

formation to exert power, distribute
wealth, create technology, preserve mem-
ory, and communicate ideas. Marx was
wrong once again: the key is control of
knowledge rather than of the means of in-
dustrial production. That is why histori-
ans are refocusing their attention on trea-
suries of intellectual capital. 

Battles does precisely that for the gen-
eral reader—concisely, vividly, and mem-

orably. He walks you through controver-
sies that once engaged only specialists,
and makes them unexpectedly interest-
ing. The history of cataloging may sound
soporific, but he shows that the organiza-
tion of books is an intriging intellectual
problem that took centuries to work out.
Librarians still debate, with ideological
fierceness, whether catalogs should use
“dysmenorrhea” or “menstrual cramps” as
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That Very Mad A≠air
Love and Hate in Jamestown: John Smith, Pocahontas, and the Heart of a New Nation (Knopf, $25.95), by David A. Price, J.D. ’86, is a stylishly
written, authoritative retelling of the opening of the first permanent English settlement in the New World. Price breaks readers’
hearts early on with this debunking:

T
he survival of the small English
outpost was thanks mostly to two
extraordinary people, one a com-
moner and one a royal. The com-
moner was Captain John Smith, a

former soldier with an impatient nature
and a total lack of respect for his social
betters—and anyone else who hadn’t
proven himself through his merits. The
royal was Pocahontas, the beautiful,
headstrong daughter of the most
powerful chief in Virginia.

The names of John Smith and
Pocahontas have by now passed
into American legend. Like the
Jamestown story as a whole, their
stories have been told over the
generations with varying degrees
of accuracy. The imaginative 1995
Walt Disney Co. movie, for exam-
ple, endowed Pocahontas with a
Barbie-doll figure, dressed her in
a deerskin from Victoria’s Secret,
and made her Smith’s love inter-
est. Or, as Peggy Lee sang,

Captain Smith and Pocahontas
Had a very mad a≠air
When her daddy tried to kill him
She said, “Daddy, oh don’t you dare
He gives me fever with his kisses
Fever when he holds me tight
Fever, I’m his missus
Oh Daddy, won’t you treat him right.”

Trouble is, Smith and Pocahon-
tas were never romantically in-
volved. That isn’t surprising;
when Smith was in Virginia, Po-
cahontas was a girl of 11 or so. The

real Pocahontas was a child of privilege
in her society—that is, the Powhatan
Empire—who was curious about the
English newcomers, befriended Smith,
and gave him and the rest of the English
crucial assistance. Years later, looking
back on her contributions, Smith would
recall that her “compassionate pitiful
[pitying] heart…gave me much cause to
respect her.” He credited her with saving

the colony. The English in Virginia, for
their part, chose a strange way to repay
her: after Smith left the colony, they kid-
napped her and held her hostage for ran-
som from her father, Chief Powhatan.
Yet during that time, she came to em-
brace English ways, married a thor-
oughly lovestruck Englishman named
John Rolfe, and lived out the rest of her
short life in his country.
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