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For those who ever wondered what happened to John Smith after Pocahontas, this is the book for you. The Leaves of
Fate is the third volume in the epic trilogy In the Land of Whispers, set 400 years ago in the American wilderness of
the colony at Jamestown. The first book had to do with Smith’s initiation into the New World; the second, his trial and
expulsion; this final volume is the story of his exile.
Poor John Smith: by 1616, the Virginia Company hates him, he is powerless, with few friends—and all but
dead to Pocahontas. She has thrown him over for another British colonist after Smith is sent on a fruitless trip to find
the Northwest Passage and forced to return to England. There, in bitter exile, he becomes the best-selling author of
his time.
Told through a secret diary and letters from the colonies, The Leaves of Fate bears witness to Virginia’s slide
toward becoming a slave economy built upon the cultivation of tobacco. There’s more profit in the “weed,” and avarice
hangs upon its leaf. Smith wants no part of this. He has in mind a colony in “New England” but is unable to find a
backer for an expedition. How annoying, then, when the King creates the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1629, and
“not an inch of land given to [him] as some reward” for holding the Jamestown settlement together for the crown.
The author, an antiquarian expert, has recreated the hardships suffered by Smith, whose fortunes have
fizzled. “Am I my own calamity?” he laments at one point. All his ambitions to map and colonize the world have come
to naught. The meeting of Pocahontas and Smith in England is bittersweet—she’s married, and he’s relegated to “a
father figure after all these years.”
And so he writes. He is left “to weep my books” and “tie my frenzy to the page.” Sometimes his poetic prose
works well, but other times the author strains and the language can come off as overwrought: “I am befouled of
weightful thoughts.” In the end, John Smith is not only an outcast from his beloved New World, but exiled from the
noble line of ancestry in the Old World. As he says, “What is remembered is but the shade of what we lived.”
TRINA CARTER (February 18, 2011)
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