Observations of Early Explorers to the Chesapeake Bay
From the writings of Captain John Smith—The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England and the Summer Isles (1624) 1
Chapter II:  What Happened Till the First Supply

Being thus left to our fortunes, it fortuned that within ten days scarce ten amongst us could either go or well stand, such extreme weakness and sickness oppressed us.

Our drink was water, our lodgings castles in the air. With this lodging and diet, our extreme toil in bearing and planting Pallisadoes so strained and bruised us, and our continual labor in the extremity of the heat had so weakened us, as were cause sufficient to have made us as miserable in our native country or any other place in the world. From May to September those that escaped lived upon sturgeon and sea crabs. Fifty in this time we buried.

And now the winter approaching, the river became so covered with swans, geese, ducks, and cranes that we daily feasted with good bread, Virginia peas, pumpkins, and putchamins [persimmons], fish, fowl, and diverse sorts of wild beasts as fat as we could eat them…
Chapter V:  The Accidents That Happened in the Discovery of the Bay of Chesapeake

The second of June 1608 , Smith left the fort to perform his discovery with this company (Six gentlemen and Seven soldiers, and One doctor)… The first people we saw were two grim and stout savages upon Cape Charles, with long poles like javelins, headed with bone. They boldly demanded what we were…but after many circumstances they seemed very kind and directed us to Accomac where we were kindly treated.

From Wighcocomoco to this place all the coast is low broken isles of [marsh], grown a mile or two in breadth and ten or twelve in length, good to cut for hay in summer and to catch fish and fowl in winter; but the land beyond them is all covered over with wood, as is the rest of the country.

So broad is the Bay here we could scarce perceive the great high cliffs on the other side…Thirty leagues we sailed more northwards not finding any inhabitants, leaving all the eastern shore, low islands but overgrown with wood, as all the coast beyond them so far as we could see. The western shore by which we sailed we found all along well watered but very mountainous and barren, the valleys very fertile but extreme thick of small wood so well as trees and much frequented with wolves, bears, deer, and other wild beasts.

The 16th of June we fell with the river Potomac…Having gone so high as we could with the boat, we met diverse savages in canoes well laden with the flesh of bears, deer, and other beasts; whereof we had part. Here we found mighty rocks growing in some places above the ground as high as the shrubby trees…And what other minerals, rivers, rocks, nations, woods, fishings, fruits, victual, and what other commodities the land affordeth. And whether the Bay was endless or how far it extended.

Of mines we were all ignorant, but a few beavers, otters, bears, martins, and minks we found. And in diverse places that abundance, of fish lying so thick with their heads above the water [that] as for want of nets (our barge driving among them) we attempted to catch them with a frying pan, but we found it a bad instrument to catch fish with. Neither better fish, more plenty, nor more variety for small fish had any of us ever seen in any place so swimming in the water, but they are not to be caught with frying pans. Some small cod also we did see swim close by the shore

So setting sail for the southern shore, we sailed up a narrow river up the country of Chesapeake. It had a good channel but many shoals about the entrance. By the time that we had sailed six or seven miles we saw two or three little garden plots with their houses, the shores overgrown with the greatest pine and fir trees we ever saw in the country. But not seeing nor hearing any people and the river very narrow, we returned to the great river to see if we could find any of them, coasting the shore towards Nansemond which is mostly oyster banks. 
From the letters of Swiss traveler Francis Louis Michel2 on his visit to Virginia in 1701.

The abundance of oysters is incredible. There are whole banks of them so that the ships must avoid them. . .  They surpass those in England by far in size, indeed, they are four times as large.  I often cut them in two, before I could put them into my mouth.

1  Text excerpted and adapted from: www.usconstitution.com/captjohnsmiththegenerallhistorieofvirginia.htm
2 Text excerpted from:  Michel, Francis Louis (1916). "Report on the Journey of Francis Louis Michel from Berne,

   Switzerland to Virginia, October 2, 1701-December 1-1702." Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 24: 1-43, 
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