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Hear me, I beseech you; get up an auction and sell Plymouth Rock!


—MARK TWAIN, JOKING, IN A SPEECH TO THE NEW ENGLAND SOCIETY, DECEMBER 22, 1881










Introduction: A Few Quick Things to Keep in Mind When Reading Pilgrim Confidential





WELCOME, INTREPID READER OF PILGRIM CONFIDENTIAL! YOU’RE ABOUT to learn things about the Pilgrims of Plymouth Plantation you might wish you had never heard about, along with lots of other things that may be slightly less shocking but still super interesting and surprising. To enhance your enjoyment and understanding of this book, here are a few things to keep in mind:






	•What you are about to read is merely a selection of true stories about the people we know as the Pilgrims and the founding of Plymouth Plantation. The book is not at all comprehensive—there are many more fascinating stories about the Pilgrims, and much more to know about them and the American Indians who had occupied America for thousands of years.




	
•The term Pilgrim is used here to describe anyone who came on the Mayflower to settle in America. About half of the folks who arrived on the Mayflower were religious Separatists, but the other half were people who came for their own reasons, perhaps for a new start, or for a chance to make more of their lives than they felt they could in England. The Separatists called these folks “The Strangers.” Some of these “Strangers” arrived in New England as servants to other Pilgrims.



	
•Many of the quotations used in this book come from Plymouth governor William Bradford, mostly from his book Of Plymouth Plantation. Other quotations are credited.





	•Please keep in mind that the story of the Pilgrims is told mainly by Englishmen. Unfortunately, American Indians have very little voice in the narratives that have been passed down to us, and women have even less of a voice.




	•There are numerous narratives left by the early settlers of New England. It’s fascinating to read these first-person accounts, and they’re quoted here quite a bit. The language of the Pilgrims has been adjusted to modern spelling for clarity, but if you ever get a chance to read them in their original Early Modern English—do it! There’s just something inherently charming about seeing “dog” spelled “dogge.”




	•And with that—let’s go to Plymouth!












CHAPTER ONE


Pilgrim-ing




So they left that goodly and pleasant city which had been their resting place near twelve years; but they knew they were pilgrims, and looked not much on those things, but lift up their eyes to the heavens, their dearest country, and quieted their spirits.




—WILLIAM BRADFORD, OF PLYMOUTH PLANTATION




THEY WERE KNOWN AS SEPARATISTS, BROWNISTS, AND INDEPENDENTS. They were dissenters and radicals. They called themselves “The Saints.” To us, they are “The Pilgrims,” though they never called themselves that, with the exception of William Bradford’s one passing reference. They were the religious Separatists who would help found Plymouth Plantation, and it was only because of their religious identity that they found themselves bound for a new land far across the ocean, along with a group of folks they called “The Strangers.” The unlikely journey of these Pilgrims, from persecuted outcasts to founders of the first English colony in New England, is a harrowing and unlikely one.




Hunted and Persecuted




When is a Puritan not a Puritan? It’s complicated.




When the Church of England separated itself from Catholicism, Puritans—a group of English Protestants—felt that the Church needed to go further toward purifying itself from the influence of Catholicism; they believed the Church had gotten too far away from the actual Scriptures. But a small segment of Puritans felt that just making changes to the existing doctrine wasn’t enough; the “gross darkness of popery” had permeated the Church of England like a permanent stain. They wanted to be allowed to break from the Church altogether and form their own, separate church. And so they became known as Separatists. But it was an age of conformity-or-else in England, and the Separatists walked a dangerous line in their religious dissent.




When James I, son of Mary Queen of Scots, became king in 1603, things took a turn for the worse for the already beleaguered Separatists. There were two things James I had no patience for: witches and dissenters. He knew for a fact that witches were always trying to sink his ships; don’t even try talking him out of that one. But Separatists were somehow even more dangerous; they felt to James like a threat to the monarchy itself—and King James wasn’t one to underreact, to say the least. “I shall make them conform, or I shall harry them out of the land, or else do worse,” he threatened.




The Separatists, though, were nothing if not determined; they felt their very salvation was on the line. Despite James’s obvious annoyance with them, they officially petitioned him to be allowed to start their own church. Of course they only succeeded in drawing further negative attention and royal ire toward themselves—after all, this was the guy who ho-hummed his mother’s beheading.




A congregation of Separatists from the town of Scrooby in Nottinghamshire, including William Brewster, Edward Winslow, and a precocious young man named William Bradford who had been a sickly orphan when he discovered the sanctity of the Bible, were particularly determined to worship as they wished. But they also began to realize they could not last much longer in hostile England. The persecution of the Separatists was very real; they were harassed in the streets and constantly under threat of prison, or, as James had sneered, “worse.” William Bradford, who would become posterity’s guide to the founding of Plymouth through his writing, described the situation:




But after these things they could not long continue in any peaceable condition, but were hunted & persecuted on every side, so as their former afflictions were but as flea-bites in comparison of these which now came upon them. For some were taken & clapt up in prison, others had their houses beset & watched night and day, & hardly escaped their hands; and the most were fain to fly & leave their houses & habitations, and the means of their livelihood.







Leaving wouldn’t be easy, because even though they were outcasts the Separatists weren’t supposed to leave England. But the conditions and bleak outlook in England persuaded some of the Scrooby Separatists to immigrate to Holland, where, Bradford said, “they heard there was freedom of religion for all men.”




The Grim and Grisly Face of Poverty




The Separatists first attempted to leave England in 1607; several, including Brewster and Bradford, were promptly arrested when they went to board a ship and were thrown in jail. Their second attempt was even more catastrophic. The men were on the ship getting it ready for the women and children, who were still on the dock, when an armed contingency of the king’s men arrived on horseback. Panic ensued, and, amidst the shouts and screams the captain steered the ship out of the port at breakneck speed while on shore their wives and children were taken into custody by the soldiers. The men of the church stood on the deck white-knuckling the taffrail, watching in horror as the dreadful scene grew smaller and smaller, until finally it disappeared.




The king hadn’t been messing around when he threatened the Separatists. Houses of the members of the church were sold out from under them, and all their possessions that hadn’t been loaded onto the ship were seized. Not knowing what to do with the women and children though, the king finally had them released back onto the streets.




Eventually, after much praying, planning, and plotting, all the members of the Scrooby congregation who wanted to be in Holland were reunited, and the congregation reassembled itself in the industrial city of Leiden. But Holland was not all it was cut out to be . While they were free to worship as they pleased, they also lived in poverty. Long used to the English countryside, they now found themselves in a smoky, grimy city. Many were forced to work long hours in cloth mills and other industrial occupations, and the backbreaking jobs took a heavy physical toll. Bradford complained about their life in the crowded city:




Wanting that traffic by sea which Amsterdam enjoys, it was not so beneficial for their outward means of living & estates . . . they fell to such trades & employments as they best could; valuing peace & their spiritual comfort above any other riches whatsoever. And at length they came to raise a competent & comfortable living, but with hard and continual labour.





Did he say “comfortable”? The Separatists by then had developed their own idea of what constituted comfort. Eventually, even the small children of the congregation were forced to take on manual labor to help their families survive. Bradford wrote:




For many of their children that were of the best dispositions and gracious inclinations, having learned to bear the yoke in their youth and willing to be part of their parents’ burdens, were oftentimes so oppressed with their heavy labours that though their minds were free and willing, yet their bodies bowed under the weight of the same, and became decrepit in their early youth, the vigour of nature being consumed in the very bud. . . .





The Separatists persevered over the coming decade—albeit painfully—but their situation in Leiden gradually declined. They started to resent living lives of hardscrabble immigrants in what looked like a land of plenty:




For although they saw fair and beautiful cities, flowing with abundance of all sorts of wealth and riches, yet it was not long before they saw the grim and grisly face of poverty coming upon them like an armed man with whom they must buckle and encounter, and from whom they could not fly.





Finally, after about twelve years in Leiden the Scrooby congregation had reached the limits of what they could accomplish there. The congregation was on the precipice of collapse—from poverty, and also from their older children leaving to pursue better lives. Now, on top of it all, there were rumblings of war in Europe. It was time again for the Separatists to take desperate action. Under the leadership of pastor John Robinson, the congregation deliberated and finally made a radical decision: They would immigrate to America. Bradford wrote, “The conclusion was to live as a distinct body by themselves under the General Government of Virginia.”




The Separatists cast their fortunes with the Virginia Company, which granted them a patent to settle in the New World, and they began to plan for their removal from Holland and their voyage to the farthest reaches of Virginia Colony (today the Hudson River area).




To Quake and Tremble




The Virginia Company looked dubiously at the group of haggard, worn-out Separatists and wondered if they knew what they were getting themselves into, and even if they did know, could they even survive in the wilds of the Virginia Colony? A letter from William Brewster and John Robinson sought to demonstrate that the group was well aware what they were up against, and they were down for it: “ It is not with us as with other men, whom small things can discourage, or small discontentments cause to wish themselves at home again.” In other words, they were used to being miserable. William Bradford shared the upbeat expectations the congregation had of what would likely happen to them in the New World:






[T]he miseries of the land which they should be exposed unto, would be too hard to be borne and likely, some or all of them together, to consume and utterly to ruinate them. For there they should be liable to famine and nakedness and the want, in a manner, of all things. The change of air, diet and drinking of water would infect their bodies with sore sicknesses and grievous diseases.





The congregation had also apparently read some of the hair-raising stories that came out of Virginia’s Jamestown settlement, where relations with local Indians had taken a turn for the worse. Bradford continued:




And also those which should escape or overcome these difficulties should yet be in continual danger of the savage people, who are cruel, barbarous and most treacherous, being most furious in their rage and merciless where they overcome; not being content only to kill and take away life, but delight to torment men in the most bloody manner that may be; flaying some alive with the shells of fishes, cutting off the members and joints of others by piecemeal and broiling on the coals, eat the collops of their flesh in their sight whilst they live, with other cruelties horrible to be related. And surely it could not be thought but the very hearing of these things could not but move the very bowels of men to grate within them and make the weak to quake and tremble.





“Misguided Ignorances”




In order to afford to cross the Atlantic and make a settlement in this strange and scary New World, the Separatists needed investors to back their undertaking. A group of businessmen they called the “Adventurers” put funds into the venture, not unlike speculators investing in risky stocks that they hoped would yield a big return. But the Adventurers demanded something else before they’d back them, and that something was the very thing that, as their name indicates, they really didn’t want: other people. The Separatists would have to join up with a group of unconnected people who were also wanting to try their luck in the New World. Some of these would be men who were likely to stay on only temporarily as laborers, but most were families and individuals who, for their own reasons, decided to leave England forever and cast their fate to life in the dangerous Virginia Colony.




It was customary, not to mention prudent, for expeditions to America to take on a “Captain,” an experienced person who was familiar with the area who would serve as advisor, navigator, and military leader. Captain John Smith stepped up to offer his services. Of all such men, Smith was the most renowned; he had helped found Jamestown more than a decade earlier, and had explored much of the eastern coast of America. But the Separatists turned him down, confidently and frugally opting just to purchase his map of the area instead. Smith scoffed:




But nothing would be done for a plantation until some hundred of your Brownists of England, Amsterdam and Leyden went to New Plimoth, whose misguided ignorances caused them for more than a year to endure a wonderful deal of misery with an infinite patience. They said my books and maps were cheaper than myself to teach them. . . .





Smith had a point there, but the Separatists did hire a professional soldier named Myles Standish, who would prove a boon and help to them. But like the Separatists, Captain Standish had never been to America.




On July 22, 1620, the Leiden congregation boarded a ship called the Speedwell that took them to England. There they met up with the group of fellow travelers they would call “The Strangers,” along with some of their “friends” (like-minded Puritans/Separatists) who were going with them to Virginia. They also saw for the first time the ship called the Mayflower, the vessel that was supposed to carry part of the group to the New World; the rest were to go on the Speedwell .




As the Separatists looked uncomfortably over their shoulders for the king’s men, the Speedwell, which had leaked all the way from Holland to England, had to be patched up and it was August 5 when the ships finally set sail for America. They didn’t get far. The Speedwell began leaking again, and both ships turned around, making port at Dartmouth, England.




By the time the Speedwell was deemed seaworthy it was August 21, and everyone tried not to think about how very, very far behind schedule they were; they were now dangerously close to arriving in the New World on the brink of cold weather. They couldn’t help breathing a sigh of relief as the ships made it to open ocean. This time they were three hundred long miles out into the sea heading west when the Speedwell began taking on water again. Both ships again backtracked, this time three hundred long miles to England; the level of frustration the passengers experienced must have been excruciating. This time they put in at the busy English shipping port Plymouth. And this time they finally gave up on the so-called Speedwell . Their abandonment of the little ship was especially disheartening for the Leiden congregation—they had actually pooled their own funds to purchase the ship; now they would have to leave their significant investment behind. The entire situation, Bradford wrote, “was grievous and caused great discouragement.” And possibly the worst part? Some of the passengers had been ship-bound for a month and a half already, and the real voyage hadn’t even begun.




While at Plymouth, some of the voyagers gratefully seized the opportunity to bail out on the endeavor, which had taken on the feel of being ill-fated. Anyone who had been on the Speedwell who was still determined to go to Virginia crammed their belongings and themselves into the Mayflower, which finally set sail on September 5, with 102 weary souls on board. These people, about half of them “Saints” and half “Strangers,” together formed the group of people we call the Pilgrims. The Saints looked at the Strangers and saw profane, low-class riff-raff. The Strangers looked at the Separatists and saw judgmental religious fanatics; probably the non-Separatists had had enough of people looking down on them in England. And unlike the Saints, most of the Strangers were still loyal to the king and the Church of England. It was awkward.





Stuffed Between Decks and This Is Not Virginia





The Mayflower didn’t leak like the Speedwell, and it was a comfortable enough ship—if you were a cask of wine, which is what the Mayflower, a cargo ship, had mostly transported over the many years of its service. Now it was overloaded with seasick Pilgrims and all their possessions, and dangerously under-loaded with provisions. The Mayflower had been a sturdy and reliable ship, but it was on its last legs by the time it was used by the Pilgrims; three years after returning from Plymouth it would be sold for scrap.




The Pilgrims were stuffed into the “between decks” on the Mayflower like so much cargo. The area the 102 people would call home for the next two months was about eighty by twenty feet, and at best their “ceiling” was five feet high, causing most of them to have to stoop almost constantly. Families attempted to make their own “cabins” by stacking their trunks into makeshift, unwieldy walls. Also on the ship: two dogs (a mastiff and a spaniel), some pigs, some goats, and some chickens. Three of the passengers were pregnant. The ship was a damp, cold, smelly mess, and so was everyone on board.




The voyage met with decent weather at first, but when they were about fifteen hundred miles out, storms blew in, and from then on seemed to beset the Mayflower relentlessly. The ship would toss violently, seasick Pilgrims would become even more seasick, and the already reeking ship reeked even worse. Sometimes, the storms got so bad and the sea so rough passengers and crew wondered whether the ship would make it. One day, John Howland, servant of Pilgrim governor John Carver, made the mistake of visiting the deck during rough weather; the ship rolled as it rode a big wave, tossing John overboard. The sailors used a large hook and retrieved him, dripping but alive, from the sea.




On November 9, 1620, two months after leaving Plymouth Harbor in England, land was finally sighted—but it wasn’t Virginia. They had ended up quite a bit farther north than they wanted to be—off the coast of Cape Cod—and fighting blinding rainsqualls. The ship’s captain, Christopher Jones, attempted to get them turned southward toward Virginia, only to encounter “dangerous shoals and roaring breakers,” and he almost despaired of getting the ship out of them. Finally, the ship turned again toward Cape Cod. Bradford wrote:






[T]hey conceived themselves in great danger; and the wind shrinking upon them withal, they resolved to bear up again for the Cape and thought themselves happy to get out of those dangers before night overtook them, as by God’s good providence they did.







The Pilgrims were so happy to reach Cape Cod, and so desperate to end their voyage and get off the ship, that the reality that they were not in Virginia, where they had a patent to settle, didn’t weigh heavily on their minds. It was time to end the terrible voyage.




Epilogue to the Beginning




Over the coming years, once they had founded Plymouth Plantation, the Pilgrims were known amongst their contemporaries as “the Planters,” “the Old Planters,” “the First-Comers,” and even “the Founding Fathers”—but not “the Pilgrims.” As for the ship called the Mayflower, apparently it was something the Pilgrims preferred to forget; in all his writing about the many false starts and the long voyage to America, William Bradford never mentioned by name even once the ship that had borne them all the way across the ocean to the New World.




List of Mayflower Passengers, Otherwise Known As “The Pilgrims”




John Alden




Isaac and Mary Allerton and their children Bartholomew, Remember, and Mary




John Allerton




John and Eleanor Billington and their children John and Francis




William and Dorothy Bradford




William and Mary Brewster and their children Love and Wrestling




Richard Britteridge




Peter Browne




William Butten




Robert Carter




John and Katherine Carver and their maidservant Dorothy




James Chilton, his wife, and their daughter Mary




Richard Clarke




Francis Cooke and his son John




Humility Cooper




John Crackstone and his son John




Edward Doty




Francis and Sarah Eaton and their son Samuel




Thomas English




Moses Fletcher




Edward Fuller, his wife, and their son Samuel




Samuel Fuller




Richard Gardiner




John Goodman




William Holbeck




John Hook




Stephen and Elizabeth Hopkins and their children Constance, Giles, Damaris, and Oceanus (born during voyage)




John Howland




John Langmore




William Latham




Edward Leister




Edmund Margesson




Christopher and Mary Martin




Desire Minter




The More children: Ellen, Jasper, Richard, and Mary




William and Alice Mullins and their children Priscilla and Joseph




Degory Priest




Solomon Prower




John and Alice Rigsdale




Thomas Rogers and his son Joseph




Henry Samson




George Soule




Myles and Rose Standish




Elias Story




Edward Thompson




Edward and Agnes Tilley




John and Joan Tilley and their daughter Elizabeth




Thomas Tinker and his wife and son






William Trevore




John Turner and his two sons




Richard Warren




William and Susanna White and their sons Resolved and Peregrine (born on Mayflower )




Roger Wilder




Thomas Williams




Edward and Elizabeth Winslow




Gilbert Winslow




Mr. Ely









CHAPTER TWO


Dark Tourists


The place they had thoughts on was some of those vast and unpeopled countries of America . . . being devoid of all civil inhabitants, where there are only savage and brutish men which range up and down, little otherwise than the wild beasts of the same.




–WILLIAM BRADFORD, OF PLYMOUTH PLANTATION




SEARED INTO THE COLLECTIVE AMERICAN CONSCIOUSNESS IS AN ICONIC vision of the Pilgrims setting foot in New England for the first time. It looks like this: William Bradford, cape blowing majestically, trailed by men, women, and children sporting buckles, bonnets, and tidy white collars, all stepping off the Mayflower, onto Plymouth Rock, and into the New World. There’s only one thing about this vision that’s accurate, though: the Pilgrims did eventually get off the ship. On November 11, 1620, the Pilgrims and their shipmates first dropped anchor in Cape Cod off the narrow stretch of land that is now Provincetown—and this, not Plymouth, is where they would step into America for the first time.




When the sun rose on their first morning off the coast of New England, the Pilgrims gazed across the bay with wonder and not a little horror at the barren November landscape, or, as Bradford described it, “a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and wild men.” Nonetheless, the Pilgrims fell to their knees and dutifully thanked God for their safe arrival.








Leaving the women and children behind on the Mayflower, a group of men unceremoniously made the first expedition onto land via a small longboat lowered into the water from the ship. Once on shore the first thing most of them did was to devour some of the enticing blue mussels they found there, a feast that was soon followed by them becoming violently ill. A few days later, when the women were finally given the okay to leave the ship, the first thing they did was locate a small freshwater pond in which to bathe themselves, an activity Bradford couldn’t resist remarking was “much needed.” The Pilgrims were a lot of things—pious, determined—but they were hardly iconic image–ready.




Misbegotten Bounty


But here I cannot but stay and make a pause, and stand half amazed at this poor peoples’ present condition . . . they had now no friends to welcome them, nor inns to entertain or refresh their weather-beaten bodies, no houses or much less towns to repair to . . . summer being done, all things stand upon them with a weather-beaten face; and the whole country, full of woods & thickets, represented a wild & savage view.




Bradford can be forgiven for sounding whiny: Because of unexpected delays and time-wasting false starts, the Mayflower had arrived in America at the worst possible time of year. Winter was looming, planting season was far away—and harvest season even farther. And then there was the little matter of that village they still had to build, and the Pilgrims would, it turned out, lose several more crucial weeks trying to find just the right spot to settle.




On November 15, leaving the women stowed on board the cold, damp Mayflower to tend to the children and to a very ill twenty-three-year-old Elizabeth Winslow, who had developed scurvy, Captain Myles Standish led a group of sixteen “well armed” men on shore. Ostensibly looking for the perfect spot to start building and considerably weighted down with muskets, armor, and provisions, they were also expecting, not without trepidation, to get a look at some of the natives of this unfamiliar world, those “wild men” they had heard so much about, the Indians. They didn’t have to venture far for the latter. They had marched barely a mile along the shore when they spotted “5 or 6 persons coming toward them, and a dogg, being savages.” These Indians, however, weren’t so happy to see them, and whistling for their “dogg” they quickly turned and fled. The explorers took off in pursuit, following their prey until it grew dark. The Englishmen hunkered down for their first night in the New World, worn out from chasing Indians through the dense, tangled forests.
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