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INTRODUCTION


The publication of this book coincides with the four hundredth anniversary of the voyage of the Mayflower to North America in 1620. Since that first historic landing at Plymouth Rock, in the winter of that year, the ship, its voyage, and its complex mixture of passengers have passed into myth and legend. Their voyage, trials and triumphs, settlement and interaction with the indigenous peoples of the New England coastlands have become integral to understanding the roots of American culture and identity. It is, of course, undeniable that their contribution is only one of the many streams of immigration that have flowed into the making of the modern United States. And their immigration “stream” is numerically tiny compared to the massive “tributaries” that flowed into North America in the 19th and 20th centuries, and which continue into the 21st century. Just about half of these 130 travelers to the New World died in the first winter of 1620–21, which sets both their numbers and hardships in sharp perspective.


Nevertheless, the Pilgrims have had an impact on popular consciousness that is in excess of their original numbers and original significance. As such, their legacy punches well above its original weight. A United States without the Pilgrims, without Thanksgiving and the Mayflower Compact, without their epic voyage and their passionate desire to create a new home in a new world, is significantly incomplete, emotionally as well as historically.


Furthermore, their story is an English one as well as an American one, for both before and after the journey they were subjects of the Stuart monarchy (whether they liked it or not). And they remained connected with a nation spiraling down to the British Civil Wars of the 1640s. The Mayflower story is, therefore, a transatlantic story and a uniting factor between two Atlantic communities that would eventually (in the next century) take separate but related paths of national development. But the Mayflower was part of both these national journeys.


In many ways the unique impact of these Mayflower Lives is encapsulated in the word Pilgrims, for these immigrants included many whose motivation went far beyond economic migration, as important as that was. These particular passengers—and later settlers—saw their goal as being much more than that. They believed that they were God’s elect, set on building more than merely a new community beyond the reach of religious persecution. Their aims encompassed nothing less than the construction of a “New Jerusalem” in the “New World.” It was this that contributed something very distinctive to how they understood their escape from religious persecution (many had been in exile in the Netherlands after facing problems in England), the upheavals and upsets of the journey, surviving New England winters, and the kind of community they should eventually create. This cannot be ignored, whether one interprets their arrival positively, as contributing something essential to the ethics and self-understanding encapsulated in the later American Dream, or negatively, as part of a European settlement that was to eventually lead to the destruction of the lives and culture of Native Americans (whether deliberately or as collateral damage caused by European diseases). There is something of the seeds of both these later experiences in aspects of the mind-set and the early impact of these settlers. What is clear is that the Pilgrims shine a strong light, or cast a long shadow (depending on the viewpoint of those reflecting on them), down the centuries.


The people who feature in Mayflower Lives, as on the original ship, were a mixture of so-called Saints (members of Puritan Separatist congregations) and Strangers (economic migrants). Together they made up a rather uneasy community on the ship and in the eventual settlement, and we need to remember both groups when exploring the adventure on which they embarked. Some of those we will meet were Saints, some were Strangers. And one of the latter was very much an outsider, who came to have an impact to rival any of the insiders. But together they give us an insight into this epic adventure.


Many books tell the story of the Mayflower, but the characteristic of this book is that it explores the motives, trials, tribulations, successes, and significance of this myth-making voyage and settlement through the interlocking lives of fourteen of those who were part of these events. Some were men; some were women; one was a little child who did not survive the first winter; one was a Native American. Their lives are dramatic and colorful. For example: Captain Jones was a successful sailor but one who had never previously crossed the Atlantic; John Howland fell overboard but survived; William Bradford wrote the definitive history of the settlement; Mary and Richard More were sent to America without family because their father thought them products of his wife’s adulterous relationship; Stephen Hopkins had survived shipwreck and had served with John Smith (of Pocahontas fame); Tisquantum (Squanto) was a Native American who had escaped from kidnapping, spoke English, and assisted the colonists; Myles Standish and John Alden were allegedly love rivals, and Standish was a brave but, at times, brutal military man; Richard More was later excommunicated for “gross unchastity with another man’s wife.” Together they are part of this astonishing story.


As these individual stories build, we will increasingly see how these particular lives intersected and affected each other; whether it was by way of cooperation, or conflict; positively or negatively. Each life has been selected because it opens up a window into a particular aspect of the Mayflower experience. In this way we can explore wider issues, such as religious faith, relations with native peoples, politics, the fur trade, motherhood and family life, romance and sexual relationships, deviance and crime. Yet each wider theme is rooted in a personal “his-story” or “her-story.” They have also been chosen so that, together, they move the story forward from journey, to settlement, to building a community. And where they intersect with other lives they provide their own individual perspective on the unfolding events. For these were lives bound together on one very small ship and one very small colony. Despite this, their interlocking small worlds give us insights into a distant past and a legacy that transcends their own individual experiences. It is biography with a difference, because these are Mayflower Lives.


Visiting Massachusetts in 2018 as part of the research for this book gave me a vivid insight into how this history is still apparent in the modern world. While waiting at passport control in Boston’s Logan International Airport, I was amused to see a poster of a demurely dressed Puritan woman assuring me that “We thank thee for thy patience”! But the connection with the 17th century is even more tangible. It is still possible to touch the water from the spring near Truro, on Cape Cod, where Pilgrims first drank; stand on First Encounter Beach and imagine the flying arrows and musket shots; walk the street they knew in Plymouth; gaze out to sea from Cole’s Hill, which still contains the bones of those who died that first winter; stand beside the graves of John and Priscilla Alden, and of Myles Standish, at Duxbury; see the grassy depression marking the cellar of their house there and stand beside the hearth of John Howland’s excavated homestead at Rocky Nook. One can still look down at Plymouth Rock and wonder if it truly was where the Pilgrims first stepped ashore at the place the indigenous peoples knew as Patuxet. Mayflower history still resonates with modern experiences in the 21st-century landscape. Then, later that same summer, running into a friendly group of Mayflower descendants in St Wilfrid’s Church, in Scrooby (where William Brewster was fined for refusing to attend services), brought home the living legacy of these remarkable people. And sitting on wooden pews from the 17th century there, and later visiting St Helena’s Church, in nearby Austerfield (where William Bradford was baptized), reminded me once again of the remarkable journey that had taken these Pilgrims from the English countryside to eventually settle in North America. Their story is amazing.


Finally, a note about dates. When recording events that took place in British and colonial North American history, I have used the dates that were recorded at the time of the event, but with the year adjusted to start on January 1, for clarity. The latter point is important to remember, to avoid confusion. This is because until 1752, the civil or legal year in Britain and its overseas colonies began on March 25 (also known as Lady Day). This left the period of time from January 1 to March 24 in a rather ambiguous position. So, an event such as the birth of the Mayflower Pilgrim William Bradford on March 19 was technically, at the time, in the tail end of the year 1589, but any modern reader would assume it to have occurred in 1590 because the assumption now is that a year starts on January 1. So, while his birth date can be communicated as 1589 or as 1589/1590, we will just say that he was born in 1590 for simplicity.


To add to the confusion, until 1752 Britain and its growing overseas empire (including the Eastern Seaboard of North America) used the Julian calendar, which was ten days behind the Gregorian calendar used in much of continental Europe. Protestants were initially reluctant to accept the new calendar because its use had been decreed by the Catholic Pope Gregory XIII, in 1582. This means that when the Mayflower finally sailed from Plymouth, England, its crew and passengers considered it as happening on September 6; we would now call it September 16. When they wearily returned to Cape Cod—having failed to get south to the Hudson—and signed the Mayflower Compact, they did it on November 11; we would call it November 21. The “adjusted date” (adjusted to our calendar) is ten days later. For simplicity, though, we will use the dates that they used. So, as far as this book is concerned, they sailed on September 6 and signed the famous compact on November 11. This is worth bearing in mind, as adjusted dates can occasionally be found in some books and websites, which can sometimes cause confusion. Simplicity seems best: we use the dates a Pilgrim would recognize!




1


The Master’s Story: Christopher Jones, Master of the Mayflower 


In November 1620, a battered sailing ship wearily worked its way up the coast of what is today Massachusetts. Called the Mayflower, there was little about the ship and its passengers that indicated it might ever have a place in future history, myth, and legend. Indeed, everything pointed towards, at best, hardship and, at worst, disaster. As those on board looked out on the shoreline of Cape Cod, their anxieties mounted. Not only had the voyage from a very distant England been long and hard but this was not where they intended to be. Only two days earlier, on November 9, they had first sighted this same shore and then attempted to sail down the coast to their intended destination of the northern parts of the colony of Virginia. It was not to be. The strong winds, coastal shoals, and rising winter seas of the Atlantic, which had already battered the ship on its two-month-long journey to this “New World,” contrived to thwart their plans. At last they had accepted the inevitable and turned back. Now they once more looked out on the same forbidding shoreline that they had spotted earlier. Here they paused their journey to take stock of their situation. Gray waves drove in against the beaches, which were fringed with dunes, rough sea grass, and woodland of pine and stunted oak growing down towards the shore. The ship strained at its anchor cable, and continual seasickness made the cramped, wet conditions on board all the more miserable. Already one passenger and one crewman had died on the journey (the passenger a mere three days before sighting land), and the future seemed far from certain for those who had made it this far.


For, if the intended destination of the colony of Virginia promised a tough but adventurous opportunity to build a new life on a new continent, the uncertainties of this place meant that it was impossible to predict what lay ahead. The experiences of the English settlement, established farther south in Virginia since 1607, indicated that there would be native tribes speaking unfamiliar languages and potentially posing a threat to those who landed from the ship. There would be strange trees, plants, and animals and none of the familiar domesticated crops and beasts of the fenced and parcelled-up English countryside or that around Leiden in the Netherlands, from where many on board had started their original journey. A safe anchorage would have to be found in the sand-silted bays beyond the hook of land that jutted out into the winter ocean. Timber would need cutting and shelters would have to be constructed to provide some protection from the falling temperatures of the fast-approaching New England winter. And it was rapidly becoming apparent that their European clothing was quite inadequate for the adventure. Already rotting from the salty dampness of the sea journey, it was ill suited to the cold of November that was penetrating the ship’s timbers. Yet beyond the ship there was no existing settlement offering shelter, and the temperature was falling.


To add to their distress, all this was on top of a voyage that had been anything but plain sailing. In fact, things had gone wrong from the start. The Mayflower had originally left London with about sixty-five passengers in the middle of July 1620. From there she had sailed to Southampton, Hampshire, to meet the Speedwell, which was bringing others from Leiden. The Mayflower’s master (captain), Christopher Jones, had then planned that the two ships would begin their Atlantic crossing by the end of July, but problems with the Speedwell (she had already been leaking on her voyage from Leiden to Southampton) threw out his plans, since repairs were needed once the Speedwell arrived in Southampton. Then, soon after leaving Southampton on August 5, the Speedwell began leaking once again. This forced both ships into the port of Dartmouth, Devon, for repairs, since Jones and the Speedwell’s captain were determined to keep the two vessels together for mutual support. They arrived in Dartmouth on Saturday, August 12. About nine days later, the two ships finally set off again. But to Jones’s frustration, and that of the rest of the voyagers, the Speedwell again began to leak. Vital time was being lost, and the autumn was looming when they returned—this time to the Devon port of Plymouth. There the two captains and the senior passengers conferred and made the difficult decision to leave the Speedwell behind. Not surprisingly, some passengers had given up at this point and returned to Leiden on the ailing Speedwell.


Jones had had no choice but to take the remaining passengers on board the Mayflower. Grossly overcrowded with 102 passengers, including 3 pregnant women (one child was later born at sea), and about 30 crew, the solitary Mayflower finally departed from Plymouth on Wednesday, September 6. Along with the packed passengers were live animals, including goats, pigs, and chickens that were kept in pens on the drenched main deck. By this time the passengers had already been on board ship for nearly one and a half months; sleeping and living in thin-walled, low-ceilinged, dark, damp cabins. Now the ordeal continued as England fell away behind them into the sea mist of September. On good days they could go up on the top deck, but bad weather and the attendant rough seas drove them below once more into a fetid space that stank of vomit from perpetual seasickness and worse. The only toilet arrangements were wooden buckets that sloshed and spilled their foul contents as the ship heaved. Food, for those who could keep it down, consisted of hard tack, salted beef and fish, and cheese. For many, the waking day was occupied with praying and psalm singing; with services on Sunday that lasted the whole day. For others less godly there was nothing to do except talk, grumble, vomit, and hope the seas kept down. One of the crew passed his time taunting the most miserable of the sickly passengers with the promise that, if they died, he would be happy to throw their bodies overboard. However, in an event that some identified as the hand of God, this young seaman was the only member of the crew to fall sick and die on the journey, and it was his body that was thrown overboard.


Mercifully the first half of the voyage went well, apart from the unrelenting seasickness. But the trouble with the Speedwell had set back the sailing schedule, and nothing that Master Christopher Jones did could outrun the autumn weather. By October, the Atlantic storms caught them. At times the driving wind was so strong and the Mayflower so battered by the ocean that Jones was forced to let the ship drift before the driving sea. Then the main beam of the Mayflower (the timber running from one side of the hull to the other) cracked. Inspecting the damage, Jones was at his wits’ end and considered turning back. But he faced criticism from some crew members who feared they would not be paid if they did so. At last, under Jones’s direction, the ship’s master carpenter managed to clamp the great timber together using a giant iron screw that some of the passengers had brought to assist in house construction. But it had been a close call!


All things considered, it was little wonder that after sixty-six days at sea, they had been blown off course from their originally intended destination of the Hudson River and so had first sighted land at Cape Cod.1 And now they were back there again!


It was hardly surprising that grumbling on board the ship was growing into a threatening dissension and that tensions were rising between the disparate elements among the passengers and crew. But disparate hardly begins to describe them. Of the 102 passengers on board, some, as we shall shortly see, were there because their Puritan religious beliefs had set them at odds with an increasingly authoritarian Church of England, whose royal head—King James VI and I—was stamping his authority on the Church and kingdom under his rule. He was determined to bring to heel those dissenting communities who either sought greater austerity within the established Church or, worse still, attempted to set up worshipping communities outside its legal authority. After years of persecution and marginalization in King James’s England, many of the so-called godly on the Mayflower had sought sanctuary in the Netherlands, where they had enjoyed greater religious freedom. But even there things had begun to turn sour, for religious warfare was intensifying in Europe and their sons were facing conscription into the armies of the Protestant Dutch state as it faced threats from its Catholic neighbors. In such a situation the possibility of starting afresh in the raw new lands of North America increased in its appeal as every year passed. Even its alien and unfamiliar nature added to, rather than detracted from, its appeal; for the godly passengers were deeply familiar with the history and experiences of another Chosen People: the Children of Israel. They too had been led by God out of the oppressive and sinful land of Egypt; had struggled through the wilderness for years; and had conquered a new home in the land of Canaan, after crossing the waters of the river Jordan. So, if God’s people had once found their Promised Land in a place they’d had to conquer from the native peoples of Canaan, why should His new Chosen People not be similarly blessed as they sought out a new home, and built a New Jerusalem, in the New World? Consequently, the odds against them only served to strengthen their resolve to do as God had commanded. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that later history would remember such intrepid religious adventurers as Pilgrims. However, while their Puritan beliefs had set them at odds with the royally approved Church back home, this did not mean that they necessarily saw eye to eye with each other, or indeed with other dissenting groups. They might describe themselves as Saints, engaged on a mission to build a New Jerusalem on earth, but that did not mean that there was agreement among them over how such a new community should be constructed! And this was not the only cause of tension among the Mayflower’s passengers, because those on board also included Strangers. In order to make the venture financially viable, economic migrants had been allowed to join the trip. They brought money, skills, and resources to the mission but not the passionate and godly commitment that was a hallmark of the Saints. And then there was the crew. God alone knew where they stood on the path of salvation. From the manners and speech of some, it seemed that they did not stand well in this matter at all, while for others there perhaps was hope. But unity on board ship, there was not!


Not only were conditions appalling and personal relationships fraught but their very legal status was in doubt. Having gained permission from the English authorities to settle in Virginia, they had no proper legal right to establish a colony on this stretch of the New England coast. And, as godly and upright Christians, they knew that if their new home was to flourish, it was essential that they had right and title established by law, even if they had little regard for the Christian integrity and purity of the king and royal authority that issued it. If they were to become God’s pilgrim people in this new Promised Land, they needed to establish order and decency among themselves and proper government as a community in a strange and alien environment. All this was now complicated by the fact that their present location was not where they had intended to be, and, consequently, they were about to establish a settlement in an area that lacked approval by English royal authority. The way forward was far from clear. So it was in this state that, on Saturday, November 11, the male passengers signed an agreement that would regulate their new settlement.2 Of the Mayflower Compact we will hear more in due course, but it was a step forward in providing rules and regulations for the less than united community.


The ship was now anchored in a sheltered spot—later called Provincetown Harbor—protected from the Atlantic waves by the curving spit at the northern head of Cape Cod. As the Mayflower’s master, Christopher Jones, consulted what little documentation he had about this coastline and prepared to assist in the search for a suitable place on shore to settle for the winter, he must have been wondering how he had ever let himself get drawn into such a risky venture in the first place.



The backstory of Christopher Jones and the Mayflower



The backstory of Christopher Jones reminds us of how many unlikely factors came together in order to make the Mayflower voyage possible. It was a backstory that started well before the momentous events of 1620. Yet without these previous histories, what occurred in that crucial year would not have happened, for a wide range of Mayflower Lives were drawn together in order to create the voyage and eventual settlement. So, before we explore the motives and experiences of some of the other key individuals among both the Saints and Strangers on the voyage and in the settlement that followed, we need to appreciate something of the man and the ship that made it possible. For both Jones and the Mayflower had a backstory that existed before the events that thrust them into the full glare of history. They were both experienced, as seafarer and ship, before their American connection eclipsed all their previous activities. But those previous experiences flowed into the later events.


For such a crucial player, we cannot be absolutely certain of the origins of Christopher Jones. However, we are fairly certain that he was born in Harwich, Essex, in about 1570. Despite this, there appears to have been something of a lapse in the keeping of the baptismal records there between the spring of 1565 and the early summer of 1571.3 Since it is obvious that children will have been born and baptized there in this time period, the loss of records indicates a problem in record keeping and document survival, not an absence of baptisms. From the fact that Christopher was later first recorded at, and was then active in, Harwich, and that both he and his family seem well established there, it is clear that this was where he was born.


Harwich was an important port in eastern England, which in the 16th century provided a base for trade across the North Sea to northwestern Europe and Scandinavia. The position of Harwich on the estuaries of both the river Stour and the river Orwell enhanced its status as a port. In addition, it was one of the few safe anchorages between the Thames and the Humber estuaries. As such, it provided Jones with the opportunity to gain experience in both shipping and trading, which would later be so valuable in 1620.


What we do know about the early life of Christopher Jones comes to us from the evidence of two weddings and a funeral. The first key event was the funeral. This occurred in Harwich in 1578, the year of his father’s death (the funeral in question), when Christopher inherited from his father his interest in a local ship called the Marie Fortune. The family members were well established mariners, since Christopher’s younger brother, Roger, also received the eighth part of a ship named the Centurion. Later, on Roger’s death at sea in 1597, he left his older brother his astrolabe (a navigational instrument), which emphasizes his role as a mariner. Clearly, the Jones family was of some significant middling wealth, as evidenced in the part-ownership of the ships that appear in these inheritances.4


The next time that Christopher appears in the 16th-century records is 1593. This was the first of his two weddings. On December 23 of that year he married seventeen-year-old Sara Twitt, who also came from a family with strong maritime connections. The Twitt and Jones families were near neighbors, and the wedding nicely consolidated their financial interests. We have no way of knowing what Christopher and Sara thought of each other, but their marriage was a sound commercial proposition, since Sara Jones, née Twitt, soon inherited from her father a twelfth share in his ship, named Apollo, in 1599.


Christopher was doing well, because in 1601 he became a freeman of the Borough of Harwich. As a freeman he enjoyed a number of rights and privileges, including exemption from various tolls when moving goods in and out of the town. In most cases such freemen were also the only persons eligible to vote at parliamentary elections. When King James VI and I granted the town its Great Charter in 1604, Christopher was named as one of twenty-four of its leading citizens. As such, he is further recorded as assessing tax values on land and urban properties, and as a jury member. An intriguing insight into his upward mobility and its limits comes from 1605, when he was accused of illegally keeping hunting dogs. The relevance of this lies in the fact that this was prohibited for anyone lacking the status of a “gentleman” owning property worth forty shillings. Clearly, there were financial limits to what Christopher had achieved by this time, but this had not put a ceiling on his aspirations or his sense of status. His tenacity would later prove valuable when the Mayflower crossed to North America in 1620.


This brings us to that second wedding. This followed the early death of Sara, his first wife, in 1603, aged just twenty-seven years. Following Sara’s death, Christopher quickly remarried. As with his first wife, this was also a financially advantageous maritime match. His new wife, Josian Gray, was the widow of a successful ship owner and merchant (Richard Gray), whose wealth had been enhanced by involvement with speculative ventures in the Caribbean. She was twenty-one and brought to the marriage substantial property and land. The marriage produced eight children. It also gave birth to a new phase in Christopher’s shipping business, since his wealth was boosted by the new match. This is reflected in the fact that, by 1605, Christopher owned his own ship, named Josian after his young wife. At 240 tons, it was an above-average-sized merchant vessel.5 Christopher was doing well.


In 1611 the family moved from Harwich, in Essex, to Rotherhithe, on the south bank of the river Thames. However, the family kept a close connection to their old home port, as, while Master Jones was away on his 1620 journey to America, he sent his heavily pregnant wife (carrying their sixth child) back to her family in Harwich. It was a thoughtful act, given that she would be carrying their latest child to full term on her own. But back to that move in 1611. Today Rotherhithe is part of the London borough of Southwark, but in 1611 it was an independent port and the location of a number of shipyards. To an ambitious seaman, such as Christopher Jones, it offered opportunities due to its close proximity to London and the trade of the Thames estuary. And, at last, around this period of time his story became intertwined with that of a ship which would loom large in the history of North America. For it was in 1611 that a salvage claim names him as the “Master” of the Mayflower. There is an earlier brief mention in the Port Books of 1609 also linking this ship to Harwich, so it looks as if he had acquired it before he moved to Rotherhithe. Jones was her master and part owner (he had a quarter share); he shared ownership of the ship with men named Christopher Nicholls, Robert Child, and Thomas Short.


Sailing on the Mayflower, he was involved in trade to continental Europe. Between 1610 and 1620 the Customs Books of the Exchequer show that most of his work involved the French wine trade. An exception was in 1614–15 when his voyages took him to northern Germany, shipping out English cloth and returning with European fabrics; he then sailed to Málaga, Spain, in 1615. But none of these journeys took him into the Atlantic. Neither he nor his ship gained any experience on that stormy ocean, so the voyage of 1620 was to test him and the ship to the limit. As we shall eventually see, both paid a heavy toll for the endeavor. It is clear that the Mayflower was a fairly old ship by the time she took part in the famous and difficult voyage of 1620.


Exploring, as we will, the lives of fourteen players (including Christopher Jones) reveals the dramatic events that led to the arrival and settlement of the Pilgrims in the New World. But the story cannot be told without saying more about another—inanimate—character, and that, of course, is the Mayflower herself. She was a freight galleon and was crewed by about thirty crew. What is astonishing is that nobody who recorded the events of the famous 1620 voyage actually mentioned the name of the ship involved! Poor Mayflower battled the Atlantic and the winter off Cape Cod in anonymity. William Bradford and Edward Winslow (key players in the Pilgrims’ story) simply referred to her as “the bigger ship,” “the larger ship,” and the “vessel.” It was only a document known as the Allotment of Lands, written at New Plymouth, New England, and dating from March 1623, that first mentions the name of this crucial player in these great events.6 For us, though, the name of the ship is now so famous and so closely entangled with one particular historical event that it is difficult to think of any other ship by that name. But of course, in reality, there would have been many ships sharing the name, which, in time, became associated with just one vessel. We know of no fewer than twenty-six different ships called Mayflower that were operating out of English ports between 1588 and 1642.7 One of these earlier ships had even fought for Queen Elizabeth I against the Spanish Armada in 1588. Confusingly, it even seems that a quite different Mayflower was involved in voyages to Plymouth Colony in 1629 and again in the 1630s. It seems to have been lost at sea on another such crossing in the winter of 1641–42. We know that this was not the Mayflower, because, as will be revealed, that historic vessel was broken up soon after 1624.


What we can say with certainty is that the Mayflower was not the right ship for the events of 1620. That summer she transported wine from Europe to London; in the autumn she carried the godly to a New World and the hopes of building a New Jerusalem. She was nothing if not a versatile vessel. But she was not up to the second of these voyages that year. From the slight references to her we can conclude that she was of a type of vessel that could cope with sailing the coasts of Europe but was ill suited to the Atlantic crossing. She had structures, called castles, at front and rear to give some protection to crew and passengers and provide some shelter to the main deck, but her construction would have made her extremely difficult to sail against the wind. This was particularly problematic given the North Atlantic’s prevailing westerlies. These posed particular problems in the autumn and winter; it was in these unfavorable seasons that she sailed to America and stood off the New England coast in 1620–21. This unsuitability helps explain some of the unpleasant experiences recorded by those sailing and living on her. It is no surprise that the ship’s voyage from England to America took more than two months; two months that ate away at the morale of the passengers on board. Given that the Mayflower’s return trip to London in April/May 1621 took less than half that time, we can be sure that the ship was poorly built for the westward journey but fared better when she sailed home again, with a following wind.8


She would have had three decks: a main deck, a gun deck, and a cargo hold. William Bradford, one of her passengers with whom we shall soon be acquainted, thought that she could carry somewhere in the region of 180 tons of cargo. On the Mayflower’s journey to America the cargo hold contained trade goods, supplies for the journey and the establishing of the colony, military equipment, tools and utensils, clothing and bedding.9 We know she carried weapons, as Master Jones would eventually unload four small cannon in order to protect the newly established colony.10 Another clue regarding the Mayflower’s weaponry lies in the fact that the ship’s (unnamed) “master gunner” accompanied one of the expeditions ashore in December 1620 and died later that winter.11


Sadly, the Mayflower was to suffer greatly on her one and only trip to North America. Just four years after the epic voyage, three of the owners of the Mayflower applied to the Admiralty court for an evaluation of her worth. This occurred two years after Jones’s death, in 1622. One of these part owners was his widow, Josian Jones, who had inherited her husband’s share in the vessel. The ship was eventually described as being “in ruins,” with a value of only £128 and laid up since the voyage of 1620–21.12 It seems that the Mayflower had fallen victim to the demands and trials of that historic voyage. It was not only passengers and crew who had been exhausted by the experience. After that she was broken up and so vanishes from history.


But famous old ships leave a legacy of legends, and, in this case, these include claims that Mayflower timbers today prop up buildings as far apart as the Old Schoolroom in Abingdon, Berkshire, and an ancient barn in the village of Jordans, Buckinghamshire, where some have even claimed that they have seen a letter M carved into the timbers. All are sadly mistaken, because there is not the slightest piece of surviving evidence to tell us what happened to the timbers of the Mayflower.13 Nobody at the time realized that the ship would become so retrospectively famous. The “connection” with Jordans has probably been invented due to its close proximity to the burial place of William Penn, founder of Pennsylvania (died 1718), in the cemetery of the Jordans Quaker meeting house.


So ended the existence of a ship that was an unlikely choice for its historic role and later iconic status. Neither Jones nor his ship had sailed the North Atlantic before they were contracted to move the mixture of Saints and Strangers across the ocean. He and the ship were clearly chosen for the contract because they were available at a low enough price, and were willing to accept the role because there had been a downturn in European shipping contracts. This is how an Essex (turned Rotherhithe-based) master—possessing only sailing experiences of European waters, and mastering a ship built primarily for those waters—became engaged in an enterprise that took him and his ship across the North Atlantic.


So it was that Master Christopher Jones and his co-owner Robert Child were approached by Merchant Adventurer Thomas Weston, who was looking for a ship to transport settlers to North America in order to start a new colony. Weston and an associate named Robert Cushman were acting as agents for Puritans (the later Pilgrims), who had left England due to religious persecution and who were living in exile in the Netherlands. Until 1622 Weston played a major role in organizing the movement of this party to America and in the later financing of the colony, until he finally pulled out of the venture in that year. His dealings with the colony will feature later in this book, but suffice it to say, his involvement was based on economics, not religious ideology, and he was clearly keen to make a profit from the venture. Later dealings reveal his lack of scruples and his willingness to set beliefs to one side if offered the possibility of making a quick profit; he was later accused of selling weaponry destined for New England to Turkish pirates!14 As a result of this contract, Jones and the Mayflower made their one and only journey across the Atlantic and back. Given this lack of experience, it is surprising how good a job they made of it. Remembering the apparently cut-price funding of the trip, we may therefore be less surprised at the way in which the other vessel similarly tasked (the Speedwell) failed the test when the journey had hardly begun. However, Christopher Jones had several crew members who had been to the New World before, because the fifty-year-old Jones was very aware of his limitations and sought to make up the deficit in his own Atlantic experience through his choice of senior members of the crew. For this reason he took on two master’s mates who had previous experience sailing to the New World. The first of these was 45-year-old John Clarke, who had been a ship’s pilot on a voyage to the English settlement at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1611. While in North America he had been taken prisoner by the Spanish and, as a prisoner, been taken first to Havana, Cuba, and then to Málaga, Spain. After repeated interrogations by the Spanish authorities, he was eventually released to return to England in 1616. In 1618 he was engaged in transporting cattle to Jamestown. Jones recognized the value of such a man and hired him for the Mayflower’s voyage. The same motivation led him to take on Robert Coppin (also as a master’s mate), since he had some whaling experience in the North Atlantic.


However, there were also family connections influencing one of his appointments, as he employed John Alden, who was probably his cousin, as the ship’s cooper in charge of storing provisions. But this was about more than just creating jobs for a relative. Jones knew that he needed someone he could trust in this vital role, because everyone’s food and drink were stored within the barrels in the cooper’s care. Consequently, it was Alden who had been sent on ahead to Southampton to buy provisions and store them in sealed barrels. Alden would eventually marry a passenger named Priscilla Mullins in the New World, after she nursed him back to health when he fell ill that first winter. He stayed in America when Christopher Jones eventually sailed home.


On one area the limited financing of the trip restricted Jones’s choice, and that was in the area of medical support. The ship’s surgeon, Giles Heale, was very young and inexperienced and only recently apprenticed as a London barber-surgeon. He had just gotten engaged, in May 1620, but the journey pulled him away from his fiancée for a year. Whether a bigger budget, leading to the employment of a more experienced surgeon, would have made any difference is now hard to decide, but the fact that half the crew and passengers would die that first winter may be traceable to the choice of such an inexperienced young man. In defense of his choice, Christopher Jones would, no doubt, have said that the budget only ran so far.


Other crew members included one surnamed Leaver, lost to history other than in a later record, which names him as one who rescued Pilgrims who had become lost in the woods in January 1621.


An insight into the rough and tough men Jones employed can be seen in the case of the Mayflower’s boatswain, who was, in the words of William Bradford, “a proud young man [who] would often curse and scoff at the passengers. But when he grew weak, they had compassion on him and helped him.”15 So it was that Saints and Strangers were thrown together and made their unique community at sea and eventually on land.


We shall soon return, via another Mayflower Life, to the events in the Netherlands that led to the decision to sail to America, but it is frustrating to note that, in contrast to earlier records for the movement of Master Jones and his ship, there is no official English record that specifically relates to him and the Mayflower between 1616 and 1624. In short, the famous voyage was not even noticed by those port officials in England keeping records of the movement of ships. This absence might have been caused by the rather irregular way in which the Pilgrims were transferred from Leiden to New England, as we shall see. So much for the making of a legend! All that was to come later. Despite this, there is plenty of other evidence showing that it was in 1620 that a master and ship that were poorly suited to the task set off with a motley band of Saints and Strangers on a hazardous journey to the New World.


But why was North America, of all places, even considered as a viable option for the transplanting of people in order to create a new, godly society? Clearly, the Pilgrims were not the first seekers of a new life there.


When the Mayflower was chartered for its voyage in 1620, it became part of a transatlantic connection that was drawing Europe and North America ever closer together. Since 1492, when Christopher Columbus landed on the island later known to Europeans as Hispaniola, at the head of a Spanish expedition, the Old World and what Europeans soon described as the New World were drawn together. For Europeans it offered prospects of new land, resources, and wealth. In 1497 John Cabot sailed from Bristol, England, and became the first European since the Vikings to land on the coast of North America.16 Soon the seas off Newfoundland and farther south were being visited by French and English fishermen and Basque whalers in pursuit of the plentiful fish and whale stocks to be found there.17 This helps explain why the Pilgrims were later assisted by Native Americans who could speak English. It also explains how a disaster had hit these Native American tribes long before the conflicts that broke out with them in the 17th century. Alien diseases had cleared coastal communities before anyone’s foot was placed on the legendary Plymouth Rock.18 European fishermen visiting North America had inadvertently caused this.19 As early as 1616, perhaps as many as 90 percent of the Wampanoag confederacy of Massachusetts had died in an epidemic. We will later see how the survivors decided to seek common cause with the Pilgrims against their traditional enemies, the Narragansett, who were relatively untouched by epidemic disease until 1623, when smallpox devastated them too.20


After the Spanish and Portuguese conquered land in the Americas, they were followed by the English, the French, and the Dutch. The Mayflower expedition itself was part of a wider English mix of private enterprise backed by royal power that was a feature of the English way of colonizing. In 1586, an English colony was established at Roanoke, in what is now North Carolina, but it was soon abandoned. In 1587 another attempt to kick-start this venture also met with failure and the disappearance of all the colonists. This became known as the Lost Colony and reminds us that life was difficult and dangerous in the New World for Europeans poorly prepared for its demands. This was a bitter reality which the later Pilgrims also experienced in their first winter of 1620–21. A similar failure occurred at Cuttyhunk, Massachusetts, in 1602, where the fort that was established there was swiftly abandoned. However, despite the disaster at Roanoke and the failure at Cuttyhunk, other ventures were more successful. The most famous of these was the Jamestown Colony, established in 1607 in Virginia, by the London (or Virginia) Company. It became the first permanent English settlement in North America. So it was to Virginia Colony that the Mayflower was headed in 1620 in the hope of a new life, driven by dissatisfaction with England and the Netherlands. It was a venture made possible through the ambitions of London middlemen, the low prices charged for the hiring of an ill-suited ship, and a master inexperienced in the Atlantic, because of a falloff in the European coastal carrying trade. Yet, to many of those on board, it was rather God’s providence that had made all this possible and which would, they were assured, carry them through the tough times ahead.


In this they were not unique, but they were distinct because the simple reality was that most of those sailing to America before 1620 and afterwards were not intending to build a New Jerusalem of godliness. Most were after personal wealth or were intent on blocking the ambitions of a rival European power. This was a long way short of the Pilgrims’ desire to establish a New Jerusalem. That alone makes 1620 significant. For, as the Mayflower strained at its anchor cable in the lee of Cape Cod in the rising winter winds of 1620, a combination of events had ensured that the new colony would not be located farther south, where most settlers were economic migrants. Instead, it would be in Massachusetts that the New Jerusalem would be built. Furthermore, when a boat set off on a mission to locate a safer anchorage—and would finally return with vital seed-corn found at a deserted Native American settlement—it would be commanded by Master Christopher Jones, a Stranger rather than a Saint. He had come a long way, by a complex route, from his original home in Harwich, Essex, to the sandy bays and dunes of Cape Cod. Behind him lay a poorly suited ship, with a far from unique name, that was full of weary, wet, and cold passengers. They were awaiting news, which they hoped the explorers would eventually bring back, of where to settle in the new land.


Master Christopher Jones after 1620


Over the five months of the winter of 1620–21, Jones and the Mayflower, with its ailing crew, would remain in the New World. They had originally planned to return to England as soon as the Pilgrims found a suitable settlement site, but the same illness that had begun to overcome the passengers had also affected the ship’s crew. As a result, Jones and the Mayflower were trapped in North America until enough crew had recovered (though many died) to get the ship safely home to England. Eventually Christopher Jones returned from America in the summer of 1621, but his health had suffered due to the difficulties experienced over the previous severe winter in Massachusetts. He died in early March 1622, aged about fifty-two, having just returned from a voyage to France. He was buried in the churchyard of St. Mary the Virgin, in Rotherhithe, on March 5. The exact location of his grave is no longer known. So ended the life of one of the key figures in the story of the Mayflower voyage. We have described him as one of the Strangers, as there is simply no evidence that would categorically place him among the Saints. However, the rector at St. Mary’s between 1611 and 1654 was the Rev. Thomas Gataker, who had Puritan leanings. So perhaps Master Christopher Jones was a closet Saint after all. We shall never know.


It is a curious irony that the lost grave of Christopher Jones at Rotherhithe and the lost grave of Pocahontas at Gravesend are a mere twenty-two miles apart. In these two graves we are reminded of the twists of history that entangled the Thames estuary with the New World of North America. And it is to more of the motives behind, and experiences on, that momentous 1620 sea journey to the New World that we now turn, as we explore it through one of its most famous Saints.
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The Asylum Seeker’s Story: William Bradford, a Saint Fleeing Babylon


Before we explore the life of William Bradford, we will take a few moments to examine the way that such a member of the Mayflower godly community viewed the world. For them, God was testing and refining his beloved people as they lived in the sinful “Babylon” of “the World.” Like the Chosen People of the Old Testament, they had turned their back on “the slavery of Egypt” and were seeking out a Promised Land where they could establish a new community, a “New Jerusalem,” of holy living.


Babylon . . . Egypt . . . these words, suggesting oppression and sin, echoed from the pages of the Old Testament and were picked up in the New Testament in the book of Revelation to inform those among the 17th-century godly who sought to understand the true nature of their contemporary society. For did not the book of Revelation, in the Geneva Bible translation that was loved by the English-speaking Saints from Switzerland to North America, warn that:




It is fallen, it is fallen, Babylon that great city, and is become the habitation of devils, and the hold of all foul spirits, and a cage of every unclean and hateful bird. For all nations have drunken of the wine of the wrath of her fornication, and the kings of the earth have committed fornication with her, and the merchants of the earth are waxed rich of the abundance of her pleasures.





Faced with such a Babylon of sin, the godly should flee from the sinful communities within which they found themselves living, in order to escape the wrath of God. The command to do so was clear and unequivocal:




Go out of her, my people, that ye be not partakers of her sins, and that ye receive not of her plagues.1





In 1620 there were many who saw sinful Babylon and Egyptian slavery firmly entrenched in contemporary lifestyles and also in the persecutions they faced. And, from their fervent belief that they lived in the End Times preceding the Second Coming of Christ and the Last Judgement, they interpreted the turmoil and uncertainties around them as clear proof that they lived in the days spoken of by Christ, when,




“Ye shall hear of wars, and rumours of wars” and when “nation shall rise against nation, and realm against realm, and there shall be famine, and pestilence, and earthquakes in divers places.”2





Consequently, they thought it essential to separate from such a place of imperfection and, instead, to build a new and chaste community, both to escape God’s judgement that was coming on the world, and to be spared the spite of their enemies while they awaited the vindication that would come with the return of Christ.


Today we live in an age of economic migrants and asylum seekers and are well aware of both the push and pull factors that make people leave their homes and seek to carve out a new life for themselves and their families. This is nothing new. The Pilgrims who traveled to New England on the Mayflower included both sets of people. There were those among them who were seeking religious freedom to worship God as they believed correct and to form Christian communities governed in ways that they felt were more in accord with the Bible than other forms on offer at the time. Persecuted in England for these principles, they had sought freedom to practice their faith in the Netherlands and then launched out to create a new community—a New Jerusalem—in the New World of North America. They were seeking asylum, freedom from royal restraints and bishops’ interventions; freedom to live unfettered. They were the Saints, the battered but unbowed asylum seekers of their day. For them, living in the world was always being in a place of exile away from heaven. But maybe, just maybe, there was somewhere out there where something of heaven might be built on earth while they awaited the final, eternal vindication of all their hopes, suffering, and beliefs.


On the other hand, there were those (and they too found a place on board the Mayflower) who simply hoped to carve out a better deal for themselves and a more generous slice of the pie in a new place where enterprise and hard work might reward the man and woman who possessed the raw courage needed to seize the opportunity with both hands. It would be a world away from existing landlords, restraints, and restrictions. A place where new opportunities beckoned to those prepared to take a risk and seize their chance. These were the Strangers, who were not part of the tight Puritan communities but whose monetary commitment to an enterprise and whose practical skills were necessary in order to make the venture viable and to get it off the ground—or, rather, onto the sea.


And, truth be known, the boundary between the two was sometimes hard to draw, since even among the godly there were those who were disillusioned with the economic opportunities of both England and the Netherlands and who looked to God to bless them materially as well as spiritually in the New World. There was, for such Saints, both the push of religious issues and economic stresses shoving them out from the known; and the pull of godly hope and economic opportunities calling them into the unknown.


The pilgrimage of William Bradford


One of the most dedicated of the Saints was William Bradford. We know more about him than about many of the other Pilgrim people, not only because of his prominence within his church community in the Netherlands but most importantly because in North America he rose to high prominence among the Saints.


In addition, his compilation, entitled Of Plymouth Plantation, is a key source of information for the years 1620–1650 in Plymouth Colony. This vital document was compiled by Bradford in two bursts of writing. The first occurred in about 1630 and retold the story as far as the Mayflower Compact in November 1620. It was a slim volume. Then, in 1645, he returned to the project and wrote about 80 percent of what now survives. This continued the story as far as 1650, plus some additional reflections that he wrote between 1648 and 1652.3 As he wrote these final sections, Britain itself was being torn apart in civil wars, and there are echoes of this in his writings, as the ripples from that distant conflict affected the godly settlements in North America. We will later see how these ripples affected other Mayflower Lives. In Massachusetts, though, relief that Plymouth Colony had finally paid off its debts might have encouraged Bradford to once more pick up his pen and complete his account, which tells us so much about him and his community.


In exploring Bradford’s life we get an intimate glimpse into why the religious Pilgrims embarked on their journey and how they organized their departure. We also see the way they established their New England community in the face of adversity. It is an epic tale of an epic life and venture. We will use this particular Mayflower Life to explore the first part of this epic story.


William Bradford was born in 1590 in Austerfield, in South Yorkshire. His farming family was relatively well off, of the social strata sometimes known as yeoman farmers. This meant that he benefitted from a fair level of basic education (he could certainly read confidently by the time he was about ten) and inherited an independent outlook consistent with the social status of an economically independent family. But by 1597 he was an orphan: his father died when William was just over one year old; he was sent to live with his grandfather when he was four (his mother had just remarried), but his grandfather died just two years later; William then returned to live with his mother and stepfather, only to have his mother die a year after that.4


This simple catalogue of grief and family tragedy reminds us that the England William Bradford inhabited had a death rate comparable to less economically developed countries in the 21st century. Death was no stranger, and life was fragile. We can only guess at the impact of this on a child. While he was by no means unique in his orphaned predicament, we can, perhaps, see in this sobering reminder of the passing nature of human existence the beginnings of a journey towards a personal faith in God that could carry a person through such heartaches, make sense of the fragility of human life, and offer a way through which a person might be prepared to meet God, in a world where death was an ever-present possibility.


Orphaned at seven years old, he moved home yet again. This time he went to live with his two uncles, Robert and Thomas Bradford. From his later literacy and reading, it is almost certain that he must have attended a local grammar school. But his uncles clearly also intended he should work beside them on the farm. That plan was not to work out as anyone had intended.


If his misfortunes did not already seem too much to bear, he had not been with his uncles long before he was struck down by a debilitating illness that rendered him unable to work in the fields of the farm. What was that illness? We would really like to know, but Bradford’s later recollections of it were strangely vague. When the New England Puritan churchman Cotton Mather wrote his Life of William Bradford in 1702, he drew on Bradford’s later recollections but could not get beyond a general sense of crippling ill health that struck down the boy:




Soon a long sickness kept him, as he would afterwards thankfully say, from the vanities of youth, and made him the fitter for what he was afterwards to undergo.5





Over five hundred years later it is rather difficult diagnosing an illness that struck down a child sometime around the year 1600. But one wonders if Bradford’s mysterious illness that kept him isolated in his room for months was, in fact, a personal breakdown of some kind. The boy had reasons enough for a mental crisis and a meltdown. However, whether it was caused by a psychological crisis or a physical illness, the end product was much the same. A child who had become cast adrift from some of his closest relatives due to sudden and repeated mortalities was now locked in on himself to reflect on his life . . . and perhaps on death . . .


What is absolutely certain is that, closeted indoors with little to do, the boy took to reading. And he read voraciously, because he was intelligent and because there was nothing else to do. The books he read would change him. Firstly, he read what we now call the Geneva Bible.6 For a member of a God-fearing yeoman farming family in the twilight of the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (she died in 1603, to be succeed by King James VI and I),7 the Bible in English had been available since the middle of the 16th century. Here the Word of God could be explored, pondered, and reflected on. Although the Authorized King James Version of the Bible, of 1611, would eventually take the English-speaking world by storm, among many God-fearing families it was the version known as the Geneva Bible that was their spiritual staple for much of the 17th century.8 Produced without official sanction in Switzerland (hence its name) by English Protestant exiles escaping the persecutions of “Bloody” Queen Mary in the 1550s, it was famous for being the first English Bible with its chapters divided into verses. But, in addition, it was a study Bible because it also contained marginal notes to assist with reading it. And these marginal notes were explosive! They revealed the reforming and Calvinist outlook of its Protestant authors. These marginal notes were written by men (and it was always men) whose faith was inspired by the belief that since eternity God had decreed some to salvation and others to damnation; that those saved were a minority in a world of lost sinners; that all practices of the Church that were not explicitly found in the Bible should be stripped away; that the Church should be purified (hence “Puritan”); and that England was like a new Israel, a Chosen People of God, called to do His will on earth. For those whose prayers and personal study of the Bible had convinced them that they were members of the godly saved minority (God’s elect “Saints”), this was dynamic and life changing. Those marginal notes inspired the godly in England and irritated royal authorities, most notably King James after 1603 (who hated its anti-monarchy comments) and English Church authorities (who objected to its calls for stripping ritual and Church hierarchies out of the Church of England).


It was this material that William Bradford was reading in his room. The young boy was becoming radicalized! It seems that he also read a book known as the Book of Martyrs by John Fox. Full of tales of Protestants who had died for their faith under both Henry VIII and Mary Tudor (“Bloody Mary”), its subtext was that Protestant England was a Chosen People and that in a world of conflict and the persecution of the godly, the Saints of God must be willing to sacrifice themselves in order to achieve personal salvation and for the transformation of their communities. It was heady stuff, massively popular among Protestant English men and women, and it only added to the cocktail of powerful words and images forming in the head of a child not yet twelve, closeted inside after a set of personal crises.


The end product of all this was that William Bradford began to question the validity of the way God was worshipped in the Church of England. By the time he was twelve years old he was becoming one of a vociferous and controversial minority within that Church who felt that its break from the Roman Catholic Church in the 16th century had not been radical enough and left too much ritual, too much formality, too much hierarchy (for which read bishops) in the English Church. Looking to more fully “reformed” churches for inspiration, such as that in Geneva, Switzerland, these Puritans called for sweeping changes that would create a simpler, “purer,” and (in their view) more godly Church, stripped of what they considered its surviving Catholic residues. They themselves strove to live in such a way in their personal lives: with a distrust of the overly ornate and fancy, and a love of the stripped down, the more simplified and unadorned. However, this should not be overstressed, since they actually dressed rather more fashionably and less uniformly than they appear in modern images of them. Without any sense of hyperbole they described themselves as “the godly” and “the Saints.” Others used the term Puritan, and so do we as a useful label, but they did not use it of themselves. But the term was a reasonable one, for they were dedicated to purity. And it was purity that came at a price, because personal self-discipline, Bible study, and prayer, were set in conflict with the drinking, gambling, gaming, and whoring of the world. Well, that was their perspective on things. Others disagreed. And these others included King James, after 1603, most of his bishops, and the two uncles of William Bradford. The evidence of access to the Geneva Bible and the Book of Martyrs in their home suggests they were solid Protestants, but they were certainly not going to push the matter as far as their young nephew was intending to. If they and he were on a related religious journey, they had gotten off several stops earlier. But William was intent on taking the ride to its terminus. They had gotten off. He was still journeying.
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