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From Of Plymouth Plantation by William Bradford 

Introduction:  The following passages are from William Bradford’s history of the Pilgrims coming to America.  The Pilgrims 

were the English Separatists who wanted to completely separate themselves from the Church of England, or Anglican Church.  

(Not to be confused with Puritans who only wanted to purify the Church of England).  These Pilgrims left Scrooby, England for 

Holland in order to have religious freedom.  After some time in Holland, however, the Separatists became worried that their 

children were learning the more “worldly” ways of the Dutch.  They then received permission from the King of England to start 

a colony in Virginia.  Blown several hundred miles off course, the Pilgrims, including those on the Mayflower, arrived at Cape 

Cod, Massachusetts in 1620.   

 Since the Pilgrims were not in Virginia, and therefore, not under the scope of the King’s charter, they knew they 

needed to have some form of government in place.  Select male leaders then signed the Mayflower Compact, agreeing to 

abide by the decisions of the group.  In essence, this is the first “government by contract” in what will be the future United 

States.  William Bradford served as governor of this colony for 30 years. 

 As you read these excerpts, notice how William Bradford attributes so much to Divine Providence, or the will 

of God.  Underline or highlight those phrases or sentences.  After reading, answer the questions that follow the 

passage making sure to answer the questions thoroughly. 

Chapter IX. 

 [Of their voyage, and how they passed the sea, and of their safe arrival at Cape Cod] 

September 6. These troubles being blown over, and now all being compact together in one ship, they put 
to sea again with a prosperous wind, which continued divers days together, which was some encouragement 
unto them; yet according to the usual manner many were afflicted with sea sickness. And I may not omit here a 
special work of God's providence. There was a proud and very profane young man, one of the sea-men, of a 
lusty, able body, which made him the more haughty; he would always be condemning the poor people in their 
sickness, and cursing them daily with grievous execrations, and did not let to tell them, that he hoped to help to 
cast half of them overboard before they came to their journey's end, and to make merry with what they had; and 
if he were by any gently reproved, he would curse and swear most bitterly. But it pleased God before they came 
half seas over, to smite this young man with a grievous disease, of which he died in a desperate manner, and so 
was himself the first that was thrown overboard. Thus his curses light on his own head; and it was an 
astonishment to all his fellows, for they noted it to be the just hand of God upon him.  

After they had enjoyed fair winds and weather for a season, they were encountered many times with 
cross winds, and met with many fierce storms, with which the ship was shroudly shaken, and her upper works 
made very leaky; and one of the main beams in the mid ships was bowed and cracked, which put them in some 
fear that the ship could not be able to perform the voyage… But in examining of all opinions, the master and 
others affirmed they knew the ship to be strong and firm under water; and for the buckling of the main beam, 
there was a great iron screw the passengers brought out of Holland, which would raise the beam into his place; 
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the which being done, the carpenter and master affirmed that with a post put under it, set firm in the lower 
deck, and other-ways bound, he would make it sufficient … So they committed themselves to the will of God, 
and resolved to proceed. In sundry of these storms the winds were so fierce, and the seas so high, as they could 
not bear a knot of sail, but were forced to hull, for divers days together. And in one of them, as they thus lay at 
hull, in a mighty storm, a lusty young man (called John Howland) coming upon some occasion above the 
gratings, was, with a seele of the ship thrown into the sea; but it pleased God that he caught hold of the topsail 
halyards, which hung overboard, and ran out at length; yet he held his hold (though he was sundry fathoms 
under water) till he was hauled up by the same rope to the brim of the water, and then with a boat hook and 
other means got into the ship again, and his life saved; and though he was something ill with it, yet he lived 
many years after, and became a profitable member both in church and commonwealth. 

 In all this voyage there died but one of the passengers, which was William Butten, a youth, servant to 
Samuel Fuller, when they drew near the coast. But to omit other things, (that I may be brief,) after long beating 
at sea they fell with that land which is called Cape Cod; the which being made and certainly known to be it, 
they were not a little joyful …  

Being thus arrived in a good harbor and brought safe to land, they fell upon their knees and blessed the 
God of heaven, who had brought them over the vast and furious ocean, and delivered them from all the perils 
and miseries thereof, again to set their feet on the firm and stable earth, their proper element. And no marvel if 
they were thus joyful, seeing wise Seneca was so affected with sailing a few miles on the coast of his own Italy; 
as he affirmed, that he had rather remain twenty years on his way by land, then pass by sea to any place in a 
short time; so tedious and dreadful was the same unto him.  

But here I cannot but stay and make a pause, and stand half amazed at this poor people's present 
condition; and so I think will the reader too, when he well considers the same. Being thus passed the vast ocean, 
and a sea of troubles before in their preparation (as may be remembered by that which went before), 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, to seek for succor. It is recorded in scripture as a mercy to the apostle and his 
shipwrecked company, that the barbarians showed no small kindness in refreshing them, but these savage 
barbarians, when they met with them (as after will appear) were readier to fill their sides full of arrows then 
otherwise. And for the season it was winter, and they that know the winters of that country know them to be 
sharp and violent and subject to cruel and fierce storms, dangerous to travel to known places, much more to 
search an unknown coast. Besides, what could they see but a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts 
and wild men? and what multitudes there might be of them they knew not. Neither could they, as it were, go up 
to the top of Pisgah, to view from this wilderness a more goodly country to feed their hopes; for which way 
soever they turned their eyes (save upward to the heavens) they could have little solace or content in respect of 
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any outward objects. For summer being done, all things stand upon them with a weather-beaten face; and the 
whole country, full of woods and thickets, represented a wild and savage hew. If they looked behind them, there 
was the mighty ocean which they had passed, and was now as a main bar and gulf to separate them from all the 
civil parts of the world. If it be said they had a ship to succor them, it is true; but what heard they daily from the 
master and company? …What could now sustain them but the spirit of God and his grace?  

May not and ought not the children of these fathers rightly say: "Our fathers were Englishmen which 
came over this great ocean, and were ready to perish in this wilderness; but they cried unto the Lord, and he 
heard their voice, and looked on their adversity, etc. Let them therefore praise the Lord, because he is good, and 
his mercies endure forever. Yea, let them which have been redeemed of the Lord, show how he hath delivered 
them from the hand of the oppressor. When they wandered in the desert wilderness out of the way, and found 
no city to dwell in, both hungry, and thirsty, their soul was overwhelmed in them. Let them confess before the 
Lord his loving kindness, and his wonderful works before the sons of men.  

Chapter X.  

[Showing How They Sought Out a Place of Habitation; and What Befell Them Thereabout] 

 

Being thus arrived at Cape Cod the 11th of November, and necessity calling them to look out a place for 
habitation … Whereupon a few of them tendered themselves to go by land and discover those nearest places, 
whilst the shallop was in mending; and the rather because as they went into that harbor there seemed to be an 
opening some two or three leagues off, which the master judged to be a river. It was conceived there might be 
some danger in the attempt, yet seeing them resolute, they were permitted to go, being sixteen of them well 
armed under the conduct of Captain Standish, having such instructions given them as was thought meet.  

They set forth the 15 of November; and when they had marched about the space of a mile by the 
seaside, they espied five or six persons with a dog coming towards them, who were savages; but they fled from 
them and ran up into the woods, and the English followed them, partly to see if they could speak with them, and 
partly to discover if there might not be more of them lying in ambush. But the Indians seeing themselves thus 
followed, they again forsook the woods and ran away on the sands as hard as they could, so as they could not 
come near them but followed them by the track of their feet sundry miles and saw that they had come the same 
way…  

Afterwards, they directed their course to come to the other shore, for they knew it was a neck of land 
they were to cross over, and so at length got to the seaside and marched to this supposed river, and by the way 
found a pond of clear, fresh water, and shortly after a good quantity of clear ground where the Indians had 
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formerly set corn, and some of their graves. And proceeding further they saw new stubble where corn had been 
set the same year; also they found where lately a house had been, where some planks and a great kettle was 
remaining, and heaps of sand newly paddled with their hands. Which, they digging up, found in them divers 
fair Indian baskets filled with corn, and some in ears, fair and good, of divers colors, which seemed to them a 
very goodly sight (having never seen any such before). This was near the place of that supposed river they came 
to seek, unto which they went and found it to open itself into two arms with a high cliff of sand in the entrance 
but more like to be creeks of salt water than any fresh, for aught they saw; and that there was good harborage 
for their shallop, leaving it further to be discovered by their shallop, when she was ready. So, their time limited 
them being expired, they returned to the ship lest they should be in fear of their safety; and took with them part 
of the corn and buried up the rest. And so, like the men from Eshcol, carried with them of the fruits of the land 
and showed their brethren; of which, and their return, they were marvelously glad and their hearts 
encouraged...  

And here is to be noted a special providence of God, and a great mercy to this poor people, that here 
they got seed to plant them corn the next year, or else they might have starved, for they had none nor any 
likelihood to get any till the season had been past, as the sequel did manifest. Neither is it likely they had had 
this, if the first voyage had not been made, for the ground was now all covered with snow and hard frozen; but 
the Lord is never wanting unto His in their greatest needs; let His holy name have all the praise. 

The month of November being spent in these affairs, and much foul weather falling in, the 6th of 
December they sent out their shallop again with ten of their principal men and some seamen, upon further 
discovery, intending to circulate that deep bay of Cape Cod. The weather was very cold and it froze so hard as 
the spray of the sea lighting on their coats, they were as if they had been glazed. Yet that night betimes they got 
down into the bottom of the bay, and as they drew near the shore they saw some ten or twelve Indians very busy 
about something. They landed about a league or two from them, and had much ado to put ashore anywhere--it 
lay so full of flats. Being landed, it grew late and they made themselves a barricado with logs and boughs as well 
as they could in the time, and set out their sentinel that night … 

So they ranged up and down all that day, but found no people, nor any place they liked. When the sun 
grew low, they hasted out of the woods to meet with their shallop, to whom they made signs to come to them 
into a creek hard by, the which they did at high water; of which they were very glad, for they had not seen each 
other all that day since the morning. So they made them a barricado as usually they did every night, with logs, 
stakes, and thick pine boughs, the height of a man, leaving it open to leeward, partly to shelter them from the 
cold and wind (making their fire in the middle and lying round about it) and partly to defend them from any 
sudden assaults of the savages, if they should surround them; so being very weary, they betook them to rest. But 
about midnight they heard a hideous and great cry, and their sentinel called "Arm! arm!" So they bestirred them 



5 | P a g e  
 

and stood to their arms and shot off a couple of muskets, and then the noise ceased. They concluded it was a 
company of wolves or such like wild beasts, for one of the seaman told them he had often heard such a noise in 
Newfoundland… 

But presently, all on the sudden, they heard a great and strange cry, which they knew to be the same 
voices they heard in the night, though they varied their notes; and one of their company being abroad came 
running in and cried, "Men, Indians! Indians!" And withal, their arrows came flying amongst them. Their men 
ran with all speed to recover their arms, as by the good providence of God they did.... 

Thus it pleased God to vanquish their enemies and give them deliverance, and by His special providence 
so to dispose that not any one of them were either hurt or hit, though their arrows came close by them and on 
every side of them; and sundry of their coats, which hung up in the barricado, were shot through and through. 
Afterwards they gave God solemn thanks and praise for their deliverance, and gathered up a bundle of their 
arrows and sent them into England afterward by the master of the ship, and called that place the First 
Encounter. 

From hence they departed and coasted all along but discerned no place likely for harbor; and therefore 
hasted to a place that their pilot (one Mr. Coppin who had been in the country before) did assure them was a 
good harbor, which he had been in, and they might fetch it before night; of which they were glad for it began to 
be foul weather… 

But though this had been a day and night of much trouble and danger unto them, yet God gave them a 
morning of comfort and refreshing (as usually He doth to His children) for the next day was a fair, sunshining 
day, where they might dry their stuff, fix their pieces, and rest themselves; and gave God thanks for His mercies 
in their manifold deliverances. And this being the last day of the week, they prepared there to keep the Sabbath. 

On Monday they sounded the harbor and found it fit for shipping, and marched into the land and 
found divers cornfields and little running brooks, a place (as they supposed) fit for situation. At least it was the 
best they accept of it. So they returned to their ship again with this news to the rest of their people, which did 
much comfort their hearts. 

On the 15th of December they weighed anchor to go to the place they had discovered and came within 
two leagues of it, but were fain to bear up again; but the 16th day, the wind came fair, and they arrived safe in 
this harbor. And afterwards took better view of the place, and resolved where to pitch their dwelling; and the 
25th day began to erect the first house for common use to receive them and their goods. 
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Book II, Chapter XI.  

[The Remainder of Anno 1620] 

[The Mayflower Compact] 

I shall a little return back, and begin with a combination of made by them before they came ashore; 
being the first foundation of their government in this place. Occasioned partly by the discontented and 
mutinous speeches that some of the strangers amongst them had let fall from them in the ship: That when they 
came ashore they would use their own liberty, for none had power to command them, the patent they had being 
for Virginia and not for New England, which belonged to another government, with which the Virginia 
Company had nothing to do. And partly that such an act by them done, this their condition considered, might be 
as firm as any patent and in some respects more sure.  

The form was as followeth:  

IN THE NAME OF GOD, AMEN.  

We whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our dread Sovereign Lord King James, by the 
Grace of God of Great Britain, France, and Ireland King, Defender of the faith, etc.  

Having undertaken, for the Glory of God and advancement of the Christian Faith and Honor of our King 
and Country, a Voyage to plant the First Colony in the Northern Parts of Virginia, do by these presents 
solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and one of another, Covenant and Combine ourselves 
together into a Civil Body Politic, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the ends 
aforesaid; and by virtue hereof to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, 
Acts, Constitutions and Offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the 
general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience. In witness 
whereof we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cape Cod, the llth of November, in the year of the 
reign of our Sovereign Lord King James, of England, France and Ireland the eighteenth, and of Scotland 
the fifty-fourth. Anno Domini 1620.  

After this they chose, or rather confirmed, Mr. John Carver (a man godly and well approved amongst them) 
their Governor for that year. And after they had provided a place for their goods, or common store (which were 
long in unlading for want of boats, foulness of the winter weather and sickness of divers) and begun some small 
cottages for their habitation; as time would admit, they met and consulted of laws and orders, both for their civil 
and military government as the necessity of their condition did require, still adding thereunto as urgent 
occasion in several times, and as cases did require.  
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In these hard and difficult beginnings they found some discontents and murmurings arise amongst 
some, and mutinous speeches and carriages in other; but they were soon quelled and overcome by the wisdom, 
patience, and just and equal carriage of things, by the Governor and better part, which clave faithfully together 
in the main. 

[The Starving Time] 

But that which was most sad and lamentable was, that in two or three months' time half of their 
company died, especially in January and February, being the depth of winter, and wanting houses and other 
comforts; being infected with the scurvy and other diseases which this long voyage and their inaccommodate 
condition had brought upon them. So as there died some times two or three of a day in the foresaid time, that of 
100 and odd persons, scarce fifty remained. And of these, in the time of most distress, there was but six or seven 
persons who to their great commendations, be it spoken, spared no pains night nor day, but with abundance of 
toil and hazard of their own health, fetched them wood, made them fires, dressed them meat, made their beds, 
washed their loathsome clothes, clothed and unclothed them. In a word, did all the homely and necessary offices 
for them which dainty and queasy stomachs cannot endure to hear named; and all this willingly and cheerfully, 
without any grudging in the least, showing herein their true love unto their friends and brethren; a rare 
example and worthy to be remembered. Two of these seven were Mr. William Brewster, their reverend Elder, 
and Myles Standish, their Captain and military commander, unto whom myself and many others were much 
beholden in our low and sick condition. And yet the Lord so upheld these persons as in this general calamity 
they were not at all infected either with sickness or lameness. And what I have said of these I may say of many 
others who died in this general visitation, and others yet living: that wilst they had health, yea, or any strength 
continuing, they were not wanting to any that had need of them. And I doubt not but their recompense is with 
the Lord. 

But I may not here pass by another remarkable passage not to be forgotten. As this calamity fell among 
the passengers that were to be left here to plant, and were hasted ashore and made to drink water that the 
seaman might have the more beer, and one in his sickness desiring but a small can of beer, it was answered that 
if he were their own father he should have none. The disease began to fall amongst them also, so as almost half 
of their company died before they went away, and many of their officers and lustiest men, as the boatswain, 
gunner, three quartermasters, the cook and others. At which the Master was something strucken and sent to the 
sick ashore and told the Governor he should send for beer for them that had need of it, though he drunk water 
homeward bound. 

But now amongst his company there was far another kind of carriage in this misery than amongst the 
passengers. For they that before had been boon companions in drinking and jollity in the time of their health 
and welfare, began now to desert one another in this calamity, saying they would not hazard their lives for 
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them, they should be infected by coming to help them in their cabins; and so, after they came to lie by it, would 
do little or nothing for them but, "if they died, let them die." But such of the passengers as were yet aboard 
showed them what mercy they could, which made some of their hearts relent, as the boatswain (and some 
others) who was a proud young man and would often curse and scoff at the passengers. But when he grew 
weak, they had compassion on him and helped him; they he confessed he did not deserve it at their hands, he 
had abused them in word and deed. "Oh!" (saith he), "you, I now see, show your love like Christians indeed one 
to another, but we let one another lie and die like dogs." Another lay cursing his wife, saying if it had not been 
for her he had never come this unlucky voyage, and anon cursing his fellows, saying he had done this and that 
for some of them; he had spent so much and so much amongst them, and they were now weary of him and did 
not help him, having need. Another gave his companion all he had, if he died, to help him in his weakness; he 
went and got a little spice and made him a mess of meat once or twice. And because he died not so soon as he 
expected, he went amongst his fellows and swore the rogue would cozen him, he would see him choked before 
he made him any more meat; and yet the poor fellow died before morning..  

[Indian Relations] 

All this while the Indians came skulking about them, and would sometimes show themselves aloof off, 
but when any approached near them, they would run away; and once they stole away their tools where they 
had been at work and were gone to dinner. But about the 16th of March, a certain Indian came boldly amongst 
them and spoke to them in broken English, which they could well understand but marveled at it. At length they 
understood by discourse with him, that he was not of these parts, but belonged to the eastern parts where some 
English ships came to fish, with whom he was acquainted and could name sundry of them by their names, 
amongst whom he had got his language. He became profitable to them in acquainting them with many things 
concerning the state of the country in the east parts where he lived, which was afterwards profitable unto them; 
as also of the people here, of their names, number and strength, of their situation and distance from this place, 
and who was chief amongst them. His name was Samoset. He told them also of another Indian whose name was 
Squanto, a native of this place, who had been in England and could speak better English than himself.  

Being after some time of entertainment and gifts dismissed, a while after he came again, and five more 
with him, and they brought again all the tools that were stolen away before, and made way for the coming of 
their great Sachem, called Massasoit. Who, about four or five days after, came with the chief of his friends and 
other attendance, with the aforesaid Squanto. With whom, after friendly entertainment and some gifts given 
him, they made a peace with him (which hath now continued this 24 years) in these terms:  

That neither he nor any of his should injure or do hurt to any of their people.  

That if any of his did hurt to any of theirs, he should send the offender, that they might punish him.  
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That if anything were taken away from any of theirs, he should cause it to be restored; and they should 
do the like to his.  

If any did unjustly war against him, they would aid him; if any did war against them, he should aid 
them.  

He should send to his neighbors confederates to certify them of this, that they might not wrong them, 
but might be likewise comprised in the conditions of peace.  

That when their men came to them, they should leave their bows and arrows behind them.  

 

After these thing he returned to his place called Sowams, some 40 miles from this place, but Squanto 
continued with them and was their interpreter and was a special instrument sent of God for their good beyond 
their expectation. He directed them how to set their corn, where to take fish, and to procure other commodities, 
and was also their pilot to bring them to unknown places for their profit, and never left them till he died. He 
was a native of this place, and scarce any left alive besides himself. He we carried away with divers others by 
one Hunt, a master of a ship, who thought to sell them for slaves in Spain. But he got away for England and was 
entertained by a merchant in London, and employed to Newfoundland and other parts, and lastly brought 
hither into these parts by one Mr. Dermer, a gentleman employed by Sir Ferdinando Gorges and others for 
discovery and other designs in these parts.  

First harvest (1621) (Or First Thanksgiving) 

They began now to gather in the small harvest they had, and to fit up their houses and dwellings against 
winter, being all well recovered in health and strength and had all things in good plenty. For as some were thus 
employed in affairs abroad, others were exercised in fishing, about cod and bass and other fish, of which they 
took good store, of which every family had their portion. All the summer there was no want; and now began to 
come in store of fowl, as winter approached, of which this place did abound when they came first (but 
afterward decreased by degrees). And besides waterfowl there was a great store of wild turkeys, of which they 
took many, besides venison, etc. Besides they had about a peck a meal a week to a person, or now since harvest, 
Indian corn to the proportion. Which made many afterwards write so largely of their plenty here to their 
friends in England, which were not feigned but true reports.  
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Questions to answer: 

1.  What events on the voyage to the New World does Bradford credit to the direct 

intervention of God? 

2. According to the end of chapter 9 (IX) what hardships and dangers face the settlers 

after the voyage is over?  According to Bradford, what is the one thing that can 

sustain the group during these trials? 

3. What events during the Pilgrims first landing does Bradford credit to God’s 

Providence? 

4. According to the wording of the Mayflower Compact, what was the purpose of the 

document 

5.  During the “Starving Time” what acts showed the ideals and values of the Puritans? 

6. Consider the treaty drawn up with Massasoit and explain whether or not your feel the 

terms are fair to both parties.  What is Bradford’s attitude towards the Indians? 

 


