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History of Plymouth Plantation by William Bradford is a seminal work that chronicles
the experiences of the Pilgrims, a group of English settlers who established one of the first
successful colonies in North America. Written by William Bradford, the governor of
Plymouth Colony, this text is not only a historical account but also a reflection on the
religious convictions, struggles, and aspirations of the Pilgrims. It provides invaluable
insights into the early years of European settlement in America and the interactions with
Indigenous peoples. This article delves into the background of the Pilgrims, the writing of
Bradford's work, and its significance in American history.

Background of the Pilgrims

The Separatists and Religious Dissent

The Pilgrims were part of a larger movement known as the Puritans, who sought to reform
the Church of England. However, unlike most Puritans, the Pilgrims were Separatists,
advocating for complete separation from the Church. This belief stemmed from their
conviction that the Church was corrupt and that true worship could only occur outside of
its influence. Facing persecution for their beliefs, many Separatists fled England for the
more tolerant environment of the Netherlands in the early 1600s.

The Journey to America

After living in the Netherlands for over a decade, the Pilgrims became concerned about
the erosion of their culture and religious identity. They decided to emigrate to the New
World, where they hoped to establish a community based on their religious ideals. In
1620, a group of about 100 Pilgrims set sail on the Mayflower, a ship that would become
iconic in American history. Their journey was fraught with difficulties:

1. Rough Seas: The voyage was challenging, with storms and adverse weather conditions.
2. Limited Supplies: They faced shortages of food and other necessities.
3. Unexpected Landing: The Mayflower initially set out for Virginia but landed in what is
now Massachusetts.

Upon arrival, the Pilgrims faced the daunting task of establishing a new settlement in an
unfamiliar land.



The Establishment of Plymouth Colony

The Mayflower Compact

Before disembarking, the Pilgrims drafted the Mayflower Compact, a foundational
document that established a basic form of self-governance. This compact was significant
for several reasons:

- It represented a social contract among the settlers, agreeing to work together for the
common good.
- It was a pioneering step towards democracy, emphasizing that authority derives from the
consent of the governed.
- The Compact solidified the Pilgrims' commitment to creating a community centered
around their religious principles.

Struggles and Survival

The first winter proved catastrophic for the Pilgrims. Harsh weather, insufficient food
supplies, and diseases took a heavy toll on the settlers. By the spring of 1621, nearly half
of the original group had perished. However, resilience and cooperation helped them
endure. The arrival of Squanto, a Patuxet man who spoke English, was pivotal. He taught
the Pilgrims essential survival skills, such as:

1. Fishing Techniques: Methods for catching fish in local waters.
2. Agricultural Practices: How to plant corn, beans, and squash, which became staples of
their diet.
3. Trading with Native Peoples: Establishing relationships with neighboring tribes for
trade and support.

Thanks to these crucial interactions, the Pilgrims began to thrive, marking the beginning
of their successful establishment in the New World.

William Bradford and His Role

Bradford’s Background

William Bradford was born in 1590 in Yorkshire, England. His early life was marked by his
Puritan beliefs and his desire for a community where he could practice his religion freely.
After joining the Separatists and migrating to the Netherlands, he became a leader within
the group. His leadership qualities were evident, and he was elected as the governor of
Plymouth Colony multiple times during his lifetime.



Writing the History of Plymouth Plantation

Bradford began to write "Of Plymouth Plantation" around 1630, documenting the
experiences of the Pilgrims from their initial departure from England to the establishment
of their colony. The work was intended for future generations and aimed to preserve the
memory of the Pilgrims' hardships and triumphs. Some key aspects of the writing process
include:

- Personal Reflections: Bradford infused his narrative with personal reflections on faith,
community, and perseverance.
- Historical Context: He provided details about the political and religious climate of the
time, helping readers understand the motivations behind the Pilgrims' journey.
- Survival and Cooperation: Bradford emphasized the importance of cooperation among
the settlers and their relationships with Indigenous peoples.

The manuscript was not published until the 19th century, but it has since become a crucial
primary source for understanding early American history.

Significance of the Work

Cultural Impact

"History of Plymouth Plantation" has had a profound impact on American culture and
identity. It is considered one of the first works of American literature and has helped
shape the narrative of the Pilgrims as foundational figures in American history. Some of its
cultural implications include:

- Thanksgiving Tradition: The Pilgrims' harvest celebration in 1621 is often viewed as the
origin of the Thanksgiving holiday, symbolizing cooperation and gratitude.
- Mythology of America: The story of the Pilgrims has contributed to the mythos of
America as a land of opportunity and religious freedom.

Historical Relevance

Bradford's account serves as a vital historical document, providing insights into the early
colonial experience. It touches on numerous themes, such as:

- Colonialism: The interactions between the Pilgrims and Indigenous peoples provide a
lens through which to examine the complexities of colonialism.
- Religion and Governance: Bradford’s emphasis on faith and governance illustrates the
intertwining of religion and politics in early America.
- Adaptation and Survival: The challenges faced by the Pilgrims highlight the importance
of adaptation in the face of adversity.



Influence on Future Generations

The lessons and stories within "History of Plymouth Plantation" continue to resonate with
modern readers. It has influenced various aspects of American literature, education, and
historical discourse. Bradford's emphasis on perseverance, community, and faith remains
relevant in contemporary discussions about identity and values.

Conclusion

The "History of Plymouth Plantation" by William Bradford is more than just a historical
narrative; it is a rich tapestry of faith, struggle, and community building that laid the
groundwork for future generations. Through Bradford's eyes, readers gain a deeper
understanding of the Pilgrims' experiences and the complexities of early American life.
This work is a testament to the resilience of a group of individuals who, driven by their
beliefs, sought to forge a new existence in a land filled with challenges and opportunities.
As America continues to grapple with its identity and history, Bradford's account remains
a crucial piece of the puzzle, reminding us of the sacrifices and triumphs that shaped the
nation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Of Plymouth Plantation' about?
'Of Plymouth Plantation' is a historical account written by William Bradford that chronicles
the experiences of the Pilgrims from their departure from England to the establishment of
the Plymouth Colony.

Why is William Bradford considered an important figure
in American history?
William Bradford is considered an important figure because he was a leader of the
Plymouth Colony and his writings provide critical insight into the early years of English
settlement in America, including the challenges and successes faced by the Pilgrims.

What year did William Bradford begin writing 'Of
Plymouth Plantation'?
William Bradford began writing 'Of Plymouth Plantation' in 1630, and he continued to
revise it until around 1651.

How does Bradford depict the relationship between the



Pilgrims and Native Americans?
Bradford's account depicts a complex relationship, highlighting both cooperation and
conflict. He describes initial friendly interactions with Native Americans, such as Squanto,
who helped the Pilgrims survive, but also notes tensions that arose later.

What themes are prevalent in 'Of Plymouth Plantation'?
Key themes in 'Of Plymouth Plantation' include faith and divine providence, the struggle
for survival, community and governance, and the quest for religious freedom.

How does 'Of Plymouth Plantation' contribute to our
understanding of Puritan beliefs?
'Of Plymouth Plantation' provides insight into Puritan beliefs by illustrating their
commitment to a covenant with God, their views on morality, and their desire to create a
'city upon a hill' as a model of Christian living.

What impact did 'Of Plymouth Plantation' have on
American literature?
The work is significant in American literature as one of the first historical narratives in
English, influencing later writers and shaping the cultural identity of America through its
portrayal of early settler experiences and values.
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