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FOR DEVON
 a promise kept



And Moses went up from the plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, to the top of Pisgah, which is opposite Jericho. And the Lord showed him all the land, Gilead as far as Dan, all Naphtali, the land of Ephraim and Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as the Western Sea, the Negeb, and the Plain, that is, the valley of Jericho the city of palm trees, as far as Zoar. And the Lord said to him, “This is the land of which I swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, ‘I will give it to your descendants.’ I have let you see it with your eyes, but you shall not go over there.”

—DEUTERONOMY 34:1–4
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INTRODUCTION

ON A BALMY NIGHT in north London a few summers ago, I attended a lecture by Lord Melvyn Bragg, the well-known British journalist. It was called “Twelve Books That Changed the World,” based on a recent book of his. He chose twelve English books, of course, including Newton’s Principia Mathematica (1687), Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), and Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859). Provoked by the lecture, I began to think about what twelve books had changed America in important ways, jotting down titles in the margins of my program. The list expanded wildly as I decided to write a study along similar lines, based on major American texts. I found myself obsessing over my choices and lay awake for weeks, adding and subtracting works.

This was never meant to be a list of the “greatest” American books: not The Scarlet Letter, The Great Gatsby, or The Education of Henry Adams. Although I love poetry, I knew that not even Walt Whitman and Robert Frost, let alone Wallace Stevens or Elizabeth Bishop, had noticeably “changed” America in any significant way (except among that tiny group who actually read poetry). I was looking for books that played a role in shaping the nation’s idea of itself or that consolidated and defined a major trend. Ideally, I wanted books that shifted consciousness in some public fashion, however subtly, or opened fresh possibilities for the ways Americans lived their lives. Well over a hundred books came to mind. (See my appendix, where I list and comment briefly on one hundred more books that changed America.) The list could easily have expanded, if one allowed for important works of history and biography, or works that affected a particular academic field in important ways. (In the sciences, one more often hears of papers that changed the field, rather than books per se.)

In the end, I settled on Of Plymouth Plantation, The Federalist Papers, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, The Journals of Lewis and Clark, Walden, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, The Souls of Black Folk, The Promised Land, How to Win Friends and Influence People, The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care, On the Road, and The Feminine Mystique. Of these, only Walden, Huckleberry Finn, and On the Road could be considered “great” books as such. But each of them changed America in some visible and profound way.

By books that “changed America,” I mean works that helped to create the intellectual and emotional contours of this country. Each played a pivotal role in developing a complex value system that flourishes to this day. I expanded my list of works under discussion in Promised Land from twelve to thirteen, preferring the odd number, a baker’s dozen, as it reflects the irregular nature of my project and distantly echoes the number of original colonies. I might easily have discussed fifteen or twenty books, but one has to stop somewhere, and I wanted to reflect certain major strains in American thought or culture without seeming encyclopedic.

Soon I realized that each of the books under view was not a single work but a whole climate of opinion (to adapt a phrase from W. H. Auden), a watershed of sorts. Dozens of ancillary books circled the one under observation, some anticipating it, others commenting on, refuting, or reacting to the work. The book itself often represented a strong reaction to trends already in place, or offered ways of circumventing or countermanding a tradition. Originality is always rare, and usually mistaken for something else, such as eccentricity or confusion. Often it simply marks a fresh approach to ideas or themes previously in motion. In choosing a single work to discuss, I understood I was taking on a field of inquiry, a tradition, a vein of significant thought. This was intimidating—but exhilarating, too. I would have to dig around the work under examination, sift the soil it grew in, pull out its roots and examine them carefully. I would have to scan the field to see where the seeds had blown, taken hold, and blossomed.

In discussing these thirteen books, I frequently refer to the works and ideas that swirl around them. Walden, for example, is a book that both creates and participates in the broad traditions of nature writing and memoir. It was dependent on Emerson’s Nature (1836), for example, as a prior work in a more abstract mode, one that underlies Walden in fascinating ways, forming a kind of intellectual template. In discussing Walden, I also talk about the roots of transcendentalism in European (especially German) Romanticism. I look at American nature writing in general, too, identifying Thoreau’s part in this tradition, looking forward as well as backward. And so Annie Dillard’s wonderful Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (1974) represents a distant, further ripple of the stone tossed into Walden Pond.

A key aspect of Promised Land—as the title itself suggests—lies in its exploration of national myths. Of Plymouth Plantation, for instance, was a mythmaking book. Part history and part memoir, it was written by William Bradford, of the Plymouth Colony. He and his fellow Pilgrims arrived on the Mayflower in 1620, surviving a difficult first year with help from the local Indians. The Pokanoket tribe, led by a sympathetic chief called Massasoit, provided crucial survival skills as well as much-needed supplies to the white settlers. Massasoit and Bradford (who became governor of the colony) forged a truce that lasted for half a century—until chaos broke out with King Philip’s War. If it were not for this major work by Bradford, the full story of the Mayflower crossing, the establishment of a colonial beachhead, and the beneficent role played by the Indians would have been lost. The manuscript disappeared for over two centuries and was rediscovered by an American tourist in London. Published in 1856, it became a national sensation. Americans found themselves staring, through the prism of this text, into their own complex and beautiful origins. Abraham Lincoln seized on the story, deciding—in 1863, in the depths of the Civil War—that Thanksgiving should become a national holiday, with its myth of survival through cooperation and mutual respect for those with different cultural and racial origins.

To one degree or another, each of the thirteen books discussed in these pages participates in the act of national mythmaking, creating stories to live by, reflecting our profoundest wishes for ourselves, helping us to see our lives against the backdrop of time and against the American landscape itself. Often there is a revealing backstory to the book as well, as with Bradford’s memoir.

I separate my discussion of each book into four parts. First I talk about the book briefly, giving some sense of its importance to American culture, suggesting ways it “changed” the country or helped to forge its identity. In these preambles, I gesture in directions pursued more fully in the following sections. In the second part, I refer to the writer of the book, providing a biographical and historical context for the work under discussion and giving some account of its publication history or backstory. In one or two cases, I talk about my own relationship to the book (as with Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, which had a marked effect on my own development—as it did on that of millions of other readers). I proceed to the main body of the text in the third part, where I describe the book in considerable detail. “Description is revelation,” Wallace Stevens once wrote. Not surprisingly, it’s difficult to describe a book in ways that reveal its inner contours, its ambience, its tonal complexity. The core of Promised Land lies in these parts. In the fourth and final part of each chapter, I deal with the legacy of the work, often mentioning books that followed in its wake and attempting to suggest the qualitative impact of the book on Americans.

Overall, Promised Land offers a reading of the American psyche through some of its most influential books, allowing us to reflect on what our past means for who we are now. Many of the dominant themes of American life emerge in these landmark texts: immigration and assimilation, religious concerns, our dream of independence from Old World constraints and values, our capacities for self-invention, the Enlightenment heritage that shaped our laws and concept of secular government, the wish to “light out for the Territory,” as Huck Finn put it so well, and westward expansion itself (the movement that Robert Frost once described as “the land vaguely realizing westward”), the vision of nature, the problems of racial integration, and the conflicts that occurred when ideals (and cultures) collided, often violently. It’s a book about continuous revolution and the American search for fulfillment through self-transformation. It’s also a book about our deeply ingrained drive to occupy that promised land, only glimpsed in the distance—akin to what Moses and his wandering people sought in the Land of Canaan.

These thirteen books must be seen as representative, not definitive, works. They are nodal points, places where vast areas of thought and feeling gathered and dispersed, creating a nation as various and vibrant as the United States, which must be considered one of the most successful nation-states in modern history, and a republic built firmly on ideas, which are contained in its major texts. Where we have been must, of course, determine where we are going. My hope is that this book helps to show us where we have been and engenders a lively conversation about our destination, which seems perpetually in dispute.
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Of Plymouth Plantation

I.

EVERY NATION HAS A FOUNDING MYTH, or myths: stories that talk of bright but challenging beginnings, portraying the drama of self-definition and establishment. The United States, with its complex origins and mixed identities, has many such myths, but among them is a primary text in the story of American colonial life: William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation, a journal written between 1620 and 1647. It tells the story of the original Pilgrims, who came to Plymouth in Massachusetts from northern England, via the Netherlands, on the Mayflower in 1620. The historical importance of this journal cannot be exaggerated. Apart from being a vivid account of what happened, it has immense credibility, having been written by a man who was an active agent (as governor) in the story itself.

The adventures and misadventures of the Pilgrims form the core of Bradford’s journal, which recounts a thoroughly absorbing story about a people who managed against the odds to pull together for the sake of their community, to get control over their own rebels and malcontents, and to make peace among themselves and with the native population, the Wampanoag, with whom (after a difficult year of illness and privation, which reduced their numbers almost by half ) they shared what has become known as the first Thanksgiving: a celebration of mutual interests. Although the exact nature of this event, a harvest festival that occurred in the fall of 1621, has relatively little in common with the mythic tale most Americans hear about in elementary school, it has become a legend, one of those primal stories that have shaped our sense of who we are.

II.

AMERICA WAS SORELY IN NEED of some mythic tale about itself when, in 1855, the manuscript of Bradford’s journal was discovered in the library of Fulham Palace, on the Thames, a summer retreat for London bishops. A traveler called John Wingate Thornton from Boston found it by chance. He was a man described by one acquaintance as “an accomplished antiquary and a delightful gentleman.”1 He recognized passages by Bradford quoted in another book, which contained a note about the full manuscript and its whereabouts. His discovery must be considered one of the great literary finds.

Although missing for such a long time, the journal was not unknown. Passages from Bradford had been widely circulated for two centuries, with extracts in the records at Plymouth. Early historians, such as Thomas Prince and William Hubbard, apparently had the manuscript in hand when they wrote their classic accounts of the Plymouth Colony. But the complete work—a handwritten journal—had disappeared, having been carried to England at some point, where it lay in dusty obscurity until Thornton unearthed it. He laboriously copied the work in full, then published it in the United States in 1856, attracting huge attention in the disunited states of that era, when the Civil War loomed offstage, but only just. Anyone could see that serious conflict lay ahead, though a savage and relentless war could hardly be imagined. It would take the outright slaughter of Antietam and Gettysburg for that reality to dawn in full.

In the 1850s, there was also a good deal of anxiety in the air about westward expansion. Lewis and Clark made their journey to the Pacific coast and back to St. Louis at the beginning of the century, and excitement over the West grew as Americans learned more about the abundant regions that lay on the other side of the Mississippi. The region beckoned to young men and women, who dreamed of wealth and adventure. Parents, as ever, worried about losing touch with their children—this was well before electronic communications shrank the distances that now commonly separate families. The snugness of colonial New England or Virginia was gone forever, and it seemed difficult to imagine a nation that could embrace large tracts of land as well as a restive population of Native American tribes, including the Apache, Blackfoot, Cherokee, and Cheyenne nations. Certainly it was hard to believe that numerous Mexicans could be absorbed in Texas and California, which had only just acquired statehood.

Bradford’s account of the early Pilgrim adventures offered an alternative reality, a world in which fiercely united and determined men and women put their faith firmly in the will of God. They reveled in their independence from the Church of England and its hierarchies, which had forced them into exile in Holland. Unlike other Puritans who settled in New England (mostly in Massachusetts), these were the hard core, known as Separatists. They did not believe in trying to reform the Anglican church from within, as did most Puritans. They might well have remained in Leyden, where most of them were concentrated, had poverty as well as the prospect of Holland being overrun by Spanish Catholics not prompted them to set off for the New World.

We would have known relatively little about the Pilgrims of Plymouth had William Bradford (1590–1657) never kept a journal. He was present at every phase of the project, from the initial separation from England and removal to Leyden through the great journey on the Mayflower across the Atlantic, the establishment of the Plymouth settlement, its trials and triumphs, and its eventual decline as children of the original settlers lost faith in the overall project—much to Bradford’s dismay.

As he was only human, Bradford skewed his account in favor of his own interests and friends. Of course he had the incomparable advantage, as historian, of being a player in the events described, with enviable access to everything that happened. He ran the inner council at Plymouth, so he knew what people said, even why they said it. As chronicler, he tended to dwell on things that interested him or showed him in a particularly good light—it’s his journal, after all; he could (as he chose) suppress whatever displeased him. Historians have noted that he passes over many things in silence or, on rare occasions, alters the sequence of events. Bradford did not like opposition and dealt fiercely with those who displeased or countered him. Nevertheless, his account is noticeably balanced and scrupulous. In general, his account of the Plymouth Colony is without rival as a precious early document on this important subject.

III.

FROM THE OUTSET, Bradford assumes a reserved, ironic tone, quite in contrast to one notable outburst scribbled in the margins of the document after it was finished, where he registers a wail of disapproval for the younger generation:


O sacred bond, whilst inviolably preserved! How sweet and precious were the fruits that flowed from the same! But when this fidelity decayed, then their ruin approached. O that these ancient members had not died or been dissipated (if it had been the will of God) or else that this holy care and constant faithfulness had still lived, and remained with those that survived, and were in times afterwards added unto them. But (alas) that subtle serpent hath slyly wound in himself under fair pretences of necessity and the like, to untwist these sacred bonds and ties, and as it were insensibly by degrees to dissolve, or in a great measure to weaken the same. I have been happy, in my first times, to see, and with much comfort to enjoy, the blessed fruits of this sweet communion, but it is now a part of my misery in old age, to find and feel the decay and want thereof (in a great measure) and with grief and sorrow of heart to lament and bewail the same. And for others’ warning and admonition, and my own humiliation, do I here note the same.2 (xvi)


As this note amply suggests, Bradford felt a visceral disappointment with the younger colonists, who seemed willfully ignorant of their history and failed to realize the sacrifice of their parents and grandparents, who risked their lives for a cause of conscience, a dream of community. But this marginal outburst stands in contrast to the journal itself, where the author writes with coolheaded grace, relying on what happened to inform his prose, a tale that required no embellishment.

Indeed, in the first paragraph he says he plans to write “in a plain style, with singular regard unto the simple truth in all things” or “at least as near as my slender judgment can attain the same” (1). He succeeds well at this, beginning in the reflective mode, with a chapter on Separatism. The basic idea, as he frames it, was to convince English churches to “revert to their ancient purity and recover their primitive order, liberty and beauty” (2). The Separatists formed a minority sect among the Puritans, itself a fringe of the Protestant Reformation, which had convulsed Europe in the sixteenth century. The church at Scrooby, in the English county of Nottinghamshire, was among the most radical of Puritan churches.

It was there that William Brewster, a friend and mentor to William Bradford, spread his Separatist views as minister to a younger generation. Brewster had gone to Cambridge University, where he came under the influence of Robert Browne, a founding theologian of the Puritan movement. Browne published two seminal books in 1582: A Treatise of Reformation Without Tarying for Anie and A Booke Which Sheweth the Life and Manners of All True Christians. In these stringent, influential works, Browne argued that one could not afford to wait for the state to take action—as John Calvin, a leading Puritan figure on the Continent, had suggested. Browne believed it was the duty of the individual to act according to what he or she felt was right, whatever the state thought. He was fond of quoting Saint Paul on this point: “Come out from among them, and be ye separate, said the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing” (2 Corinthians 6:17). This single verse provided the biblical foundation for Separatism.

There was, as one might guess, fierce resistance to the Puritan movement in England, and many of its leading lights were imprisoned or executed, driving the hard core of believers abroad for safety. By 1607, the political waters for religious rebels had reached a boiling point, and many from the Scrooby congregation found themselves under warrant for arrest. Not surprisingly, Bradford begins Of Plymouth Plantation here, with a tale of dispossession. His narrative is very much written like an Old Testament story, where God’s people are driven off their land, suffer exile among heathens, and go off in search of their own promised land in the New World. The whole mode of the unfolding story, its flavor and texture, will be familiar to anyone who has skimmed the five books of Moses.

Led by Richard Clyfton, the Scrooby pilgrims set off on foot in the autumn of 1607 for the town of Boston, a journey of sixty or so miles. In secrecy, they boarded a ship for the Continent, only to find themselves turned away by the captain, who hoped for greater compensation. They returned to Scrooby, where several of them were arrested. But no trial was forthcoming, and these quiet Christians were soon freed, as their jailers could hardly believe they posed much of a threat to the community. A few months later, they tried to get away again and succeeded, taking a ship from a port near Hull. This was not an easy journey, with all sorts of dangers looming, including the threat of discovery: it was illegal to travel abroad without formal documents. The ship made its way into the North Sea, where dark waters nearly overturned the vessel. Yet they arrived in Holland in one piece, and others from Scrooby followed, finding illegal passage on other ships. Now they had to contend with a land where English was not spoken and where living conditions were harsh.

Bradford puts the journey of the Scrooby congregation in context, recalling earlier migrations to the Continent in search of religious freedom, quoting from the famous Book of Martyrs of John Foxe (1517–87). Under Queen Mary, a Roman Catholic who burned many Protestants at the stake, Foxe and others like him took up residence in a range of European cities, including Frankfurt, Geneva, and Basel, where Foxe originally published his book in Latin. Bradford glosses over nothing, recalling the bickering that took place among his fellow exiles over matters of dogma. He also puts this bickering in context. “And this contention died not with Queen Mary,” he says, “nor was left beyond the seas” (5).

One goal of Bradford’s generation of exiles was to ensure “the right worship of God and discipline of Christ established in the church, according to the simplicity of the gospel, without the mixture of men’s inventions” (4). Bradford hoped to get back to basics, as preached by his mentor Richard Clyfton, “a grave and reverend preacher,” as well as by John Robinson and William Brewster. What the latest band of pilgrims found in Holland, however, was hardly the promised land of Canaan, although Bradford skips rapidly over what happened on arrival in Amsterdam, where the English Separatists joined Puritan exiles from different places.

As often happens among isolated groups of exiles, conflicts arose. The various sects were in disarray, with any number of accusations flying about. There was, for example, a group called the Ancient Brethren, who battled each other with shocking displays of bad temper. One figure of note was Thomas White, a minister from the west of England who had arrived with a dozen followers. White’s flock briefly worshipped with the Brethren, but were soon repulsed by their acrimony. They pulled away from the Brethren, whom White himself viewed as “rash, heady, and contentious.”3 He actually called the Brethren “a brokerage of whores,” alluding to accusations of incest and adultery in a diatribe that was widely circulated. Bradford skips rather briskly over these conflicts. After a year, he and his group migrated to Leyden, “a fair and beautiful city.” There he picks up the story with renewed energy.

Leyden was the home of a major university, a place where religious debates flourished, and the English Separatists spent a dozen years there. Yet they felt isolated from the local population and could not make a decent living despite their talents for handicrafts and trades. Poverty and poor living conditions were perhaps the main reasons for putting everything at stake by traveling to the New World, although Bradford prefers a political explanation—the Netherlands had forged a truce with Roman Catholic Spain that was about to end, in 1621. “The Spaniard might prove as cruel as the savages of America,” Bradford writes, “and the famine and pestilence as sore here as there, and their liberty less to look out for remedy” (28).

North America was not the ideal destination for every Separatist, as Bradford recalls. The Amazon and other tropical regions attracted some, who imagined them as places “rich, fruitful, and blessed with a perpetual spring and a flourishing greenness” (29). But the Spaniards had been on the march in those areas as well. Furthermore, who could say what local dangers lay in store in hot regions, including the threat of disease? Virginia, on the other hand, was a familiar climate, and the Pilgrims hoped they would not be persecuted as Separatists there as they had been in England. To reassure themselves, they petitioned the Virginia Company in advance of their departure and were kindly answered, though they eventually settled on the “more northerly parts of that country, derived out of the Virginia patent and wholly secluded from their Government, and to be called by another name, viz., New England.” This latter name, which stuck, was first used by Captain John Smith in his Description of New England (1616), an account of his travels to that part of the New World in 1614.

Elaborate negotiations occurred with certain London business-men—mainly Thomas Weston, a wily fellow who headed a group of financial “adventurers” or venture capitalists. Bradford gives a thorough (if somewhat boring) account of these financial arrangements, which certainly plagued the Pilgrims for years to come, as the journey to New England was never a sound business proposition. In July 1620, the group of about 120 men, women, and children left Leyden, “that goodly and pleasant city which had been their resting place near twelve years,” as Bradford says in his most biblical tones, “but they knew they were pilgrims.”

They set off in two ships, the larger being the famous Mayflower. The smaller ship was the Speedwell, which proved hopelessly leaky and was quickly forced to return to England. It was necessary to winnow the group, and twenty or so were left behind, the rest crowding onto the Mayflower, which eventually departed on September 6. It was indeed a marvelous ship: broad beamed, with two decks, and “castles” fore and aft. Weighing 180 tons, it had been hauling wine in the Mediterranean for the past four years, making it what was called a “sweet ship.” It could manage, with some discomfort, the 102 passengers who crammed aboard.

What is interesting is that so many of the original Pilgrims were not what we usually think of as Separatists in the vein of Bradford and his group. Only a few of them actually fit the description. No more than a third of the passengers were from Leyden and might genuinely be called Separatists, while only Bradford and William and Mary Brewster had anything to do with the original contingent from Scrooby. Many on the ship were “strangers,” as Bradford calls them. Their reason for risking their lives in the New World was largely financial; like so many immigrants over the centuries to follow, they set off for the Americas to make their fortune. Among those on the Mayflower, a fair number belonged to the Puritan wing of the Church of England; but they did not believe in separation from the Anglican Communion. We know several of these “strangers” by name: Myles Standish and John Alden, for example, remain among the best known—even though Standish, a military man, seems never to have joined the congregation at Plymouth, as his name does not appear in their records. (Standish, in particular, would rise to fame in “The Courtship of Miles Standish,” the popular narrative poem by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, published in 1858.)

Being a gifted storyteller, Bradford fixes on exactly the right details as he describes the Mayflower and its Atlantic crossing, which took sixty-five days. In the early seventeenth century such journeys were never without incident. For a start, the ship was nearly overwhelmed at points by storm-driven seas. Moreover, sanitary conditions were such that infections and diseases spread rapidly, and a number of passengers succumbed, their bodies tossed overboard. Bradford begins chapter 9, which mainly concerns the crossing, with an eye-catching anecdote about a young seaman, “of a lusty, able body,” who cursed the passengers who got seasick. He said he “hoped to help to cast half of them overboard before they came to their journey’s end.” But he himself soon came down with an inexplicable illness, dying “in a desperate manner” in matter of days, and was himself “the first that was thrown overboard” (66). Bradford considered this “the just hand of God.” You don’t mock His people without taking it in the neck yourself.

This no-nonsense tone lends a bracing air to the book, which might well be described as America’s first immigration narrative. These are God’s chosen people, after all, not unlike the tribes of Israel in the Old Testament. God keeps an eye on them, and they wear a kind of protective shield as long as they behave according to His will. Indeed, Bradford ends this chapter with a number of direct quotations from Deuteronomy and the Psalms, lending an aura of historical necessity to his narrative. God is with His people, Bradford is saying. Let those who come later understand that the Pilgrims “cried unto the Lord, and He heard their voice and looked on their adversity” (71).

The shipload of hopeful if anxious Pilgrims bumped along the coast, finally landing in a safe harbor in what is now Cape Cod. Ashore, they found a recently abandoned camp, where they discovered to their delight “Indian baskets filled with corn” (74). This offered a kind of instruction to them, as they were unfamiliar with Indian corn, and “got seed to plant them corn the next year, or else they might have starved” (75). So this first, indirect encounter between the Pilgrims and the native people was positive. Unfortunately, the first genuine meeting was marked by violence, with a shower of arrows and discharge of muskets. Bradford offers an almost comic description of the skirmish, which left nobody hurt.

The ship continued on, landing near Plymouth Rock shortly thereafter, a place marked by “divers cornfields and little running brooks” (79). Bradford ends the first part of his journal with the arrival, then begins “The Second Book”—starting with a recollection of the famous Mayflower Compact. The original document is lost, but we have two more or less identical versions, one here and one in Mourt’s Relation (1622), the other major account of the Plymouth Colony, written by several hands, anonymously, although Edward Winslow—another of the original Pilgrims—is considered its main author. This compact was essentially a signed agreement to band together for the mutual safety and well-being of the group, creating a “Civil Body Politic.” In this brief document, lost in time and filtered through these two reports, we see the shadowy beginnings of the American experiment in democracy. John Carver was chosen as the first governor. “In these hard and difficult beginnings they found some discontents and murmuring,” but these were overcome soon enough (84).

The main problems that confronted the pilgrims were disease and starvation, which killed nearly half the colony within three months. By the end of February, barely fifty remained, with many ill or weak. Most of the women and children had died, and less than half of the original twenty-six men who headed families survived. Meanwhile, Indians lurked at the fringes, watching the invaders, wondering what to do about them. They would “sometimes show themselves” in the distance, but when approached by the colonists, “they would run away” (87). This cat-and-mouse game continued for some time, until suddenly an “Indian came boldly amongst them and spoke to them in broken English, which they could well understand but marveled at it” (87). This was Squanto—the sole survivor of the Patuxet tribe, which had been wiped out by disease. He had previously come into contact with English fishing expeditions—and was for a while a captive. With a notable gift for languages, he developed friendly (if self-serving) relations with the English, as described by Bradford, and would play a major role in negotiations with the Indians in the perilous times that lay ahead for the Plymouth colonists.

In 1621, William Bradford took over from John Carver as governor, due to Carver’s death. In his account of the first year at Plymouth, we are introduced to various Pilgrim figures, including Isaac Allerton, one of the most energetic, complex, and selfish of the group. His various moneymaking schemes and political shenanigans occupy a good bit of Bradford’s attention over the years to come. But the main thread of this narrative has to do with the Indians, with whom the Pilgrims maintained reasonably good relations for half a century, largely owing to the careful diplomacy of Bradford himself, a tolerant, generous, and restrained man who put forward a model of decent governance.

A brief account of what is now referred to as the first Thanksgiving occurs in chapter 12, a third of the way through Bradford’s journal. Much of this crucial chapter is focused on encounters with the Indians. It begins with a story about a colonist who got himself lost in the woods and wandered about for five days, living on wild berries, before the Indians captured him. He was, in fact, safely returned; but there is tension in the narrative, which moves forward swiftly—the kind of abrupt story telling technique one associates with the Old Testament. We are introduced to further characters of note, including Hobomok, a “proper lusty man” who belonged to the Wampanoag tribe, which was led by Massasoit, the legendary chief who forged a delicate alliance with Bradford and the Plymouth Colony. (Hobomok was the subject of a well-known novel called, simply, Hobomok, written by Lydia Maria Child and published in 1824.)

In their dealings with the Indians, the colonists showed considerable patience. They worked hard to behave in a just and rarely vengeful manner, and they established a pattern that would keep the peace for over half a century, before the terrible conflict called King Philip’s War (1675–76) broke out. (It was named after Massasoit’s son.) That war was devastating—killing large numbers of colonists and virtually destroying the Wampanoag. In many ways, this war sketched in the dark tones that would color relations between American settlers and Native Americans for generations to come.

However much he caught the attention of later readers with the incident, Bradford makes relatively little of the first Thanksgiving. It was actually Edward Winslow (quoting his own letter of December 11, 1621, in Mourt’s Relation) who remembers this occasion as something special. It was a traditional harvest festival attended by Massasoit and ninety of his men. According to Winslow, the party lasted three days. The “great store of wild turkeys” eaten by the revelers is mentioned by Bradford, and is perhaps the basis for our current habit in the United States of eating turkeys on Thanksgiving.

Soon other ships arrived from England, such as the Fortune, and the body of Pilgrims rose in numbers. As Calvin Coolidge would later say, “The business of America is business,” and this was certainly true of the original Pilgrims, who began to trade in beaver and otter skins, among other commodities. It seemed obvious enough to Bradford that Thomas Weston and his “adventurers” in London had no real chance of recouping their investment, at least not for many years. Nevertheless, they loaded the Fortune in December 1621 with furs and sassafras and oak boards—a cargo valued at roughly £500. This would have gone a long way toward satisfying their debts; but the Fortune was badly named. Seized by the French en route to Southampton, the cargo never made it to England. The Pilgrim community sank deeper into debt.

Yet Bradford and his colony had more on their minds than simple finances. No sooner had the Fortune departed than another of the local tribes, “that great people of the Narragansetts,” as Bradford describes them, laid down the gauntlet in the form of a snakeskin tied around a bundle of arrows: a symbolic threat. This tribe didn’t like the alliances that the Plymouth group had made with other tribes, especially the Pokanokets. Bradford responded firmly, returning the snakeskin filled with gunpowder and bullets.

Myles Standish, the military brains of Plymouth, took control of the situation, and the Pilgrims protected themselves with a makeshift fortress. All kinds of tricky political maneuvering followed, with intrigues involving the Indians Squanto and Hobomok, rivals who provided crucial links between settlers and the various native tribes. As Bradford ruefully notes: “Squanto sought his own ends and played his own game” (109). He was a malicious gossip who played one tribe off another, hoping to become a kind of chief or sachem in his own right. Massasoit soon wanted his head, but Bradford—almost by accident more than design—didn’t hand him over to the Indians. This caused Squanto “to stick close to the English” for the time being.

Bradford writes: “Sundry other things I pass over, being tedious and impertinent” (112). One wishes that he had given us the details of this impertinence, although he was probably right in thinking that we should be spared the tedious bits. Being a Pilgrim was, from the point of view of a natural storyteller, a fairly dull business. This was a hard life, a routine of survival farming and hunting, with lots of time spent in prayer or cloistered in religious meetings of one kind or another.

Bradford’s journal is often occupied by the conflict between the Pilgrims and Weston as well as other “adventurers,” some of whom bought out Weston in the vain hope of realizing a profit. He also writes about continuing strife with the native population. There was never an easy truce, and despite the generally peaceful nature of Massasoit he was hardly the only sachem in the region, and the threat of violence remained constant. The Pilgrims had no doubt heard about what had happened in Jamestown, Virginia, where hundreds of settlers had been massacred; they must have lived in constant fear of a similar attack. Some of the later chapters in Bradford’s book focus on the continuing effort to get a decent minister from England. Several came and went, and none were satisfactory. (The Pilgrims—as worshippers—were notably hard to please.)

Under the strict eye of Bradford, and supported by church leaders of strong character, the Plymouth Colony prospered. (The same could not be said for other colonies in the area.) The group succeeded, in part, because they took their social compact seriously. Bradford writes interestingly about their systematic experiments in communal living, noting how they parceled out the land in a way that would have stirred the heart of Karl Marx, with each family getting a plot commensurate with its size. The land was given “only for present use” but without a provision for inheritance (133). The system worked well, for a while, among these “godly and sober men.” Yet Bradford had an uneasy feeling about this venture. He owned a copy of Jean Bodin’s De republica (1586), in whose pages the author makes fun of Plato’s idealization of communal living, saying that the Greek philosopher “understood not that by making all things thus common, a Commonweal must needs perish.”4

Bradford explains that the younger generation of Pilgrims, among whom he counts the most “able and fit for labour and service,” disliked working for the benefit of other men’s wives and children and without any profit for themselves. They considered this work “a kind of slavery” and resisted it. The author himself appears to side with the younger set, and felt that the system itself alienated men from each other, seeming to “diminish and take off the mutual respects that should be preserved amongst them” (134). In this anxiety about communal activity, Bradford anticipates a concern that ripples through American society at every turn, as its citizens ponder the degree to which they should band together for the common good, or not. During the Cold War (which plagued the United States for much of the latter half of the twentieth century), this fear became feverish, with diatribes against “socialized medicine” and all forms of collective thinking.

Americans still resist sharing the wealth, except in the form of voluntary charities. There is a deep-seated feeling that one should work only for one’s self-interest, without regard for the larger group. Yet this must be seen as only one strain in our national discourse. A consistent push from the communal side appears throughout our history, especially with the various well-known experiments in utopian living that became prominent in the nineteenth century, including the Harmonists, the Shakers, and the Perfectionists of the Oneida colony. In a sense, this experimentation was reborn in countless hippie communes of the late 1960s and ’70s. It’s certainly fascinating to read Bradford in the light of later developments, and to realize how early the conversation on this subject had begun on these shores.

Bradford’s continuing saga often recounts the arrival of newcomers. Some of them come to bilk the Pilgrims, others are simply in search of a decent living. One also hears about nearby settlements, few of them as coherent as the Plymouth group. The Massachusetts Bay Colony, of course, would eventually become the dominant settlement in New England, with Boston its center, and attract such important figures as John Winthrop (1588–1649). Indeed, there was a company in the area of what is now Boston as early as 1623, called the Dorchester Company, dedicated to fishing off the coast of Cape Ann.

Among the most absorbing characters whom Bradford writes about is Captain Robert Gorges, who arrives in Massachusetts Bay “with sundry passengers and families,” intending to begin a plantation. He eventually supplants Thomas Weston as the chief antagonist of the Plymouth group, although Weston seems to persist and causes trouble for the Gorges colony as well. Bradford also takes great pains to answer charges made against the Pilgrims by travelers who visited the colony and found it wanting. Among the complaints brought against it were intolerance and a lack of religious diversity. In response, Bradford simply asserts there was “never any controversy or opposition” among the Plymouth settlers. Harking back to the controversy about communal work versus private labor, there was the accusation that some members of the colony refused to “work for the General” (158). Bradford writes that this is “not wholly true, for though some [work] not willingly, and others not honestly, yet all do it; and he that doth worst gets his own food and something besides” (158).

Perhaps the liveliest moment in the journal centers on the colorful figure of Thomas Morton and his revels at Merry Mount, which have become the stuff of legend, especially as reimagined by Nathaniel Hawthorne in “The MayPole of Merry Mount” (1836), a classic tale based on the incident described by Bradford. Morton (1576–1647) was a Cavalier in every sense of that word, a liberal-minded, humane, irreverent fellow who first sailed to the New World in 1622, although he returned a year later, castigating the fierce Pilgrims, whom he regarded as intolerant. He came back to New England in 1624, as part of a commercial venture that clearly threatened the Bradford group, which had come to depend on the fur trade. Morton and his men got on well with the local tribe, the Algonquins, whom he later described as being more civilized than their European counterparts at Plymouth.

Morton squabbled with his business partner, and the latter took off for Virginia, leaving Morton and his merry band to enjoy themselves. And apparently they did. According to Bradford, “They fell to great licentiousness and led a dissolute life, pouring out themselves into all profaneness” (227). He dubs Morton the “Lord of Misrule” and recalls that the Englishman and his followers “set up a maypole, drinking and dancing about it many days together, inviting the Indian women for their consorts, dancing and frisking together like so many fairies, or furies, rather; and worse practices.” Indeed, Morton had traded alcohol (these early settlers drank brandy and aqua vitae) and guns for furs, and so it was perhaps economic competition as much as anything else that spurred the Plymouth settlers into action. As Hawthorne later wrote with a certain wryness: “Unfortunately, there were men in the new world of a sterner faith than these Maypole worshippers.” He refers, of course, to the Pilgrims.

The Plymouth settlers wrote to Morton to warn him about his unseemly and dangerous behavior. Selling guns to the native tribes was certainly no good thing for anyone. Soon they sent Captain Standish and his men to raid the Morton compound, and they did so, although not a man was killed or injured. Morton and his band were too drunk to resist, being “so steeled with drink as their pieces [guns] were too heavy for them.” Morton was hauled before Bradford, who didn’t dare execute a man so well connected among Royalists back home. Instead, he was exiled to a small island off the coast of New Hampshire, where he was picked up by a merchant ship and taken back to England.

Morton had many friends in high places in London, including Sir Ferdinando Gorges—father of Robert Gorges—who had been one of his original backers. With help from these associates, he waged a publicity campaign against the Pilgrims, publishing a vivid account of life in the New World, with his version of the events that unfolded, in New English Canaan (1637). This splendid book celebrates the bounty and beauty of the New England landscape and its native people and often mocks the Puritan settlers. Morton’s pen was, indeed, mightier than many swords, and he did great damage to the image of the Plymouth plantation among the British upper classes. Defiantly, he returned to New England and was tossed into prison for a terrible winter. He eventually died among English settlers in Maine, as far away as he could get from Bradford and Plymouth, in 1647.

Of Plymouth Plantation is, as journals must be, episodic. One hears about various scandals, many of them associated with Bradford’s former assistant governor, Isaac Allerton, who represented the Plymouth settlers in dealings with investors back in England. As Bradford suggests, Allerton had business interests of his own, and these often conflicted with those of his fellow settlers. Under his management, the Plymouth Colony fell into deeper debt, although Bradford himself was no businessman and the colony had persistent problems long after Allerton stopped being their representative. As Bradford notes, between 1631 and 1636, the colony shipped back to England pelts of beaver and otter worth £10,000 (over $2 million today). Nevertheless, their debt of £6,000 seemed never to dwindle. It was not until 1648, with the sale of a considerable tract of land, that they finally settled their debts with English investors or “adventurers.”

Disease and hunger were constants in their lives, as in the lives of the Indians. Bradford describes a truly horrendous epidemic of smallpox. For “want of bedding and linen” the Indians fell into a lamentable condition as they lay on their hard mats, “the pox breaking and mattering and running one into another, their skin cleaving by reason thereof to the mats they lie on. When they turn them, a whole side will flay off at once as it were.” This terrible suffering was “most fearful to behold” (302). The Pilgrims “had compassion of them, and daily fetched them wood and water and made them fires, got them victuals whilst they lived; and buried them when they died. For very few of them escaped, notwithstanding they did what they could for them to hazard of themselves. The chief sachem himself now died and almost all his friends and kindred. But by the marvelous goodness and providence of God, not one of the English was so much as sick or in the least measure tainted with this disease, though they daily did these offices for them for many weeks together” (303). In this compassion, we see the key to the good relations that prevailed between the Indians and the Pilgrims over more than half a century.

Things gradually fell apart, however. The original core of faithful had been small from the outset, and even with the begetting of children, and the conversation of many of the “strangers,” the Separatists could not keep up with the rapidly shifting political and religious complexion of New England. Doctrinal differences were always a problem, as with Roger Williams, who lived among them before going off to found Rhode Island. Bradford’s group never really got along well with other Puritans, such as those in the Massachusetts Bay Colony or those in Connecticut and elsewhere. In addition, Bradford records a breakdown in morals after 1642, with “sundry notorious sins” (351). Some were, indeed, rather bizarre.

Among the worst sinners, he says, was Thomas Granger, who admitted to committing buggery with a mare, a cow, two goats, five sheep, two calves, and a turkey. This eclectic taste went down very badly among the Pilgrim fathers, and he was tried and, as might be expected, executed according to the law (as in Leviticus 20:15). Indeed, even the poor animals who suffered his curious attentions were executed and thrown into a pit. It so happens that Mr. Granger picked up his bad habits from others, and Bradford rather solemnly wonders how so many bad eggs could have found a home among them. He comforts himself a little by recalling that “where the Lord begins to sow good seed, there the envious man will endeavour to sow tares” (357).

Near the end of his journal, Bradford meditates on the longevity of the original Pilgrims, observing that despite “many changes and hardships” and confrontations with “the many enemies they had,” a number of them lived to a ripe old age. Among these were Brewster and Winslow, two pillars of the Plymouth group. Indeed, Bradford ends his long narrative with the final departure of Winslow to England, where he was sent to defend the Plymouth Colony against charges of scandalous behavior brought against them in the courts. Oliver Cromwell—the great Puritan leader—was now in control of England, having deposed and beheaded King Charles I, and Cromwell apparently liked Winslow. He sent him in partial command of an expeditionary force that captured Jamaica in 1655, although Winslow died on the return voyage to England—a terrible personal loss for Bradford.

The journal ends sadly, a tale of success followed by disintegration, fragmentation, and a loss of ideals. The younger generation was not as ideologically coherent as their fathers and mothers. Nor did they share the vision embodied in the original compact. Bradford was disheartened by all of this, recording with some distaste that the increase in the price of corn and cattle led to the ultimate downfall of Plymouth, as personal greed overwhelmed the sense of community.

IV.

COTTON MATHER (1663–1728), a Puritan theologian and central figure in the story of colonial America, famously referred to Bradford as “our Moses,” but he was not so grand as this suggests and never made large claims for himself. As one sees in his journal, he was a modest man, if humorless and strict. He wrote beautifully in Of Plymouth Plantation, with economy of style and concreteness, understanding the historical significance of the Pilgrim story, as well as its power as myth. He made the most of its mythical resonance, in fact, comparing the colonists to the Israelites in their journey to the promised land (although often alluding to his own group for a point of contrast, not as a way of suggesting that he and his brethren were just like the wandering tribes).5 While the story of the first Thanksgiving stays in the mind, and has played a formative role in shaping America’s sense of itself and its relations with the indigenous tribes, there is a larger story here.

It’s the story of a people who chose to live apart, to make their own way in the world, however difficult, and who largely succeeded, at least for nearly half a century, in translating their vision of a just and Christian society into reality. They were, in their idiosyncratic way, a democratic group, and their impulse to pull together for the benefit of the community is admirable, if complicated. The ultimate unraveling of the Plymouth settlement seems part of the American story, too: one cannot sustain any vision, however beautiful, forever. Greed and self-interest inevitably corrode the body politic, as individuals seek their own fortunes at the expense of the community at large. This is, perhaps, the overarching tale that Bradford tells.

It’s worth noting that Bradford’s journal is fundamentally a religious document, a personal testimony, suffused with the author’s sense of God’s acting in the lives of the faithful. The English settlers in the New World were generally devout Christians, having been granted charters in Virginia by King James I in order to evangelize among those “as yet live in ignorance of the true knowledge and worship of God.”6 Yet nothing that happened in Virginia comes close to the religious fervor demonstrated by the various strands of Puritanism in New England. John Winthrop, leader of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, famously declared in a sermon on the deck of the Arabella in 1630: “We must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill.” He talked repeatedly about having entered a covenant with God. But it was Bradford who embodied the religious vision of the Puritans in its purest form, aiming for “the resurrection of primitive Christianity,” as Perry Miller observes.7

Bradford’s journal ranks high among the many accounts of early settlements in the New World, but one should ideally read it against Mourt’s Relation, mentioned above, which appeared only two years after the initial landing at Plymouth and radiates a freshness of observation. Its full title was A Relation or Journal of the English Plantation Settled at Plymouth, and it consists of ten “chapters,” only five of which are signed. Little is actually known about the man called Mourt, whose name figures in the title. He apparently wrote only a brief section, although (according to one theory) the name is possibly a misprint for George Morton, who had been a member of the original Leyden group. (Morton joined the Plymouth Colony quite early, although he was not on the Mayflower.) None of the five major sections has an author’s name attached, but it has always been assumed that Edward Winslow did much of the writing and that William Bradford was himself another contributor.

Thomas Morton’s New English Canaan should also be read alongside Bradford, as it has a great deal to recommend it. Morton’s tale of wild living among the Indians spread far and wide and did not go down well in Puritan circles. Indeed the tug-of-war between the secular libertine and the chaste puritan has been a constant of our history, and seems to have begun with Morton and Bradford. Yet Morton was neither crazy nor depraved, although he pushed the boundaries of acceptable behavior. He was a spirited figure who braved censure in mad pursuit of sensual pleasure, drunk on the heady freedom offered (at least in theory) by the New World. When kicked out of New England, he returned to London, where he wrote New English Canaan to justify himself and his followers and to promote a different view of New England, its natural and human landscape.

It is wicked in its satire, and playful on many levels, if always contemptuous of the Puritans. Published in three “books,” Morton’s account offered a fresh take on the native people of North America, who were commonly regarded as no more than savages in need of conversion. Jack Dempsey, a recent editor of New English Canaan, defends Morton in able fashion and notes that the practice of cohabitation between European settlers and tribal people was hardly extraordinary during the first century of European contact with the New World. Nor were maypole celebrations atypical. Dempsey also points out that the “trade of dangerous and/or ‘forbidden’ goods, including guns and liquors,” was commonplace as well in the century after Columbus.8 In other words, what Morton and his merry band were doing at Merry Mount was not as unusual as it appeared to Bradford and the Plymouth settlers. It was business as usual, however distasteful to the Puritan conscience.

I have focused on William Bradford’s journal mainly because of its mythic aura. The Plymouth settlement has acquired a unique resonance in the memory of most Americans. And yet Plymouth Colony was not the first major settlement by Europeans in the New World. The English arrived in Virginia, at Jamestown, in 1607, although that settlement was far from successful, soon degenerating into savagery and chaos, as described by the prolific John Smith in several works, including The General History of Virginia (1624). Relations between these settlers and the local population, the Powhatan Indians, were notoriously fractious. Edmund S. Morgan, a distinguished historian from Yale, says that Jamestown was a pathetic failure, and claims that the work habits of the settlers were hardly exemplary; indeed, “they were idle much of the time.”9 On the other hand, recent archaeological excavations in Jamestown suggest that Smith and others may have exaggerated the problems at Jamestown in self-serving ways. Even Jamestown, however, must cede priority to St. Augustine, a thriving Spanish settlement in Florida that dates from 1565. By 1608, the Spanish had also settled in Santa Fe, thus opening the southwestern region of North America to Europeans.

Establishing a beachhead for Puritans in New England, the Plymouth Colony certainly outshone Jamestown for orderliness and cohesion. It has acquired legendary status mainly because of the first Thanksgiving, as described by Bradford and, later, translated into a national myth holiday that celebrates reconciliation and survival. The more visible, and powerful, Massachusetts Bay Company had its many historians, as did Jamestown. But Plymouth was lucky in many respects to have William Bradford. Of Plymouth Plantation holds a unique place among records of this period. It is, in itself, a brilliant literary text, written with luminous clarity and concreteness: a humane, many-faceted story of survival against the odds. The fact that Bradford and his brethren managed relations with frequently hostile native people was remarkable in itself, a tribute to patient diplomacy and restraint—and a model that would not always be followed by succeeding generations. Indeed, the devastation of King Philip’s War was a consequence of ignoring the model established by Governor Bradford and his fellow Pilgrims.
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