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[applause]

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

Well, thank you.  Just one word as a preamble; I am not “the” man from Nantucket; I am “a” man from Nantucket.  

[laughter]

But for me it was actually moving to Nantucket 20 years ago that set me on the journey that would ultimately result in my latest book, “Mayflower.”  When I moved to Nantucket I was at that time a huge Herman Melville fan, and “Moby Dick” was my bible.  And moving to Nantucket was like stepping into the pages of that wonderful book, and it ignited a real interest in the history of what was now my adopted home.  And the more I learned about Nantucket at its historical beginnings in the 17th century, the more I realized I had to put this island in the perspective of the region.

I had to learn about New England, and to do that I had to go to the Pilgrims and the voyage of the Mayflower.  And you know, I assumed I knew pretty much everything there was to know about that, because in third grade I had had a Thanksgiving unit 

[laughter]

in which we had learned that in 1620 the Pilgrims sailed over on the Mayflower with the Mayflower Compact in hand.  They jumped off the ship and landed on Plymouth Rock, where they were welcomed by the local Native Americans, and a year later they celebrated -- after planting corn, a year later celebrated the first Thanksgiving.  And that was the end of the story.  

And in my cynical teenage years in the ’60s and ’70s, I began to think of these Pilgrims as, you know, wonderful archetypes; cardboard figures that we trotted out at Thanksgiving.  But what relationship did they have to the tortured soul of the nation I was beginning to know?  You know, the Pilgrims were people that their pants fell down because their buckles were on their hat and shoes;

[laughter]

these kinds of things.  But as I read about the 17th century, as I read the original documents – William Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation,” possibly one of the greatest books ever written in America in the 17th century -- I began to realize that these were not cardboard caricatures, and in fact the story did not end with the first Thanksgiving.  That was just the very beginning of a story that was not irrelevant to America, but which spoke to me in a way that made me almost indignant that I didn't know more of this story; that I yes, I had learned about the Pilgrims in third grade, but even throughout all of elementary school, high school and college it never really returned to that topic.  

What I discovered -- that the story, if you looked at it through 55 years you began to see that after that first difficult year in Plymouth colony, the Pilgrims forged with the Native Americans, the Wampanoags, a 55-year period of peace in Plymouth colony; which given the subsequent history of our land is remarkable.  But then in 1675 a war broke out that I think most Americans know almost nothing about; King Philip's War.  King Philip was not a European monarch; he was Phillip, son of Massasoit, the Wampanoag leader who greeted the Pilgrims in 1621. And this was a war that went off the charts in terms of the brutality, the loss of life.  I think most of us are taught that the American Civil War was the bloodiest war fought in America.  

Well, when you look at the percentage of males lost from Plymouth colony and the English population during just the 14 months of this war, it was eight percent; that's twice what the percentage losses were during the Civil War.  And then if you look to the Native American losses, that is just a drop in the bucket.  This was total war in New England, in which a bicultural community was torn apart. It was almost like the Civil War erupting in their own backyards.  It, for a year -- the war began in Plymouth colony, quickly spread throughout New England; more than a third of the towns in New England were burned and abandoned.  

Some of the English feared they were going to be driven to the sea. But by the spring of 1676, when the Native Americans were unable to plant their corn, they began to starve.  The war began to wind down, and then in August of 1676, with the death of Philip the war was over.  But the war really wasn't over. Plymouth had bankrupted itself in this war.  Massachusetts and all of New England would get a royal governor for the first time in the years after this, and so a region of the New World that had been remarkably independent of the mother country for more than half a century was very different. There would be a series of French and Indian wars that would last for more than a century.  

And everything had changed with this war. And so when I began to look at this as yes, there is the voyage of the Mayflower, but there is also King Philip's war; how did we get there?  And it began to be for me a story that was not this irrelevant sideline to the beginning of America; it was a story that prefigured in many remarkable ways the history of our land.  We think of the Indian wars as a 19th century phenomenon with the winning of the West, but it all happened in 17th century New England over a 56-year period.  

Now, who were the Pilgrims?  They never used that term to describe themselves; it comes from a phrase in William Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation” in which he describes themselves as Pilgrims in life, with the afterlife as the true, true source of their destiny.  And they were a group of religious exiles who were Puritan separatists.  They believed that the Church of England was not a holy church and that they must divide themselves from that church and worship God as they felt God intended.  

This was illegal in England at the time, and so they went to Leyden, Holland, where for more than a decade they lived under the spiritual guidance of their pastor John Robinson, where the congregation grew to, we think, about 400; it was really thriving.  But things weren't all great for them.  As foreigners they were forced to take low-end jobs; backbreaking jobs in the cloth industry, and many of -- their health was beginning to suffer.  It was feared that a treaty with Spain was about to come due, and Spain would attack Holland which would not be good.  

But their biggest concern in many ways was that their children were becoming Dutch.  These people were fiercely proud of their English ancestry even though they had decided to leave their mother country, and they wanted to transmit that to the next generation.  Well, how to do that?  Well, you do it simple; you get on a ship, you go across 3,000 miles of Atlantic Ocean to the New World.  They looked to it as a blank slate, a place upon which they could move their congregation wholesale to New England.  And actually is -- they really weren't sure where they were going initially.  Now, these people were very inwardly directed.  They knew each other wonderfully well, but they were easy marks for the outside world.  

And when it came to organizing this incredible undertaking -- because there had been Jamestown, which is of course about to have its 400th anniversary -- but Jamestown was no success. It was a killing ground for the settlers, it was a drain for money.  But these people felt that God wanted them to go, and so they found a merchant named Thomas Weston who told them everything they wanted to hear; that he had the financial connections to finance this voyage, and he had sympathies for their religious beliefs.  He would make it happen.  

But by June of 1620 – where they were months, by that time they should have left -- he had not even found a ship for them yet.  And people began to get worried that maybe this wasn't a great idea.  More and more of the Leydeners began to back out.  The investors began to replace those Leydeners with recruits from London; Church of England people who did not share the Leydeners’ beliefs.  They called them “the strangers,” and so when they eventually boarded the Mayflower in September of 1620 for that voyage across the Atlantic, about half the ship was composed of Leydeners, half of strangers.  

There was a divide in the Mayflower from the very beginning.  Now, they had -- the voyage left way too late.  They should have left months before, because the original plan was to be in a position to build houses well before winter came on.  They left in September; a terrible time for a trans-Atlantic passage.  Gale after gale from the west hit them; they were forced to heave to time after time again.  It's been estimated that the Mayflower averaged between one and 1.5 five miles an hour in its slow slog across the Atlantic.  It would take more than two months for the Mayflower to finally reach land, and they would be more than 200 miles off course because their original destination was not New England; it was the Hudson River.  

They could have been our first New Yorkers, but they were well to the north and the captain saw that they were off Cape Cod.  Unfortunately there were no English, reliable English charts of the region, so they simply headed south towards the Hudson River.  Within a few hours they ran smack dab into Pollock Rip; to this day one of the scariest pieces of shoal water on the Atlantic coast, and they almost lost the ship.  But then the wind miraculously shifted 180 degrees, and began to blow from the south.  Captain Jones made a historic decision.  He said, “I'm not going to take these people to the Hudson River.  We're going around Cape Cod,” to what's now called Provincetown Harbor.  “I'm going to get these people off my ship as fast as possible and get back to England.”  

They -- and so they headed north for what's now Provincetown Harbor.  This created an immediate uproar down below in the Mayflower, because as the strangers began to realize, their patent, their legal paperwork did not apply to a settlement this far north from the Hudson River.  They realized that they were on the verge of becoming America's first illegal immigrants.  

[laughter]

They said, “Once we get to land we're on our own.  All bets are off, because this is not the original deal.”  Now, this would have been the end of the settlement.  They were already very late; people had begun to die.  They were starving already.  Diseases were working their way through the Mayflower.  

If they were going to make it for the first year, in this place where they had no idea where they were because they were off course, they needed to work together.  The Leydeners could have looked to Miles Standish, their military officer, to subdue the rebels, the strangers, but they did an extraordinary thing. They drafted what we now refer to as the Mayflower Compact, in which this group of Leydeners who had really lived in a situation very similar to a cult for more than a decade agreed with the strangers to live under the laws enacted by their dually elected civil officials.  And thus began what would make possible the future success of the colony.  They arrived in Provincetown Harbor, it was November, very cold, and their big question was, “What about the Native Americans?  We don't know anything about the local people here.”  

It would take them a month -- more than a month of exploration to find Plymouth Harbor, where they eventually settle.  And by that time they had done everything they could, almost, to anger the local Native Americans. They have stolen some corn, they had rifled some graves, and at one point, at First Encounter Beach -- it’s still called that on Cape Cod -- they had traded shots.  They settled in Plymouth Harbor, and they see that the area was once highly populated but is now empty.  What they would later discover is that for the three years that they have been planning a voyage, a series of terrible diseases probably introduced by European fishermen to the northeast from Maine had worked their way down the coast of New England, killing, in some instances, 90 percent of the population in coastal settlements, and so that Plymouth, known as Patuxet to the Wampanoags, had a population of somewhere around 2,000.  Now there was no one; only the whitened bones of the dead.  

And that winter Massasoit would watch this pitiful community of English people try to make their way through that first winter.  During that first winter and spring, almost half of them would die.  It was getting so that they feared that the Indians were just waiting them out; waiting until they were unable to put up a resistance.  But remarkably they would make it happen, because Massasoit saw this group of English as a potential ally.  His neighboring enemies, the Narragansetts, had been unaffected by the disease and were poised to take them over.  An alliance with the Pilgrims would enable them to perhaps maintain their identity as a people, and so an alliance was forged in the early spring of 1621.  

And now we've all heard of Squanto the interpreter; he is a fascinating character.  He had been born in Patuxet; Plymouth Harbor.  And before the diseases had hit New England he had been abducted by an English explorer and taken back to Europe, and eventually made his way to London where he had learned the English language.  

He returned to the New World as an interpreter for yet another explorer, and then saw that his home had been destroyed by disease and realized that if the English should ever arrive, someone who knew both languages would be in a unique position.  He could tell the Indians what he wanted them to think the English were saying, and he could tell the English what he wanted them to think the Indians were saying.  And for a year that is what Squanto would tell the English; he would at one point begin to spread the rumor among the Indians in the region that the Pilgrims possessed the plague, a 19th century weapon -- 17th century weapon of mass destruction, buried in a barrel underneath one of their houses, and they could unleash it at will.  

And yet, with his relationship with them he could control what happened with that, so more and more Indians began to look to him as a possible alternative to Massasoit until it was revealed -- his machinations were revealed a year into this.  Massasoit was outraged, Bradford was outraged, but Bradford felt he needed an interpreter.  Eventually things would be ironed out, in large part because Squanto would die under very mysterious circumstances, and thus would begin 50 years of peace.  It would all blow up 55 years later when Philip, son of Massasoit led his people in a war that would transform New England.  

By that time they had -- more and more of the English had arrived, taking more and more of the land until finally there was nothing for the Indians to look to when it came to acquiring western goods except their own property, and thus the tensions were built until King Philip's war erupted.  And to find out about that war you're going to have to read the book.  

[laughter]

Now what I’d like to do is answer any questions -- try to answer any questions you might have.  

[low audio]

Yes, yes.  No.  Why don't we go with that, and we'll come back to you.  Yes?  

Male Speaker:  

How severe was the religious persecution they were receiving from the Church of England?  Can you give examples of what they were encountering, and do you think we can properly relate to that in this time, you know,  in the U.S.? 

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

Yeah.  Well, you know, it was an era where the Church of England was the state church, and you had to follow that or you were in trouble.  And so they were secretly meeting in a town that’s now – in the town of Screwby, in northern midlands of England.  And yet -- people began to realize that they were doing these meetings and so the authorities began to search people's houses and they realized, “We've got to leave.”  Because there had been people who had been imprisoned and even died in prison because of this kind of persecution.  And so they felt that “If we're going to do this for the sakes of our families, we have to leave.”  And you know, in terms of how to relate this to where we are today, I mean, it's a whole different mindset in many ways when it comes to their kinds of religious belief when you relate it to most Americans.  And yet there are so many fundamental aspects of this story that speak to where the world is today; not only America, but the world.  

I mean, this was a story that began with religious dissonance.  It built -- sent people across an ocean where they had to make it work with a totally different group of people, the Native Americans.  They didn't understand each other, they didn't necessary like each other at all points, but for 55 years they made it work.  They realized that if they did not -- they needed each other; that without the Indians, the Pilgrims would not have lasted those first difficult years, and without the Pilgrims, the Wampanoags would not have been able to maintain their, their identity.  And so that first generation understood that.  The second generation began to see things differently; began to see the other as an impediment to their future prosperity.  And thus the war erupted that nearly wiped out everyone.  And I think, you know, underlying that is the religious problem, and I think that you can relate it.

Male Speaker:  

Without the persecution, would they ever have been motivated enough to move?

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

No, I don't think so, because -- I mean, one of the things -- the persecution forced them out, and it forced them into a situation that was very difficult, and it provided them with a real motivation to move on.  Yes?

Male Speaker:  

I think this works now, thank you.  I do a lot of reading in the 18th and 19th century, including your “Sea of Glory” book, which was also excellent, and I've always hesitated to read 17th century because it is so far removed from our own lives.  And I want to congratulate you for really bringing to life 17th century New England.  How did you do that, in terms of going through the original documents from the 17th century and making a real narrative out of it?

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

Well, it was a real challenge with this book because there are some great sources; There are -- there is Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation, there is a book called “Mourt’s Relation,” which was written by Bradford and probably Edward Winslow, just after that first year and published soon after.  And there are other sources, and they have -- they're written in a style that, you know, is not terribly accessible.  And then there's also the fact that these people’s religious beliefs were essential to their worldview, and it's a worldview that is alien to most of us.  And to try to understand their motivations, to try to understand what they were doing, you really have to try to put yourself in a very different view.  And to a certain extent it's a different time, yes, but there are dynamics of human behavior that you see repeated over and over again under very different historical situations.  

And I think particularly when it comes to their interaction with the Native Americans. They came to New England thinking this was where they could transform their congregation wholesale and simply be who they wanted to be.  But they quickly realized that even though the Native Americans had been terribly hit by these diseases, there were a lot of Indians that they had to deal with.  And it was their negotiations with the Indians that in many ways pulled them out of who they had been in Leyden; that required them to deal with what we would call the real world of negotiation, and making it work.  And I think you can see that it's their relation with the Native Americans that began the slow, gradual process of making these English people Americans.

Male Speaker:  

I love the book, and there were two things that really surprised me; one, when the Indian walked into the Plymouth village and said, “Welcome Englishmen,” and the other time in King Philip's war when some of the brutality of some of the Plymouth warriors came out, like the beheading and then shipping some of the Indians down to the Caribbean.  I wasn't prepared for that; it wasn't like the story you hear.

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

Well, you know, that's exactly -- was my reaction when I first began to explore what happened in Plymouth colony in the 17th century.  If you had told me 20 years ago that slavery is an issue that we have to associate with Plymouth colony, I would have said, “What?”  But it's true.  When King Philip's war broke out, this war, as you mentioned, was so savage and terrifying that the English began to look at all Native Americans in the region as enemies, even though a good portion of them had no interest in the war, and some were even willing to fight on the side of the English.  

And there was a large portion of praying Indians; these were Indians who had converted to Christianity. They were so suspect by the English that they were put in internment camps on islands in Plymouth Harbor and in Boston Harbor.  And those Indians that were captured -- there were more than 1,000 Native Americans crowded onto ships and shipped to the West Indies and sold as slaves in the sugar plantations.  And you know, this is a part of the legacy of Plymouth Colony, and it’s a story that instead of being an exception to the rule of what happened in America, for the centuries to come really is very much in the American grain.  Thank you.

Female Speaker:  

Hi.  First of all, I’d like to commend you on your wonderful book and the research that you've done.   I'm from that area, and I really never knew much of the detail that you had in your book.  And after I finished it, I realized that the more things change, the more they stay the same.  And I was wondering if while writing the book, if you were thinking about the things going on then, and today, because I got a distinct feeling that you did [laughs]. 

Nathaniel Philbrick:    

Yeah.  Well, you know, this was a book I spent the last three years working on.  And you know, we know what's been going on in the world the last three years.  And you know, I wasn't conscious of it at all.  When I’m working on a book like this, I am in the 17th century.  And when each -- when I begin work on each chapter, it's a bubble where I really don't even -- once I get into it, I'm not even sure how the chapter will end; I'm trying to trace what's coming out of the document.  And then when I finished this book and looked at the manuscript as a whole, I had a very similar reaction to what you describe. And I go, wow, this speaks so much to where we are today; not only in the country, but the world, where -- you know, the world is a place filled with different nations, different religious groups, different ethnicities.  And we don't necessarily understand each other, we don't necessarily like each other, but if we don’t make it work, what happens is not good for anyone.

And so when I wrote my,  the epilogue to the book, you know, that was with an emerging appreciation of those parallels.  And you know, I really -- it is dangerous to look at the past as a mirror to who we are, and you try as best you can to see it in terms of the way it was.  But every generation’s engagement with history is colored in one way or another from where we are today, and I think that is one of the essential values and timeless importance of writing history.

Female Speaker:  

And is it Massasoit, or Massasoyet?  

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

Massasoit.

Female Speaker:  

Okay.  We always said Massasoyet; it’s that New England thing.

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

Thanks.  Yes.

Female Speaker:  

Hello.  I was wondering, when you were talking about how Squanto was translating for the English and also for the Indians, how was he found out; that he was lying, and who found out?  Was it the Indians or the English?

Nathaniel Philbrick:  

It was actually through the Indians.  There was another Wampanoag named Hobbamock, who was also with the Pilgrims and was a warrior; very loyal to Massasoit, but also would become very good friends with Mile Standish, their military officer.  And from the beginning he was saying, you know, there's things going on here that just aren't right.  And Squanto would try to engineer -- he would have one of his relatives run up to the settlement as if he had been attacked saying, “Massasoit is about to attack us.  You've got to launch an attack.”  

And this was just as Hobbamock and Mile Standish were going off on a trading expedition to some other Native groups.  What Squanto had not counted on was that they got becalmed, and were not very far off when the Plymouth settlers fired a cannon.  They came back and they said, “Whoa, what is going on here?” and then the scheme began to unravel.  Thank you very much for that question, and thank you all very much 

[applause]

[end of transcript]

