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The story of the Pilgrims often follows this narrative: A group of religiously fervent 

men and women desired a better place to live, where they could worship God as 

they saw fit. After a long journey that took them from England to the 

Massachusetts coast, the travel-weary passengers endured a tragic first winter. 

The next fall, jointly with Native people they had befriended, they celebrated a 

successful harvest—the first Thanksgiving. A deeper examination of the Pilgrims 

and their experience reveals how they shaped certain fundamental American 

ideas, among them freedom of conscience, rule by just and equal laws, and 

America as a chosen land. 

 

Plymouth Colony was the first successful colony in the northeast. Unlike 

Jamestown, the first permanent English settlement in North America, which 

operated as a royal colony after 1624, Plymouth was a privately-funded 

commercial venture. The colony was motivated both by faith and a patriotic 

impulse to spread an English presence in the northeast region. The people of 

Plymouth wanted new lives and had no intention of returning home. Families 

would farm small home plots for their own needs and community plots for the 

benefit of all. The colony worshiped together, forged relationships with the local 

Native inhabitants, and, to help pay off its debts, established trading posts. 

 

Contrary to many depictions, Mayflower’s passengers were a highly diverse 

group. They represented more than “saints” and “strangers”—the labels often 

used to differentiate the Leyden separatists from the other passengers who made 

the crossing. In truth, the 102 came from all over England, spoke many different 

dialects, and even practiced farming in different ways. They recognized that in 

order to build the kind of community they sought, they needed each other’s 

abilities. After their difficult first winter, they would need more. In the spring of 

1621, Plymouth’s leaders met with Massasoit, a Wampanoag sachem, or chief. 

Just as the colony was feeling vulnerable, Massasoit needed allies since disease 

had devastated his people in previous years. The two parties agreed to a mutual 
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defense treaty. This alliance all but assured Plymouth’s survival, as Tisquantum 

(more popularly known as Squanto) taught the colonists how to plant crops 

including corn, beans, and squash. 

 

Through the Mayflower Compact, which many scholars regard as the first 

document in America’s constitutional tradition, Plymouth established necessary 

laws and a civil government to preserve order. Plymouth’s successful experiment 

with families at the core of a community bound by faith and a social covenant 

inspired further investment in New England colonies. Beginning in 1629 and 

continuing through the 1630s, the Puritans, a different sect of Protestants, 

migrated to New England in large numbers. 

 

In spite of their religious differences, the Pilgrims and Puritans enjoyed good 

relations. Puritan leaders visited with the Pilgrims. These visits proved 

informative as the Puritans devised how to formulate not only a working 

government for their colony in Boston but a church service more in tune with their 

reform-minded beliefs. The Puritans’ Massachusetts Bay Colony quickly 

surpassed Plymouth colony in size and prosperity and would, in fact, incorporate 

it in 1691. Still, Plymouth’s governor, William Bradford, was proud of the fact that 

the Pilgrims had built a stable community.  

 

 


