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Title Card: William Bradford arrived on the Mayflower, served as Plymouth Colony 
governor, and told the story of the Pilgrims in his book, Of Plymouth Plantation  
 
Narrator:  William Bradford was born in the tiny village of Austerfield, in south 
Yorkshire – and baptized, on March 19th, 1590. 
 
His childhood would be blighted by the death of virtually everyone close to him. He was 
sent to live with his uncle, Robert. 
 
Lonely and intelligent, in a world that felt increasingly precarious and unmoored to him, 
he fell ill, which took him from the fields – kept him bedridden for months –  and drove 
him to seek solace in the Bible. 
 
Nathaniel Philbrick:  I think there you have the beginnings of a very complex, 
inward-looking person – who was improbably preparing for the ultimate journey.   
 
Narrator:  He found his way to the home of William Brewster to hear Richard Clyfton 
– and another charismatic minister, named John Robinson – preach on the need to 
purify worship of everything worldly. 
 
Nothing he read made a deeper impression on him than a passage from the book of St. 
Matthew, in which Christ explains to his disciples where the true church lies. 
 
Bradford:  For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in 
the midst of them. 
 
Pauline Croft:  That’s obviously the key Separatist text – that Christ will be 
with you without a bishop; without a church; and that prayer, conversion, 
commitment is enough for the presence of Christ.  That’s an extraordinarily 
radical text when you think about it.  
 
Nathaniel Philbrick:  It’s a powerful idea to think that you can, in an unmediated 
way, see God. I think it's particularly powerful for someone like Bradford, who finds 
himself alone at 12. And to think that God is that accessible, that if he can find just a few 
others, and have a congregation of people on the same wavelength, that they can find 
their way to God; that’s what you need.  That's all you need. And you're willing to go to 
the end of the earth literally, if you know that you will be following that path.  
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Susan Hardman Moore:  They reject hierarchy in the church – the hierarchy of 
bishop, priest, and deacon that has come from Catholicism, that still exists in the 
Church of England. So they look for an equality among members of the Church. That’s 
an equality of members of the body of Christ. Everybody's got equal access to it.  
 
Narrator: By 1603, he was fully committed to the radical idea that the true love of God 
might mean separating from the Church of England altogether. 
  
Sue Allan:  And that’s when the real trouble begins. Because you look at who's the head 
of the only Church in England, the head of the Church from Henry’s time is the 
monarch.  It’s not just the Church – it’s the monarch that you’re flying in the face of.   
 
Bottom line, what was at stake? Well, their lives. You can punish somebody for not 
attending a church. You can be fined just for not going to church. If you persisted, then 
you could be imprisoned. And Elizabeth, after the Act Against Puritans in 1593, had 
made the next step banishment.  
 
Narrator: It was clear that only one option remained. To worship God as they saw fit, 
they must separate not only from the English church but from England altogether. 
 
Susan Hardman Moore:  I think William Bradford knew they were on a journey in 
this world towards heaven, towards purity: that’s what they sought; that’s what took 
them out of England; that’s what took them over to Holland – that’s what took them 
from Holland over to the new world.  
 
Nathaniel Philbrick:  There’s a sense that they came to America in search of religious 
freedom.  They didn’t.  They came to worship God the way they saw was the right way. 
They wanted to achieve the ultimate spiritual community on earth  – but that never 
happened. 
 
Bernard Bailyn: When the Puritans started to arrive in 1630 – 15,000 of them – the 
market for agricultural goods was going to boom.  Which meant more farms, farther out. 
The heart of the community was being lost, even those most committed to its principles 
– are wandering out into outlying districts.   
 
Nathaniel Philbrick: And this is a great despair for Bradford.   They’ve gone through 
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all of this hell to create this wonderful, exceptional community of saints – but it doesn't 
happen. It just fragments, and blows apart.  
 
Narrator: In 1630 – not long after the founding of the colony at Boston – William 
Bradford, forty now and beginning his tenth year as governor, sat down to write a 
history Of Plymouth Plantation – determined to leave an account of who his people 
were, and what had happened to them, and why they mattered. 
 
Kathleen Donegan: I think, for Bradford, the experiment was not a success. But in 
Bradford’s role as a historian, writing for posterity, he can tell the story and preserve 
their vision, even as that vision is being dissipated. He can preserve it in his history..  
 
 


