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Linda Coombs, Wampanoag Historian: In southeastern Massachusetts, east of         

Narragansett Bay: that’s Wampanoag territory. To the north of us was the Massachusett;             

to the west was the Nipmuc; to the south were the Narragansett – the Pequot – Mohegan                 

– Niantic. We estimate that within that area we had about 69 villages. A village could be                 

anywhere from a hundred people to 2,000. So, rounded off at a thousand average, and               

you've got close to 70,000 people.  

 

In 1616 – before the coming of the Pilgrims – there was a huge plague. It started in                  

Maine, brought over by European fishermen .... It swept a 15-mile-wide path right down              

the coast. Sort of took a left through the middle of Wampanoag country and stopped at                

Narragansett Bay. The Wampanoags, and I think any other group that it hit, suffered              

anywhere from a 50 to a 90% loss in population.  

 

Kathleen Donegan, Literary Critic: It happened so quickly – the means of death             

were so sudden – and, yet, relentless. And English fishermen, explorers, come to the               

coast and say  it's absolutely abandoned – it's devastated.   Where did the people go?  

 

Tobias Vanderhoop, Chairman, Wampanoag Tribe of Aquinnah: In some of          

the accounts they found just bones bleached – not because we didn’t have rituals and               

observances – but because there wasn't anybody left to take care of the ones who had                

passed away.  

 

NARRATOR: One villager named Tisquantum – kidnaped two years before the plague            

began and carried off in chains to Europe – returned in 1619 to find his village completely                 

abandoned. 

 

Tobias Vanderhoop, Chairman, Wampanoag Tribe of Aquinnah: Tisquantum        

was fortunate, along with others who had been kidnapped from Wampanoag territory, to             

make their way back home – only to find the devastation that has occurred.  
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Kathleen Donegan, Literary Critic: It's unimaginable – the grief – the loss of that.              

And this is the world into which the Pilgrims enter. 

 

Marge Bruchac, Anthropologist: It's very convenient for the telling of American            

history to start with the plague to start with this massive death. But when those plagues                

happen, they are not as total as they appear. There are some areas that were virtually                

untouched by the plague. It was not so empty that it was ready to be reoccupied by                 

someone from across the ocean.  

 

Tobias Vanderhoop, Chairman, Wampanoag Tribe of Aquinnah: But, when         

they arrived in this territory, they believed that their journey was ordained by God – that                

they had a mission that they were to fulfill. And the desolation that they found was God's                 

providence.  It was meant to be that way for them.  

 

Kathleen Donegan, Literary Critic: Because the Pilgrims have been so enshrined in            

the national imagination .... because they’ve meant so much in what we've told ourselves              

about who we are as Americans, there’s been a tremendous amount of memory but there’s               

also been a lot of forgetting. You know, that memory is very selective. We need to go back                  

to look at what’s been remembered, and let that shed light on what's been forgotten – it is                  

an important exercise when we're thinking about something that has been so central to              

our national imagination. 
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