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			The Mayflower

			Key information

			
					When: September to November 1620.

					Where: from Plymouth (England) to Plymouth (North America), via present-day Provincetown, Cape Cod.

					Context:	The European wars of religion (1524-1648) were raging across the continent.

	King James I of Great Britain and Ireland (1566-1625) was taking action to suppress the activity of Puritan separatists, a Calvinist Protestant minority that sought to secede from the Church of England.

	The first permanent British colonies were being established in North America.




					Key protagonists:	The Pilgrim Fathers, a group of Puritans whose beliefs conflicted with the teachings of the Church of England and who therefore wanted to secede from it and create a society where they could live according to their own religious beliefs.

	Non-Puritan or non-separatist English citizens with no real religious convictions who were nevertheless looking for a fresh start.

	The Wampanoag, the Native American civilisation living in the region the Pilgrims settled in.




					Impact:	The colonisation of New England.

	The outbreak of the American Indian Wars.

	The creation of the founding myth of the United States of America.




			

			Introduction

			During the 16th and 17th centuries, Europe was engulfed in a series of conflicts driven by religious dissent. The Protestant Reformation, which was started by the German theologian Martin Luther (1483-1546) in 1517, challenged the legitimacy of the power wielded by the Pope and the clerical hierarchy of the Catholic Church. This led to a schism between the Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant Church which sent shockwaves through the political landscape of Europe, and several heads of state seized this opportunity to throw off the shackles of papal authority. For example, in 1534, King Henry VIII of England (1491-1547) founded the Church of England, a Protestant church that was to be governed directly by the King himself – in other words, without papal intervention. Although this new state religion was abolished during the reign of his daughter Queen Mary I (1516-1558), it was re-established and consolidated by her half-sister and successor Queen Elizabeth I (1533-1603) and the monarchs who succeeded her. Following a period of religious uncertainty, Anglicanism (the doctrine preached by the Church of England) emerged as the dominant religion in Great Britain, and any deviation from its teachings was banned.

			The prevailing climate of religious repression in England at this time led 102 migrants, the majority of whom were Puritans who disagreed with the teachings of the Church of England, to board a ship called the Mayflower at Plymouth harbour in 1620 and set sail for the uncharted lands of North America in order to forge a new life there. Although the voyage promised to be long and fraught with danger, the prospect of being able to openly practise their religion proved sufficient motivation for them to take their chances. These travellers set a precedent that paved the way for countless other British colonists to cross the Atlantic, and their story was immortalised for generations to come as the founding myth of the United States of America.

		


		
			Political, social and religious context

			Religious persecution in England

			When Mary Tudor was crowned Queen of England in 1553, she attempted to abolish the Church of England that had been founded by her father Henry VIII. She was the only surviving child from her father’s marriage to his first wife, the Spanish princess Catherine of Aragon (1485-1536). Like her mother, Mary I was a devout Catholic, and her determination to restore the Catholic Church in England resulted in the ruthless persecution of Protestants throughout the country. In fact, Mary went as far as to sentence 284 people to death, generally by being burned at the stake, which earned her the nickname “Bloody Mary”. When she died in 1558, she was succeeded by her younger half-sister Elizabeth I, who restored Anglicanism as the state religion.

			Anglicanism vs. Puritanism

			Elizabeth I was a pragmatic ruler whose main goal was to ensure national unity. To that end, her religious policy was based on compromise: she advocated a branch of Anglicanism that was, essentially, a balanced combination of Catholic and Protestant beliefs. However, this compromise satisfied neither the Catholics, who believed in the supremacy of papal authority, nor the Protestants, who wanted to implement much more sweeping reforms within the Church. In sum, the Protestants – particularly Calvinists – wanted to strip the Church down to its essence, distancing it from the pomp and fanfare associated with the Catholic Church and returning instead to the faith’s humble origins. They also rejected the hierarchical structure of the Catholic Church, and objected particularly strongly to the role of bishops. Because of this desire to “purify” the Anglican Church, they came to be known as “Puritans”. They also believed that the only legitimate system of church governance was congregationalism, whereby each local church congregation is independent, founded by members of the congregation itself, and led by a university-educated pastor who is chosen by the congregation and can be dismissed by them at any time. The Puritans argued that the legitimacy of this system of governance was supported by Biblical teachings, but Queen Elizabeth viewed the fact that they refused to recognise any religious authority aside from their own pastor as an unacceptable threat to her own position as head of the Church of England.

			
				
					Did you know?

					A congregation can be defined as a group of people who share the same religious convictions and values.

					During the first centuries of the Common Era – the period when the Christian faith was established and the gospels were written – the congregation was upheld as an institution of pivotal importance due to the simple fact that it was not part of a centralised organisation: the head of the congregation was the highest authority it answered to. Furthermore, the teachings of Jesus regarding this subject have been interpreted in a variety of ways, giving rise to numerous theological disputes. For example, the clerical hierarchy that was created in the 4th century, which still forms an integral part of the Catholic Church today, is viewed as unbiblical by Protestants and was one of the main issues at stake during the Reformation in the 16th century.

				

			

			The coronation of James I (1566-1625) as King of England in 1603 was welcomed enthusiastically by the Puritans. Given that the new King had previously been crowned King James VI of Scotland in 1567, they hoped that the principles of the Church of Scotland, which were based on Calvinism, would soon be extended to England. However, these hopes were soon crushed: the newly-crowned King adopted Elizabethan Anglicanism and reaffirmed the role of bishops during a meeting with Puritan leaders in 1604 by proclaiming “No bishop, no king” (Barlow: 1804, p. 27). By doing so, he founded his authority on the principle of divine right, which states that his right to rule is conferred by God and that the bishops’ duty is to provide him with guidance during his reign.

			
				
					The Scottish Reformation

					The Church of Scotland is governed by a Calvinist polity known as Presbyterianism. This system involves church governance being managed by the communities themselves at a local level, while also answering to a national or regional assembly. This alternative organisational structure replaces the traditional Catholic hierarchy with a number of national and local levels of power.

				

			

			In fact, religious dissenters faced even harsher political oppression under the reign of James I than they had during the Elizabethan era. This was largely because the king believed that underground religious meetings were a breeding ground for conspiracies against the Crown, and he therefore had a number of influential pastors arrested. This created further divisions in the Puritan ranks, as certain factions still hoped to eradicate all Catholic influence from the Anglican Church, while others were convinced that any attempt to do so would be futile, and that the only viable solution was to split off from the Church of England entirely. Because of this conviction, they were generally known as “separatists”. As time went by, the idea of leaving England’s shores for good and settling somewhere far away, where they could practise their religion freely, became more and more attractive to the separatists.

			Fleeing to the Netherlands

			In 1607, a congregation of separatist Puritans from the village of Scrooby in Nottinghamshire decided to flee England for good, even though it was forbidden to leave the country without authorisation. Their first escape attempt failed, but in 1608 the Scrooby congregation successfully fled the country and settled in the Dutch town of Leiden.

			In those days, Leiden was a university city where personal and intellectual freedom was protected by law, which meant that large numbers of Puritans had flocked there. The newly-arrived separatists from the English countryside had to struggle to adapt to this unfamiliar urban environment and lifestyle; being foreigners, many were left with no choice but to take on exhausting jobs in the textile industry. They gradually realised that they were now exiles, as described by the English separatist William Bradford (1590-1657) in his chronicles: “They knew they were Pilgrims” (Bradford: 1952, p. 33).

			
				
					Did you know?

					Prior to the 16th century, the Dutch Republic, which comprised a number of provinces located in the present-day Netherlands, was controlled by the Kingdom of Spain, which at that time was ruled by King Philip II (1527-1598). However, the region revolted against Spanish rule and declared independence in 1568, which led to the Eighty Years’ War (1568-1648). 

					There were many motivating factors that influenced this conflict, including a religious dimension, as the Dutch Republic was largely Protestant, whereas the Spanish monarch was a devout Catholic. Nevertheless, the two sides signed what was known as the Twelve Years’ Truce in Antwerp in 1609, which led to a period of great prosperity throughout the region as many Protestants from all over Europe flocked there.

				

			

			As the truce between Catholic Spain and the Dutch Republic was drawing to an end and hostilities looked set to resume, the Puritans living in Leiden began to fear that Spanish forces would seize control of the city. As such, they decided to leave, and received permission from the English government and funding from the Virginia Company to found a colony in North America. The English government’s motives were simple: compared with the potential income a new colony could generate, the colonists’ religious beliefs were of little consequence. The government therefore gave the would-be colonists a license that granted them permission to establish a settlement at the mouth of the Hudson River, and the Puritan congregation took passage back to England on a merchant ship called the Speedwell. When they arrived, a second vessel that had been prepared for the journey across the Atlantic was waiting for them: the Mayflower.
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			The Mayflower in Plymouth Harbor, by William Formby Halsall, 1882.

			Journey to the New World

			Those who wanted to start a new life in America had to contend with a multitude of dangers. It was not simply a matter of surviving the Atlantic crossing: the true challenge lay in adapting to the new life that awaited prospective colonists in the uncharted lands on the other side of the ocean. Furthermore, England was awash with horror stories about the fate of the first English colonists who had been sent to America. In fact, the inhabitants of Roanoke (an island off the coast of present-day North Carolina) are still commonly known as the “lost colony” due to the fact that they disappeared without a trace, while the inhabitants of the Jamestown colony in Virginia were decimated by famine, illness and clashes with the native population. Failures notwithstanding, the first colonists had still been well-prepared for their task, and the Puritans emulated them by recruiting men with the skills that were deemed necessary to build a new society, such as carpenters and blacksmiths. These individuals were generally non-separatist Puritans or Anglicans, but most of the new recruits actually had no firm religious convictions. However, even though the Pilgrims called them “strangers”, they all shared one common goal: to make a fresh start.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The Jamestown colony was founded by Captain John Smith (c. 1579-1631), who is best known for his association with Pocahontas (c. 1596-1617), the daughter of the chief of the Powhatan Confederacy. In 1607, Smith was reported to have been captured by this tribe and saved by Pocahontas, who was aged 12 at the time. Following this episode, the two became friends. Smith later returned to England in 1609 after being injured by a gunpowder explosion.
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					Pocahontas saving John Smith’s life, c. 1870

				

			

			The initial plan for the Atlantic crossing was to send two ships: the Mayflower and the Speedwell. However, the Speedwell had problems with a leak in the hull, and had to remain in Plymouth harbour. This misfortune was compounded when strong winds further delayed the ship’s departure, and the passengers were stuck on board throughout this time, forcing them to consume some of their provisions before the start of the voyage. In the end, the Mayflower did not set sail until 6 September.

		


		
			Key protagonists

			The Pilgrims from the Scrooby congregation

			William Brewster (c. 1566-1644)

			William Brewster was born into a well-off family living in Scrooby, near Doncaster, in 1568. He briefly studied at Cambridge before entering the service of William Davison (1541-1608), who served as Secretary of State under Elizabeth I, in 1584. However, his diplomatic career was cut short when his mentor was disgraced, arrested and imprisoned. He then returned to Scrooby, where he became postmaster and held regular secret meetings of the Puritan congregation in his manor house.

			Brewster was the only one of the Mayflower Pilgrims who had prior political and diplomatic experience. He was also the highest-ranking member of the congregation who was not a member of the clergy, which resulted in him quickly becoming one of the community’s leaders. During the congregation’s time in Leiden, he took advantage of the freedom of expression there to print a large number of tracts criticising James I’s policies and Anglican beliefs. The King was furious, and even sent men to the Netherlands in search of him.

			This meant that when the time came to start actively preparing for the journey across the Atlantic, Brewster was forced to go into hiding. This came as a tremendous blow to the rest of the congregation, who had been expecting to rely on his political experience during the negotiations with the authorities in London. However, Brewster managed to rejoin the other passengers of the Mayflower in Southampton just before the ship’s grand departure in 1620.

			In Plymouth, Massachusetts, he was the oldest member of the

			John Carver (before 1584-1621)

			
			
			William Bradford (1590-1657)

			
			
			
			John Robinson (1575-1625)

			
			
			The “strangers”

			Christopher Martin (1582-1621)

			
			
			Christopher Jones (1570-1622)

			
			
			The Native Americans

			Massasoit (c. 1580-1662)
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