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MAYFLOWER: A STORY OF COURAGE, COMMUNITY, AND
WAR1
REVIEWED BY MAJOR DOUG J. CHOI2
The First Thanksgiving is an image of peace, cooperation, and
friendship between the Pilgrims and the Native Americans. In
Mayflower: A Story of Courage, Community, and War, Nathaniel
Philbrick3 takes us beyond this popular image. The relationship between
the Pilgrims and the Native Americans did not develop out of friendly
curiosity or acts of kindness. Instead, it was motivated by self interest
and a desire for power. Philbrick gives us a detailed look at the Pilgrims’
history and shows us how diplomacy played into their success.
Mayflower tells the story of the Pilgrims from their escape from
England through the end of King Philip’s War. It opens with a
description of the transatlantic voyage and follows the lives of those who
were aboard. Mayflower, however, does not end with the events that
surround the ship. Instead, it continues to tell the story of the next
generation of Pilgrims who seemingly distanced themselves from the
purpose for which the Mayflower set sail.
Courage, community, and war are the themes that Philbrick uses to
identify the Pilgrims during their first fifty-six years in New England.
Philbrick transitions from one theme to the next in chronological order.
In the first half of the book, Philbrick provides us with images of the
Pilgrims’ courage as they struggle to survive over sea and land. The
death toll during the first year was catastrophic. The Pilgrims arrived at
Plymouth in the fall of 1620 and quickly faced the difficulties of winter.4
“By the spring, 52 of the 102 who had originally arrived at Provincetown
were dead.”5
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From this struggle arose a successful permanent settlement. The
increase in the English population, however, significantly changed the
dynamics of the Pilgrims’ relationship with the Native Americans.
When they first arrived at Plymouth, the Pilgrims were able to survive
because the Native Americans “had come to the Pilgrims’ rescue.”6
However, as the English population began to grow, the Native
Americans were seen as an obstacle toward their expansion.7 The Native
American response was an attempt to regain what was once theirs, and
this eventually led to King Philip’s War.
As Philbrick takes us through their history, he highlights both the
Pilgrims’ successes and their failures. Philbrick attributes their successes
to the Pilgrims’ diplomatic efforts and their willingness to work with
others. The Pilgrims were Separatists, and their purpose in sailing to
America was to establish a religious community isolated from
government interference.8 However, they displayed an attitude that was
far from isolationist.
The Pilgrims were not alone aboard the Mayflower. Although they
may have been a majority, many of those aboard were non-Separatists.9
The Pilgrims referred to them as “Strangers,”10 and their purpose for
embarking on that same voyage was very different. For the Strangers,
their goal was to establish a settlement that would be financially
profitable.11 Despite these differences in their purposes, the Pilgrims and
the Strangers understood that their mutual successes depended on their
ability to work together.12 Even before they set foot on land, the men
aboard the ship signed the Mayflower Compact which created a single
government that unified the Pilgrims and the Strangers.13
Philbrick believes that the Mayflower Compact was a response to the
mutinous attitude displayed by some of the Strangers when they arrived
at Plymouth.14 They had secured a patent that only authorized a
6
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settlement in Virginia. Settling at Plymouth might cause a complete
financial loss.15 Philbrick praises the Mayflower Compact as “a
remarkable act of coolheaded and pragmatic resolve.”16 He argues that
the Pilgrims could have “looked to their military officer, Miles Standish,
and ordered him to subdue the rebels. Instead, they put pen to paper and
created a document that ranks with the Declaration of Independence and
the United States Constitution as a seminal American text.”17 According
to Philbrick, diplomacy was the key to the Pilgrims’ success.
Philbrick again highlights this point when the Pilgrims faced the
Native American threat. When the Pilgrims first arrived, they had
“alienat[ed] and anger[ed] every Native American they happened to
come across.”18 After the first winter, however, the Pilgrims made
contact with the Pokanokets and eventually arranged a meeting with
Massasoit, their leader.19 The Pilgrims took this opportunity to secure a
treaty with Massasoit, “who, as far as they could tell, ruled [that] portion
of New England.”20 Philbrick explains, “Placing their faith in God, the
Pilgrims might have insisted on a policy of arrogant isolationism. But by
becoming an active part of the diplomatic process in southern New
England . . . they had taken charge of their own destiny in the region.”21
As it turned out, Massasoit was not as powerful as the Pilgrims were
led to believe.22 The Pokanokets were devastated by disease, and they
were struggling to survive as an autonomous tribe.23 Philbrick writes,
There were profound differences between the Pilgrims
and the Pokanoket to be sure—especially when it came
to technology, culture, and spiritual beliefs—but in these
early years, when the mutual challenge of survival
dominated all other concerns, the two people had more
in common than is generally appreciated today.24
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As they had done with the Strangers, the Pilgrims had again joined forces
with the Pokanokets to achieve success.
Philbrick also suggests that the scale of King Philip’s War could
have been drastically reduced if the Pilgrims would have again answered
with diplomacy. Benjamin Church was a second generation Pilgrim who
lived among the Sakonnets, a neighboring tribe to the Pokanokets.25
Church understood that his own future in that region depended on his
relationship with the Sakonnets.26 Although a generation had passed,
Church had placed himself in a situation similar to that faced by the first
Pilgrims.27 His key to survival was also the same. Church developed a
strong friendship with the leader of the Sakonnets.28
When Church learned that Philip29 was attempting to draw the
Sakonnets into a war against the English colony, Church quickly
answered with diplomacy. When the Sakonnets expressed a willingness
to side with the English colony, Church told them that he would travel to
Plymouth and would return with a treaty.30 By the time Church reached
Plymouth, however, King Philip’s War had already begun.31 If Church
had been permitted to pursue diplomacy to its end, the Sakonnets and
other Native Americans in that region would have most likely stayed out
of the war.32
Even after the war’s outbreak, Church did not give up on his hopes
of winning the Sakonnets over to the English side.33 However, it was not
until months later that Church was able to secure the governor’s approval
for a treaty with the Sakonnets.34 Church was then able to form “his own
company of Indians”35 and achieved unparalleled military success by
“routinely bringing in more Indians than all of Plymouth’s and
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Massachusett Bay’s companies combined.”36
explanation for Church’s success:

Philbrick provides this

Instead of loathing the enemy, try to learn as much as
possible from him; instead of killing him, try to bring
him around to your way of thinking. First and foremost,
treat him like a human being. For Church, success in
war was about coercion rather than slaughter, and in this
he anticipated the welcoming, transformative beast that
eventually became—once the Declaration of Independence
and the Constitution were in place—the United States.37
Diplomacy again prevailed. This time, however, the choice had not been
between diplomacy and isolationism. The choice had been between
diplomacy and war.
Philbrick attempts to make the lesson simple. Diplomacy should be
pursued as middle ground between isolationism and war. Philbrick
writes:
For peace and for survival, others must be
accommodated. The moment any of them gave up on
the difficult work of living with their neighbors—and all
of the compromises, frustration, and delay that
inevitably entailed—they risked losing everything. It
was a lesson that Bradford38 and Massasoit had learned
over the course of more than three long decades. That it
could be so quickly forgotten by their children remains a
lesson for us today.39
Philbrick draws what appears to be a logical conclusion based on the
history of the Pilgrims. However, his lesson is too simple.
Philbrick attempts to be true to history based on his thorough
research. He provides us with fifty pages of “notes” to justify his
36
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writing.40 Philbrick, nonetheless, is forced to rely exclusively upon the
written works of the Pilgrims and their descendants.41 It is from this
perspective that Philbrick writes, and it is from this perspective that he
draws his conclusions. He views the Pilgrims as the “Americans” and
measures success by their achievements. When he draws conclusions
about the use of diplomacy, he fails to realize his own bias.
As a result of King Philip’s War, “the Native American population
of southern New England had sustained a loss of somewhere between 60
and 80 percent.”42 Philbrick is unable to explain the root cause of this
war.43
However, it can be argued that Massasoit bears some
responsibility. He did exactly what Philbrick praises. Massasoit
engaged the Pilgrims in diplomacy. Yet, it was his willingness to
support a permanent English settlement that eventually destroyed the
Native Americans during King Philip’s War and thereafter.
When Massasoit first learned of the Pilgrims at Plymouth, he had
other options. “Massasoit’s first impulse was not to embrace the English
but to curse them.”44 Massasoit could easily have attacked the Pilgrims
as he had done against Thomas Dermer’s English expedition about a year
earlier.45 The Pilgrims were able to establish a permanent settlement
only because of Massasoit’s willingness to support them. “With the
exception of Jamestown, all other attempts to establish a permanent
English settlement on the North American continent had so far failed.
And Jamestown, founded in 1607, could hardly be counted a success.”46
From the Native American perspective, diplomacy was a failure.
While many view the First Thanksgiving as a symbol of diplomatic
success, some Native Americans who would disagree. Philbrick even
points out that “[i]n 1970, Native activists declared Thanksgiving a
National Day of Mourning.”47 The First Thanksgiving may mark the
40
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dawn of the English settlement in North America, but it can also be
viewed as the eve of an oppressive era for the Native Americans. One
Native American captured this sentiment in a poem that reads, “Our
many nations once stood tall and ranged from shore to shore but most are
gone and few remain and the buffalo roam no more. We shared our food
and our land and gave with open hearts. We wanted peace and love and
hope, but all were torn apart.”48
Philbrick is correct when he says that the Pilgrims succeeded through
the use of diplomacy. However, diplomacy does not always achieve
success. It certainly did not do so for the Native Americans. The lesson
that Philbrick tries to teach in Mayflower may be flawed by its
simplicity, but Mayflower is still a book worth reading. Philbrick begins
Mayflower by writing, “We all want to know how it was in the
beginning,”49 and he provides us with exactly that. Philbrick gives us a
vivid account of a time period that significantly reshaped America for
Native Americans and Pilgrims alike.
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