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INTRODUCTION: UNPACKING THE LEGACY OF WILLIAM BRADFORD’S ACCOUNT

Few documents from early American history carry as much weight as Of Plymouth Plantation, the
chronicle written by William Bradford, the second governor of the Plymouth Colony. For students,
educators, and history enthusiasts, the text is a treasure trove of firsthand observations about the
Pilgrims’ journey, their struggles, and their relationship with the New World. Yet, delving into this
17th-century manuscript often raises more questions than it answers. Why did Bradford write it?
How accurate is his narrative? What does it reveal about the Puritan worldview? This article explores
the most common Of Plymouth Plantation questions and provides thorough, insightful answers
to help readers better understand this foundational work of American literature and history.

WHAT IS OF PLYMOUTH PLANTATION AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

Of Plymouth Plantation (originally titled Of Plimoth Plantation) is a history of the Pilgrims’ settlement
in New England, written between 1630 and 1651 by William Bradford. It covers events from the
Pilgrims’ departure from England in 1608 through the early years of the Plymouth Colony, ending
around 1646. The manuscript was lost for many years—having been taken during the American
Revolution—and was rediscovered in England in the 1850s. It was finally returned to Massachusetts
in 1897.
The text is invaluable for several reasons:

Primary source material: Bradford was an eyewitness and participant in many events.
Insight into Puritan thought: The narrative is steeped in religious interpretation and
providential belief.
Foundation for American identity: The story of the Mayflower, the first Thanksgiving, and
the colony’s self-governance has become central to U.S. mythology.

Because of  its  importance, teachers and readers often grapple with Of Plymouth Plantation
questions that probe the text’s reliability, themes, and legacy. Let’s examine the most pressing
ones.

KEY QUESTIONS ABOUT THE AUTHOR AND HIS PURPOSE

Why Did William Bradford Write This
History?
Bradford states his reasons explicitly in the opening pages: he wanted to preserve the memory of
the Pilgrims’ “great and arduous undertakings” for future generations. He also intended to glorify
God, showing how divine providence guided the colony through hardships. The work functioned as
both a historical record and a spiritual testimony. Modern readers often ask whether Bradford’s
religious bias colored his account—and the answer is yes. He interpreted events as examples of
God’s judgment or mercy, which means skeptics should approach his narrative with a critical eye.

Who Was the Intended Audience?
Bradford wrote primarily for his own community and their descendants. Unlike promotional tracts
meant to attract settlers, Of Plymouth Plantation was an internal document. However, he also hoped
“that some may profit by the example” of the Pilgrims’ faithfulness. This dual purpose—record and
edification—shapes the tone and content.

QUESTIONS ABOUT HISTORICAL ACCURACY AND BIAS

How Reliable Is Of Plymouth Plantation as
History?
This is one of the most debated Of Plymouth Plantation questions among historians. On one
hand, Bradford’s firsthand knowledge gives his account high credibility for events he witnessed. On
the other, his memory was fallible—he wrote many passages decades after the events occurred. For
instance,  his  account  of  the  first  Thanksgiving  is  surprisingly  sparse  compared  to  later
embellishments.
Moreover, Bradford deliberately omitted or downplayed certain aspects, such as conflicts with Native
Americans  that  did  not  fit  his  providential  framework.  He  also  may  have  exaggerated  Pilgrims’
suffering  to  emphasize  their  righteousness.  Cross-referencing  with  letters,  court  records,  and
accounts like Edward Winslow’s Mourt’s Relation  reveals discrepancies.  Scholars generally view
Bradford  as  a  reliable  source  for  the  colony’s  internal  affairs  but  biased  regarding  religion  and
relations  with  indigenous  peoples.

Did Bradford Invent the Story of Plymouth
Rock?
Bradford never mentions Plymouth Rock in his book. The famous landing-story—with the Pilgrims
stepping onto a large rock—was first  recorded in 1741 by Elder Thomas Faunce,  nearly 120 years
after the event. So no, the rock’s significance is not supported by Of Plymouth Plantation. This fact
often surprises readers and sparks productive classroom discussions about how national myths are
built.

LITERARY AND THEMATIC QUESTIONS

What Are the Major Themes in Of

Plymouth Plantation?
Several themes run through Bradford’s narrative, and identifying them is a common assignment for
students. The most prominent include:

Providence and divine intervention: Bradford sees God’s hand in everything—from the
survival of the Mayflower to the punishment of wrongdoers.
Community and covenant: The Pilgrims signed the Mayflower Compact, and Bradford
emphasizes the importance of mutual obligations and unity.
Struggle and perseverance: The colony’s early years were marked by disease, starvation,
and conflict; Bradford frames these trials as tests of faith.
Religious freedom versus theocracy: Though the Pilgrims sought liberty from the Church
of England, they created a society where religious dissent was not tolerated.

How Does Bradford Portray Native
Americans?
This is a sensitive and crucial aspect of the text. Bradford depicts Native Americans in a mixed light.
Early passages show the Pilgrims’ fear of “savages,” but after the arrival of Squanto (Tisquantum),
the tone shifts to gratitude. Bradford describes Squanto as “a special instrument sent of God”
because  he  taught  the  Pilgrims  farming  and  negotiating.  However,  the  overall  narrative  is
Eurocentric, viewing Indigenous peoples as obstacles or helpers in the Pilgrim mission. Bradford
does not delve deeply into Native cultures or perspectives, which limits the text as a source for
understanding the Indigenous side of the story.

What Is Bradford’s Writing Style?
Bradford writes in a plain, journalistic style influenced by the King James Bible. His sentences can be
long and winding,  but  his  directness gives the narrative emotional  power.  He frequently  uses
anaphora and biblical allusions. Modern readers often find his spelling and punctuation archaic, but
the language is still accessible with a little patience.

CONTEXTUAL AND INTERPRETIVE QUESTIONS

How Did the Pilgrims’ Religion Shape the
Colony?
The Pilgrims were Separatists, meaning they believed the Church of England was corrupt and that
true Christians must separate from it. This radicalism drove them to Holland and eventually to
America. Bradford’s writing constantly reinforces the idea that the colony is a new Israel, a chosen
people  in  a  wilderness.  This  belief  influenced  their  laws,  land  distribution,  and  relations  with
outsiders. Using Of Plymouth Plantation questions to explore the Puritan mindset helps students
see how religion permeates every page of his work.

Why Is the Mayflower Compact
Significant?
Bradford includes the Mayflower Compact in his text, and it raises questions about early American
democracy. The Compact was a social contract in which the signers agreed to form a “civil body
politic” and obey its laws. While not a full constitution, it set a precedent for self-governance and
majority rule. Bradford’s commentary underscores the Compact’s necessity: they were outside the
jurisdiction of the Virginia Company and needed a way to maintain order. This document remains a
vital topic in discussions about the roots of American government.

MODERN RELEVANCE AND STUDY QUESTIONS

How Can We Use Of Plymouth Plantation
Today?
Teachers frequently assign portions of Bradford’s book to examine early American literature, colonial
history, and the construction of national identity. Modern Of Plymouth Plantation questions
often ask students to:

Analyze Bradford’s use of biblical analogies (e.g., comparing the Pilgrims to Moses and the1.
Israelites).
Compare his account with Native oral traditions or archaeological evidence.2.
Discuss the tension between Bradford’s religious worldview and secular interpretations of3.
history.
Evaluate the Pilgrims’ legacy: Were they settlers, colonizers, refugees, or all three?4.

Such questions encourage critical thinking and show that Bradford’s work is not a simple, patriotic
story but a complex document reflecting its author’s biases and the realities of colonization.

What Are Common Misconceptions About
Plymouth Colony?
Many people imagine the Pilgrims as a monolithic group who all dressed in black and buckled hats.
In reality, they were a diverse bunch, and the colony included non-Separatists (called “Strangers”)
as well as indentured servants. Also, the first Thanksgiving was probably not a feast with turkey and
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pie  but  a  three-day  harvest  celebration  with  venison,  fowl,  and  whatever  else  was  available.
Bradford’s book helps correct these myths, but it also perpetuates others—like the idea that Native
Americans  eagerly  helped  the  Pilgrims  without  resistance.  Using  Of  Plymouth  Plantation
questions helps separate fact from legend.

CONCLUSION: WHY THESE QUESTIONS MATTER

Of Plymouth Plantation is far more than a dry chronicle of events. It is a window into the soul of the
Pilgrim enterprise—its faith, fears, and contradictions. The questions we ask today about Bradford’s

narrative—about  accuracy,  bias,  religion,  and  myth—are  not  merely  academic.  They  help  us
understand how stories of origin are made and how they shape collective memory.
Whether you are a student preparing for an exam, a teacher designing a lesson plan, or a curious
reader, engaging with these Of Plymouth Plantation questions deepens your appreciation for a
text  that  continues to  resonate more than three centuries  after  it  was written.  By examining
Bradford’s work critically, we honor both the Pilgrims’ experience and the complexity of history
itself.


