
History is His Story 
The Mayflower landed November 9, 1620 on Cape Cod but didn’t find Plymouth harbor for many days.  
Winter set in and they were forced to live aboard ship.  An unknown disease struck and 50 of the 102 
passengers died, then more died the first year on land.  Half the ship’s crew of 35 perished and they 
returned to England in April. Only 5 of 18 women survived, and 31 adult men. Yet those 36 people, (and 9 
more who were not Pilgrims), celebrated a Thanksgiving and went on to found the broad principles and 
ideals of America. How did that happen? 
            Thanksgiving was neither the turkey feast we know today nor somehow a feed simply provided 
by the natives.  Rather, it was a Thanks to God who had brought them to a new land and a joining of 
allies.  To the Wampanoags this newly arrived “tribe” plugged a hole in defenses against the 
Naragansetts by occupying a ghost town where Indians had died of smallpox (??).  The sole survivor, 
Squanto, had formerly been enslaved by  a malicious slaver, escaped auction in Spain, went to England 
and learned English. Finally he hitch-hiked with a British fishing boat to get back home. He threw in with 
the Pilgrims, taught them what to plant, how to survive and how to get along with the Pokanoket 
Wampanoags led by Massasoit.  The Pilgrims (later labeled as such by Bradford) were separatist 
Calvinists, disappointed that the church had reformed but had not reformed many Englishmen. England 
had discovered commerce at the end of the Middle Ages but in the days of Shakespeare, it was a crude 
and cruel place to live.  “Enterprising older women stocked bawdy houses with girls, taverns hosted 
crooked gamblers and pickpockets, and the royal monopoly could not keep pace with law enforcement.” –
historian Walter A. McDougal.  Crime, fights, gangs of toughs, and vagrants ruled the roads.  To the 
devoutly religious, moral rot seemed everywhere while the church and state seemed just as corrupt. The 
country had gone from Catholic to Protestant to Catholic and back finally to Protestant which now was 
bent on cracking down on dissenters. Thus the Pilgrims voted with their feet, feeling they were on a 
divinely inspired mission and they were going to make it work.  In their view, rewards came from hard 
work and faith, and those rewards could be used to further God’s work. They were law-abiding Middle 
Class folk who heard the King assert Divine Right, that the King is above the Law, and had now married a 
Catholic woman who might once again bring England under the Pope. When their leader, Governor John 
Carver, died aboard ship, they elected William Bradford in his place who drew up the Mayflower Compact 
which all the men signed. In some ways it is decidedly un-revolutionary, like a small town charter with 
much held in common.  But it was revolutionary in one key way: it established a society based on consent 
of the governed. Bradford wrote after a disastrous first year, “Growth was slow and people were hardly 
able to feed themselves.” And so the governor decided to loosen the held-in-common restrictions, 
allowing the settlers to own land and cultivate their own crops and rely on charity for the common 
survival.  This follows from God’s instructions in Moses’ Law to leave fields unharvested at the edges and 
to share your vineyard freely with anyone, yet to work hard as a steward to what God has given you in 
trust. And when the colony prospered in its second year, Bradford wrote about the two years, “Let none 
argue that this [year] is due to human failing, rather than to this communist plan of life in itself. I answer, 
seeing that all men have this failing in them, that God in His wisdom saw another plan of life was fitter for 
them.”  
            More boatloads of Pilgrims came from Holland, and then John Winthrop led a much larger 
contingent of Puritans to establish Boston in 1630.  By this time, the Pilgrims were fur-trading with many 
tribes.  But the Boston Puritans, ignorant of Indian behavior, sided with an ambitious scroundrel Mohegon 
named Uncas, who started a war with the friendly tribes that erupted into the Pequot War of 1637.  
Thereafter, relations were often untrusting.   Puritans saw the Indians prejudicially but not with racial 
hatred.  Puritans had the same values as Pilgrims—morals, charity, family, enterprising hard work that 
dared cross an ocean, and a spirit of liberty that desired limited government and free men.  
Massachusetts colony exploded in growth.  Material inequality seemed natural (God’s laws of nature).  
People were simply different, as God intended.  Some were better-ff materially but that didn’t mean they 
were better morally; God just had different intentions for each. Duty and humility made one’s task 
succeed for God. This became the unique character of Americans that has followed us for 400 years. 
            Thanksgiving days were common in America. George Washington declared a national day in 
1789 to mark the beginning of a new nation. But a national day of Thanksgiving didn’t become 
established until Abraham Lincoln declared it in 1863.  This was primarily due to Daniel Webster, who 
gave a speech at an 1862 Founder’s Day event and Sarah Hale championed the Pilgrims and their 
original Thanksgiving at Plymouth.  Hale is a children’s author (Mary Had a Little Lamb) who ran across 



Edward Winslow’s letter of 1632 (back home to relatives in England) which described that event. Hale 
championed Independence Day and Thanksgiving Day until Lincoln approved the holidays. 
            Howard Zinn and numerous leftist authors have made sport of the Pilgrims and Puritans, claiming 
that slavery was the original founding principle of America.  But outside American politics, among 
International historians, where a more complete story of English migrations is sought, the two 
Massachusetts groups gain more respect as forerunners of who Americans are and why America is an 
exception to the usual kind of state. At the very heart of what those Englishmen were was a heart for 
serving God. 
  
For 3 years, we have run “History is His Story” and this will conclude for a spell.  Next week we will begin 
publishing “Christianity 101” which recent adult membership classes have received.  I’ve been urged to 
share these 18 pages with the entire congregation. The effort is to show the joy of being a Lutheran 
believer and how it can change one’s life. You are welcome to download or print copies as needed.  If you 
know anyone who would enjoy a paper print and you cannot do that, let me know and I’ll supply it.  –
David Zimmerman, 580-761-4654 or email grantmefreedom@gmail.com 
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