Notes on Life
in Plymouth Colony

JOHN DEMOS

Historians have pictured local communities in the seven-
teenth-century New England colonies as pious, hierarchical,
and unchanging. They were run, we have been told, by an
interlocking elite of religious and political leaders, and they
were organized in ¢ tightly controlled patriarchal fashion.
Land, like authority, was carefully doled out so as not to
diminish either the binding sense of community or the
mantpulative power of the elite.

John Demos argues that, if Plymouth Colony is at all
typical, this traditional conception of the static religious
community is quite misleading. In Plymouth, land changed
hands rapidly, men frequently moved from one dwelling
place to another, and the community very quickly became
dispersed and loosely organized. Furthermore, family groups
were not dominant in this process of rapid social change; on
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the contrary, individual activity dominated in an extremely
mabile society.

Demos uses demographic techniques to demonstrate some
of the salient characteristics of the Plymouth population:
size of family, life expectancy, patterns of marriage. He shows
how it is possible to move from apparently lifeless statistics
to novel insights info patterns of courtship and marriage,
family structure, and child rearing. Demos’s training in
sociological technique enables him to reexamine evidence
that traditional historians have neglected or misinterpreted
and to exploit new types of historical source material,

Our traditional picture of the earliest New England communities is
essentially a still life. By emphasizing the themes of steadfast piety, the
practice of the old-fashioned virtues, measured forms of civil government,
and a closely-ordered social life, it suggests a placid, almost static kind
of existence. We take for granted the moral and teligious aitns which
inspired the founding of many of these communities; and we accept the
assumption of the colonists themselves, that success in these aims de-

pended on maintaining a high degree of compactness and closeness of
settlement.

Yet, in the case of the Plymouth Colony at least, this picture is
seriously misleading. It has served to obscure certain striking elements of
movement and change — indeed, a kind of fluidity that is commonly
associated with a much later phase of our national history. Individuals
frequently transferred their residence from one house, or one town, to
another. Land titles changed hands with astonishing rapidity. Families
were rearranged by a wide variety of circumstances.!

These tendencies can be traced back to the first years of the settlement

Reprinted by permission from John Demos, “Nates on Life in Plym
Colony,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d Ser., XXII (1965), 264-286.

! Such conclusions, and the observations which follow, are based upon an ex-
amination of several sorts of records. Town and church records have been useful
for determining certain vital statistics such as dates of birth, marriages, and
deaths. Nathaniel B. Shurtleff and David Pulsifer, eds., Records of the Colony
of New Plymouth, in New England (Boston, 1855-61), offers 2 broad picture of

laws and law-breaking, and, less directly, of deeper social and economic forces
at work in 17th-centu

ty Plymouth. Numerous genealogical studies provide many
relevant dates and places, and are obviously indispensable for establishing family
relationships. Land deeds reveal much about the economic and geographic layout
of the colony; there are also other deeds relating to such things as marriage and
apprenticeship. Finally, of particular importance are the wills, perhaps the prime
source of information about family and comtnunity organization,
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in which lands were distributed by the freemen in certain of the newer
townships. Grants were no longer confined to upright, religious-minded
settlers. Towns accepted, with no questions asked, almost anyone who
proposed to move in. Such was the charge leveled against the people of
Sandwich, for example, in 1639. A similar situation seems to have pre-
vailed in Yarmouth, for in 1640 the Court specifically directed the town
elders there to require of each new arrival a “certificate from the places
whence they come . . . of their religious and honest carriage.” ®
William Bradford was one of those to whom the process of dispersion
came as a great disappointment; it runs through much of his famous his-
tory of Plymouth as a kind of tragic refrain. “This I fear will be the ruin
of New England, at least of the churches of God there,” he wrote at one
point, “and will provoke the Lord’s displeasure against them.” When the
plan for moving the town to Eastham was debated, Bradford, and others
of like mind, discemed the real motive behind the proposal: “Some were
still for staying together in this place, alleging men might here live if
they would be content with their condition, and that it was not for want
or necessity so much that they removed as for the enriching of them-
selves.” Finally, near the end of his work, with more and more of the
original stock moving away, Bradford described Plymouth as being “like
an ancient mother grown old and forsaken of her children, though not in
their affections yet in regard of their bodily presence and personal help-
fulness; her ancient members being most of them worn away by death,
and these of later time being like children translated into other families,
and she like a widow left only to trust in God. Thus, she that had made
many rich became herself poor.” ¢ He could hardly have chosen 2 better
metaphor. It is extremely telling as 2 literary device, and — more than that
— is highly suggestive from a historical standpoint. It describes an experi-
ence that must have been quite real, and quite painful, for many Ply-
mouth settlers. The whole process of expansion had as one of its chief
effects the scattering of families, to an extent probably inconceivable in
the Old World communities from which the colonists had come. This
was particularly hard upon elderly people; their anxicty that they should
be properly cared for in their old age is readily apparent in the wills they
wrote. The flow of men into new areas was inexorable, but it took a pro-

be helpful to the church or commonwealth and so [to] tie the lands to Ply-
mouth as farms for the same; and there they might keep their cattle and tiltage
by some servants and retain their dwellings here.” No sooner was the plan put
into effect, however, than its beneficiaries demanded permission to move directly
onto their new farms, “Alas,” concludes Bradford, “this remedy proved worse
than the disease”

& Plym, Col, Recs,, 1, 131, 142,

8 Bradford, Of Plymouth Plantation, ed. Morison, 254, 333-334,
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found psychological toll, even among those whe were most willingly a
part of it, i

Nearly every category of person — young and old, rich and poor, im-
migrant and old settler — was involved in the expansion of the P]y_'mouth
community, The careers of the four Winslow brothers who arrived at
various times during the early years of the colony may be regarded as
mote or less typical.? Kenelm Winslow came from England to Plymouth
in 1629 and moved to Marshfield in 1641; Edward came in 1620 from
Leyden and retumed to England in 1646; John went from Englanc.l to
Leyden, to Plymouth, and in 1656 to Boston; and Josiah Winslow arrived
in Plymouth from England in 1631, moved to Scituate in 1637, and then
went from there to Marshfield. Although two of the sons of Kenelm
Winslow remained in Marshfield on land that he bequeathed to them,
another son moved to Yarmouth and the fourth one moved three times,
to Swansea in 1666, to Rochester in 1678, and to Freetown in 1685. Al}d
third-generation Winslows could be found scattered among many dl.f-
ferent towns of Massachusetts and in other colonies as well. Nor did Wil-
liam Bradford's strong convictions on the matter of expansion prevent his
own children from leaving Plymouth. His daughter married a Boston
man; two sons moved to the neighboring settlement of Kingston; and a
third led a large Bradford migration, mostly third generation, to Con-
necticut.? ' _ _

The movers were often young men, but not invariably so. Indeed
there were many who moved in middle age and with a large family. Ex-
perience Mitchell and William Bassett, both of whom arrived in the ear'ly
1620’s, were among the original proprietors — and residents — of three dif-
ferent towns. After several years in Plymouth they resettled in Duxbury
(each one, by this time, with 4 wife and young children), and in the
1650's they went to Bridgewater.

For the most part, removals were arranged and carried out by individ-
uals; they were not affairs of large groups and elaborate organization.
Family ties were sometimes a factor, as in the case of the Connecticut
Bradfords, but even here the pattern was rather loose. It was usually a
matter of one man moving to a new community, and then several other '
members of his family following, separately and later on.

An obvious concomitant of such general mobility was a rapid rate of
tumover in the ownership of land. In this connection the land deeds and
proprietary lists that survive from the period become an important source.
For example, there are two lists of proprietors for the town of Bridge-

7 See David-Parsons Holton, Winslow Memorial . . ., 1 (New York, 1877)}.
8 See Ruth Gardiner Hall, Descendants of Governor William Bradford {Ann
Arbor, 1951}.



74 Notes on Life in Plymotth Colony

water, one made in 1645 at the time of its incorporation, and the other
in 1682 when additional grants of land were being debated.® Of the fifty-
six names on the first list only twelve reappear thirty-seven years later.
To the latter group should be added five sons of original proprietors who
had died in the meantime, making a grand total of seventeen men who
retained their interest in Bridgewater. But this means that thirty-nine
relinquished their holdings altogether, fully 70 per cent of the initial
group. It is probable that some of them never lived in Bridgewater at all,
acquiring rights there only in order to sell.

This pattem of land tumover is further exemplified by the varied
transactions of certain individuals, as noted in the Colony Records. Sam-
uel Eddy, a good case in point, came to Plymouth in 1630 as a young
man of twenty-two. In the next fifty years he was involved in at least
cighteen transactions for land and housing.10 Presumably there were still
more, of which no record remains, as in some cases we find him selling
lands not previously identified as being in his possession. At least thrée
times he seemed to have moved his residence within Plymouth (selling
one house in order to buy another), and as an old man he left the town
altogether and went to Swansea in the western part of the colony. Two
of his sons had already settled there, and he probably wished to be near
them. A third son had gone to Martha's Vineyard; and a fourth, who
seems to have been particularly restless, moved from Plymouth to Sand-
wich, to Middleborough, back to Plymouth, back to Middleborough,
back to Plymouth, to Taunton, and back once more to Middleborough,
over a period of some forty years.

Seven of Samuel Eddy’s land transactions seem to have been directly
connected with his changes of residence; the rest were for the purpose of
enlarging his estate, or for profit. Eddy, incidently, was a tailor by
trade and not a rich man; most of the business in which he engaged was
for relatively small amounts of land and money. The profit motive was
equally clear in the dealings of many other Plymouth residents, Perhaps
one more example will suffice. In June 1639 John Bames bought four
acres of meadowland from John Winslow for eight pounds and a month
later resold them to Robert Hicks for nine pounds, fifteen shillings. Soon
afterwards he made a similar deal in which he bought a parce! of land for
twelve pounds and sold it within a few months for eighteen.13

It would be interesting to know more about the lives of these people,

L/ Descn('rtion of Bridgewater, 1818, in Massachusetts Historical Society,
Collections, 2d Ser., V11 {Boston, 1826), 137-176.

10 Byron B. Horton, The Ancestors and Descendants of Zacharich Eddy of
Warren, Pa. (Rutland, Vt., 1930), 29-31,

11 Plym, Col. Recs., X11, 45, 64-65, 69,
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ives of their ancestors, before their migration to Al‘nerica. Perhaps
:I?Sr:h:rz:?morc mobility among inhabitants of the English coun}t‘:ysldc
than is commonly supposed.1? Perhaps the first colonists at Plymout] were
conditioned for change by their prior attempt to establish themse vesd!n
Holland. It is hard to say. In any case, the settlers were d-oubﬂess pre 15;
posed to conceive of wealth in terms of land, and the c:rcpmstanogsbt;
Plymouth, where currency was so scarce and lanq so plentiful, Ifro t&}l] ly
strengthened this instinct. It is clear from the: wills they left t atf t]tll"
desire to possess and to expand was usually satisfied. Even a n:iando rela
tively moderate means usually had several plots of land to dee =::valy,
and wealthy ones had as many as twelve, fifteen, or even twenty.™ In
some cases these holdings were located in a number of different town-
ships — showing that their ownersfcou]d not always have thought in terms

tual settlement at the time of acquisition. S

o i]lt‘c would be interesting to know how many people lived in Plymouth
Colony during these years, Three scholars have offered guesses based 0;1
varying kinds of evidence.M Their findings do not agree, l:uu:l sutgges )
when averaged together, that the total number of Plymouth resi e]? 5 wails
probably around 300 in 1630, and did not exceed 1,000 before t. e mt;l y
1640’s. It had passed 3,000 by 1660, 5,000 by 1675, and by the time h e
colony had merged with Massachusetts probab]y. stood somewhere be-
tween 12,000 and 15,000. The rate of growth, if not spectacular, was
steady and fairly sharp; the populition seems to have doubled about every
ﬁ[t'i'%r;sy;:;sv\;th was due, in part, to immigration but perhaps even more
to certain characteristics of the people within the colony itself. For ex-
ample, the popular impression today that cqloni?l families were extrem:}l'y
large finds the strongest possible confirmation in the case of Pl}.fmou' .
A sample of some ninety families about whom there is falr].y rehal:{l]; in-
formation, suggests that there was an average of seven to enght. chL c n}:}n
per family who actually grew to adulthood. The numer of live birt :
was undoubtedly higher, although exactly how much higher we canno

: i is poi ich, * lation of-
12 F t works directed to this point, see E. E. Rich, “The Popu
Elizab::)trh;i\ceEngland," Economic History Review, 2d Ser, Il (1949—50.),13.4’%:-
26%5; and Peter Laslett znd John Harrison, “Clayworth and Co v:n‘nm.:,i in D' o
Bell and R. L. Ofllard, eds,, Historical Essays, 16001750, Presented to Dav
don, 1963), 157-184,

Oglgﬂ glt‘:':nfo(:nmmpll, the wills of Samuel Fuller {Bamstable, 1683} and Tho;nals.
Cushman (Plymouth, 1690) in Mayflower Descendant, 11 (1900), 237-241;
V (1902), 37-41.
! 14( See 1}1ichard LeBaron Bowen, Early Rehoboth . . ., 1 {Rehoboth, 1945),
15-24; Joseph B. Feet, “Population of Plymouth Colony,” in AmcncanB St;ft:srté-
cal As'sociation, Collections, I, Pt. ii (Boston, 1845}, 143-144; and Bradlord,
Of Plymouth Plantation, ed. Morison, xi.
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be sure because no trace exists today of many who died in infancy and
early childhood.15

Even allowing for the obvious likelihood that errors in the figures for
the number born are somewhat greater than in the figures for those who
grew to maturity, the rate of infant mortality in Plymouth seems to have
been relatively low. In the case of a few families for which there are un-
usually complete records, only about one in five children seems to have
died before the age of twenty-one. Furthermore, births in the sample
come for the most part at roughly two-year intervals 10 with relatively
few “’gaps” which might indicate a baby who did not survive. All things
considered, it appears that the rate of infant and child mortality in Ply-
mouth was no more than 25 per cent 17 — less than half the rate in many
parts of the world today.

These figures seem to indicate a suprising standard of health and phys-
ical vigor among Plymouth residents, and a study of their longevity — the
average life expectancy in the colony — confirms this impression. [Tables

18 Various attempts to subject evidence to quantitative analysis have been an
important part of my “method,” such as it is. It is not possible to achieve any-
thing approaching total accuracy in these computations; the sources simply are
not that exact. 1 have not knowingly employed doubtful figures, but prubaﬂly a
small portion of those that I have used are incorrect. In certain cases 1 have
accepted an approximate date {eg. 1671, when it might as well be 1670 or
1672}, but only where it would not prejudice the overall result. In general, the
numerical data that I shall present sguuld be regarded as suggestive rather than
conclusive in any sense. Above all, T have sought to keep my focus on individual
lives and to build up my story from there. The people about whom I have as-
sembled information total roughly 2,000. (It is very difficult even to estimate
the total number of people who lived in Plymouth Coleny between 1620-91,
but it was probably between 25,000 and 50,000.) Only a part of these could be
employed in the treatment of any particular question, since the data for most
individuals are not complete. But a sample of several hundred should stil] be
enough at least to outline certain general pattems.

With respect to the data on family size (Table 1), 1 have used only Families
in which both parents lived at least to age 50, or else if one parent died, the
other quickly remarried. That is, in all these families there were parents who
lived up to and past, the prime years for childbearing.

1s ’I‘ﬂis spacing is quite interesting in itself, for it immediately mises questions
as to how Plymouth parents avoided having even higher numbers of children.
Probably the mothers nursed their babies for at least one year, but — contrary to
popular belief — there is no proved biological impediment in this to further con-
ception. Since effective contraceptive methods are a fairly recent development, it
scems likely that Plymouth couples simply eschewed sexual contact over long
periods of time. In many less advanced cultures of the world today there are
taboos on scxual relations between husband and wife for one year or more fol-
lowing the birth of a child. It is just possible that a similar custom prevailed in
Plymouth.

171t is impossible to estimate what propostion of these were infants (less than
one yesr old) and what proportion were young children, for in most cases the
records say only “died young.”
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Size of Families
TABLE | in Plymouth
Average Average
number n.umber
of children lived to
bomn : age 21
ili 7.2
Sixteen First-Generation Families N ;g ,e
Forty-seven Second-Generation Families 9.3 o

Thirty-three Third-Generation Families

2 and 3] arc based on a sample of more than six hundred peoplte,d:valzg
lived at least to the age of twenty-one and for whom the age 2
ascertainable. .

m'smi: figures in 2 are really astonishingly high. Indeed, in thh_e cals;i taf
the men, they compare quite favorably w.xth what obtains in this ciz nor‘z
today. (The life expectancy of an American male of twenty-one | o
a fraction over seventy, and for a female of the same age, 1s ap;_:ro:_m'tna thz
seventy-six.) It is at least possible that some selective Bias, built t:: Omen
data, may have distorted the results. For cxan.1ple, as !)etween]‘k ]0 men
one of whom died at thirty and the other at ninety, 1? is more Ii ely :
the latter should leave some traces for the genealogist aind.hlstt;)rlmn to
follow up. Still, T do not believe that this has !}een a serious pr; em 1:;
the zbove sample. A good part of the informat{on on longevity has cx; me
from a few especially well-preserved graveyards in the Plymon(;h] tare.a:; md
presumably these offer a fairly random sele‘chop of the' adults 11 o
community. Moreover, those families for which information is relati )tr
complete — where we know the age at death of all the members -é—preseq[
a picture not very different from that of the total sgmpl;. And even i

Life Expectancy

TABLES 1 AND 3 in Plymouth

(The figures in the left-hand col-

TABLE 2 amn are the control points, ie, a2
21-year-0ld man might expect to
live to age 69.2, a 30-yearold to
70.0, and so forth.)

Age Men Women

21 69.2 624
30 70.0 64.7
40 71.2 69.7
50 737 73.4
60 763 76.8
70 799 80.7

80 85.1 86.7.
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TABLE 3 (The figures in columns two and
three tepresent the percentages of
the men and women in the sample
who died between the ages indi-
cated in column one.)

Age Men Women
group (percentages) (percentages)
22-29 16 59
30-39 36 120
40-49 78 120
50-59 10.2 109
60-69 T 180 149
70-79 305 207
80-39 224 16.0

90 or over 59 7.6

we do follow for a certain inflation of the figures, the outcome is st
striking.

The difference in the results for men and women is mainly due to
the dangers attendant on childbirth, A young woman’s life expectancy
was seven years less than a man’s, whereas today, with childbirth hazards
virtually eliminated by modem medicine, it is six years longer. The
second table shows that 30 per cent of the women and only 12 per cent
of the men in the sample died between ages twenty and fifty, the normal
years of child bearing. If a woman survived these middle years, her
prospects for long life became at least as good as those of a man, and in-
deed a little better. A majority of those who lived to a really very old
age (ninety or more) seem to have been women,

The records which reveal this pattem of growth and dispersion in the
colony of Plymouth also provide much information about courtship,
marriage, and family life. Courtships were usually initiated by the young
people themselves, but as a relationship progressed toward something
more permanent, the parents became directly involved. In fact, a require-
ment of parcntal consent was written into the colony's laws on marriage:
“If any shall make any motion of marriage to any mans daughter . , .
not having first obtayned leave and consent of the parents or masters so to
doe [he] shall be punished either by fine or corporall punishment or both,
at the discretion of the bench and according to the nature of the of-
fence.” 18 The attitude of parents toward a proposed match depended on

18 Plym. Col, Recs., XI, 29, 108, 190. Occasionally there were prosecutions
under this statute, the most notorious of which involved Elizabeth Prence, the
daughter of a govemor of the colony, and Arthur Howland, Ji., who belonged
to another of Plymouth's leading families. Many of the Howlands had become
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a variety of spiritual and material con&idferatio;s. Spelalzi:g ::“ryg igf:;c?]-};y[:
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court moved to settle her estate on the basis of her intentions }:(:bert e
in several conversations held before her .death.. Two sons, e e
Henry, were the prime candidates for the ?ﬁmncﬁ.t;:lz::::: Lot
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i 1 status, not marne
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:eotrlzt:geer Cllol'lll:larl'ied cither. They were re;p:ilre:g to 'zz c;?g:;:g }t:g::
to the other; the adultery laws treated them ently |
Iiilllanods and wives.. Sexual contact be:wc]e‘ntthem gsc ;g;?dfg:ns'h?gl;:

Ity for it was only a quarter of what was p : ;
“::J };:2?' tIyt r(::ay be that this: actually cnco_umged prerpantz.ll hrf:lah::.:
Emgng. betrothed couples because of its imp‘lu:atl.on2:11'5#h :oénol; ::w s
h less reprehensible in their case than otherwise.” ;
:rll:;iv s::tsy—ﬁ]:e convictions for misconduct of this kind, over a forty five

he other hand, was
Arthur among them; the C_;c_wcmot, on ¢ 1
%l:lke::' p{;)sgggtn this“l :‘cw and “foreign” tchglc{l.ls.movemcntawagchI;:oE;Jugel:
Hrow{ang before the General Court for having “disorderly an n'r’lrg teous j;tory
deavored to obtain the affections of Mistress Etl}'.z:béto}:v cl:nrg:c:amt:d he s
ding: after seven young years ; N

I4:lt:a:gplae ‘\:\feprgyﬁ::ﬂ;'niaanicd in the ]s lrit;g of 1668. 1bid., IV, 140.. 158—159.. For

ther case of this kind, see ibid., 111, 5.
aﬂ?" Muyflower Descendantl,;gv {1913), 79-80.

. X, . . . .
2(1] ?hy::pgflit !::e:rsgued at greater l;a?gt(hchn‘ Gcorg:q%!‘h)ott]lggza{;g, AH ?w':t::lr’);
{ ial Institutions . . ., icago, , 169 X d

gfisc?i:igt:mgf" ’:l:arr’ii:g::ucustoms in colonial New England is, in general, quite
helpful.



