
 The first Thanksgiving was in 
1621 on Plymouth Rock.  We have grown 
up seeing the images of luscious 
cornucopia baskets with fruits, turkey, 
vegetables, and assorted corn in a 
kaleidoscope of colors.  We have 
all seen the pictures of large smiles 
and bright eyes and proud Governor 
Bradford proclaiming the blessing in 
enthusiastic thanksgiving. Squanto 
was central to that proclamation:

        “A spetiall instrument sent of    
 God for their good beyond 
 their expectations.”

 The essential facts of this 
occasion are indisputable.  I only 
mention this as I write this little opus 
not as a historian, but as one who wishes 
to acknowledge with admiration the life 
an extraordinary man.  His story has 
enormous value to who we are as 
a people, whether first Americans or imports, and has set a standard that we have followed for almost 400 years.
 The Pilgrims left England on the Mayflower September 16, 1620 for the new world with meagre resources.  The voyage across 
the Atlantic had been delayed for months, causing the Pilgrims to land in New England at the start of winter.  There were 102 aboard 
the Mayflower when it left England, but less than half had survived by the end of the first winter in the new world.  Unable to plant in 
the dead of winter, the nearly starving arrivals stole ten bushels of maize from a Native storage site on Cape Cod.
 The local indigenous peoples had their own hardships.  In fact, the once powerful Wampanoag Tribe had been decimated by 
disease.  Prior European visitors to those shores had left diseases to which the people had no natural defenses.  Sadly, over 90% of the 
local population had been decimated in recent years.  Massasoit, the Wampanoag leader, was understandably suspicious and leery of 
the new neighbors.   
  This is where Squanto enters the picture and became instrumental in changing the course of history.  Squanto had a unique, 
wild, and adventurous personal history.  Six years earlier in 1614, Captain John Smith had landed two British vessels on the coastline 
of Maine to barter for fish and furs.  He left one vessel in the command of his lieutenant, Thomas Hurt.  Without consultation or 
authorization, Hurt sailed his ship south to the coastline of Plymouth Rock.  Hunt and his men lured two dozen “Indians” on to the 
ship (one of them Squanto) and kidnapped them, put them in irons, and sailed for Spain for them to be sold into slavery.  This sad and 
dark episode was the catalyst for Squanto to be exposed to a different world and culture. 
 After six weeks at sea, Hurt arrived at Malaga off the shore of Spain to sell Squanto in slavery.  Fortunately, and some say 
Providentially, Jesuit priests in the area, aware of the despicable human auction, would often ransom slaves. This was the case with 
Squanto.  The Jesuits paid for his freedom, harbored and took care of him, and made arrangements for his journey back to America.  
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Seventy years earlier, in a papal proclamation, “Sublimis Dei”, slave trafficking from the new world was condemned in the most 
vehement way.  Pope Paul III declared Native Americans “true men” that could not unlawfully be deprived of freedom.  Most likely, 
Squanto was baptized, either through a genuine heartfelt conviction, or for expedience.  By becoming a Catholic in Spain, it insured his 
status as a free man and passage back home to America. 
 This is where Squanto’s journey takes a strange twist of fate:  He arrives in London in 1614, and eventually meets John Slaney, 
the manager of the Bristol Merchant Company.  Although, we don’t know many details with regard to those three years in London, it is 
safe to say, Squanto would have been immersed into the world of English commerce, Merchant Marine activities, the English language, 
manners, and culture.  Like Odysseus in exile, his longing for home must have been profound.  In 1617, Squanto boarded a ship bound 
for St. John’s Newfoundland, where he lives and works on the English colony for another two years. 
 It is difficult for us to imagine the realities and context of that time.  It had been five full years since Squanto had been bound 
and ironed into slavery.  There was no Facebook, no Smartphones, or even newspapers where facts and information were available 
across the Atlantic Ocean in real time.  Squanto would have been totally “cut off ” from his Native Land.  Still, his heart ached for home. 
 Late in 1619, Squanto befriended Thomas Dermer, a British Merchant from Newfoundland, who agreed to sail Squanto 
home, although neither knew where home was.  They knew it was south, so south they sailed. Squanto eventually recognized a Patuxet 
landmark - maybe even what we call Plymouth Rock. We can hardly imagine how his heart must have burst with joy and anticipation at 
that moment.  He had made the long journey home. 
 His great hopes were quickly dashed into devastation when he discovered in his absence, every single one of his people of the 
Patuxet Tribe was wiped out by disease.  Squanto was home alone.  Squanto wandered inland to find his people, but to no avail.  He was 
eventually captured by the Wampanoags, whose numbers were also decimated by the disease, from roughly 20,000 to around 1,000. 
 Massasoit, their Chief at the time, considered waging an attack against the weak Pilgrim community.  Squanto persuaded 
him to let him serve as a negotiator and translator, and became a bridge linking the two desperate worlds, and developed a mutually 
peaceful and beneficial relationship.  Squanto was the peacemaker. 
 Most of us know the rest of the story:  Squanto helped the Pilgrims through the winter by teaching them to plant winter 
crops, especially corn.  He taught them how to fertilize by using the remains of fish with essential nutrients.  He patiently helped them 
with countless tips on how to stay warm, dry, and fed through a New England winter.  The key fact is that Squanto saved the Pilgrim 
community from almost certain death and starvation in the winter of 1620.  
 Squanto is the hero in this story.  It says so much about his character and his goodness that he showed profound selfless 
charity and virtue, when he easily could have been embittered and resentful for being sold into slavery by an English sailor.  His 
indomitable spirit should be recognized and lauded by every American.  
 Like many American holidays, Thanksgiving has drifted in many respects as a custom, where the essence and true original 
meaning of the occasion is just an excuse for a “party”, and is easily taken for granted.  Why do we as Americans stop for one entire 
day (actually it is usually four days) out of the year to feast with friends and family?
 Religious, irreligious, spiritual or agnostic, I think most of us 
know deep down in our hearts that Man is not the measure of all things.  
Squanto certainly knew this essential truth, and he lived out his life 
accordingly against enormous struggles and hardships.  We have things 
in this life that we did not create, especially in America (granted, some 
more than others) that are essential to human dignity.  Most of us would 
call them “Blessings”. Our Declaration states:

 “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all are    
 created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator    
 with certain unalienable rights, which among these    
 are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

 Gratitude is honest recognition of the way things really are.  
When we gather around the table this Thanksgiving, recognizing that 
most of us have ten fingers and ten toes, that we have a mind to think 
and choose and contemplate the universe, we have eyes to look to 
the stars, tongues to speak, the ability to feast at a sumptuous table of 
food, most have a warm place to dwell, we, generally speaking, live in 
a free and open society, and the list goes on and on, we might take a 
moment to reflect or perhaps say a prayer for Squanto. As Governor 
Bradford fervently asserted, this man has been a great saving “blessing” 
visited upon our people.  We are profoundly humbled and thankful. 


