


Introduction

The State Library of Massachusetts is honored to list among its collection of 
historical treasures the original copy of “Of Plimoth Plantation,” which details 
the travels and everyday lives of a small group of religious Separatists, who set 
out from England to seek the religious freedom they felt was not available to 
them back home. Written by William Bradford, a leader in the religious 
Separatist movement, the book presents in manuscript format the initial 
authoritative account of the Mayflower voyage and the settling of what would 
become the first permanent settlement of Europeans in New England, using the 
newly-signed Mayflower Compact as the colony’s governing document.

Nonetheless, the Bradford Manuscript gives historical scholars, researchers, and 
everyday history enthusiasts a first-hand account of the founding of Plimoth 
Plantation, or Plymouth Colony, as it is now known. The original 100 setters 
were beset by diseases and illnesses that killed nearly half of them within the 
first six months of the expedition. They suffered as well from a scarcity of food, 
harsh and unforgiving weather, and clashes with the indigenous populations in 
the area over land and traditions. These colonists, who were originally called 
“Old Comers,” persevered through their hardships and went on to mark a place 
for themselves in the annals of American history. 

2

Lost for nearly a century and often believed by many to be Bradford’s 
personal journal in the new land, “Of Plimoth Plantation,” which is also 
commonly known as the “Bradford Manuscript,” represents a written 
retrospection on his experiences and observations initially written as two 
books, the second of which Bradford never completed. As Walter P. Wenska 
writes:

"Bradford writes most of his history out of his nostalgia, long after the 
decline of Pilgrim fervor and commitment had become apparent. Both the 
early annals which express his confidence in the Pilgrim mission and the 
later annals, some of which reveal his dismay and disappointment, were 
written at about the same time."*
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*Wenska, Walter P. “Bradford's Two Histories: Pattern and 
Paradigm in Of Plymouth Plantation,” in Early American 
Literature, Vol. 13, No. 2, Fall 1978, pages 151-64.
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Although it appears that Bradford, who became the second governor of 
Plymouth Colony, never attempted to publish his manuscript, he made it clear 
that he wanted it preserved and read by future generations:

“I have been the larger in these things, and so shall crave leave in some like 
passages following, (though in other things I shall labour to be more contract) 
that their children may see with what difficulties their fathers wrestled in going 
through these things in their first beginnings, and how God brought them along 
notwithstanding all their weaknesses and infirmities. As also that some use may 
be made hereof in after times by others in such like weighty employments; and 
herewith I will end this chapter.”**

In January 2012 the State Library initiated a project to conserve and then digitize 
the Bradford Manuscript. Our expected completion date is December 2013.

As State Librarian, I take great pleasure in presenting the Bradford Manuscript 
to the residents of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and beyond. At the 
conclusion of our conservation and digitization project, the manuscript will be 
available for viewing by visiting our website at www.mass.gov/lib. 

**Bradford Manuscript, page 36.



Brief Chronology of the Bradford Manuscript

4

1590: William Bradford is born in Austerfield, Yorkshire, England.

1608: Bradford leaves England with members of a Separatist group who believed 
that the Church of England should institute reforms to eliminate the rituals and 
practices of the Roman Catholic church and form a more “pure” Christian 
church; they relocate to the Netherlands. 

1608-1620: Bradford works as a weaver, marries, and works with the 
congregation to plan emigration to the Colony of Virginia.

1620: Separatist families and about 50 other colonists leave England and the 
Netherlands on the Mayflower to sail to the mouth of the Hudson River; they 
reach Cape Cod on November 9, after a voyage of 64 days. Colonists disembark 
and begin building houses on the current site of Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 
late December.

1621: Bradford is elected second Governor of the colony after the death of John 
Carver.

1630: Bradford begins writing “Of Plimoth Plantation,” a detailed history of the 
founding of Plymouth Colony and the lives of the colonists from 1621 to 1647. 
Bradford writes his last notes in the volume in 1650.

1657: Bradford dies in Plymouth on May 9.

1657-ca. 1775: Manuscript volume remains in Bradford’s family, who allow it to 
be used by historians and clergymen to document the history of the colony. Last 
known location is the library of the Old South Church, Boston; the volume is 
presumably removed by British soldiers during the American Revolution.

1855: Volume rediscovered in England, in the library of the Bishop of London.

1897: Volume is returned to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts; State Library 
is given custody. Facsimile edition of entire volume is published.

2012: State Library secures funding to conserve and digitize the Bradford 
Manuscript.



William Bradford
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The manuscript’s author, William Bradford, was 
born in England at Austerfield, Yorkshire, in 1590, 
his father a yeoman farmer and his mother the 
daughter of the village shopkeeper. In his mid teens 
Bradford joined a newly-formed Congregational 
church. This group of religious dissidents believed it 
was necessary to separate from the Church of 
England. Fearing persecution in England, Bradford 
and others of these "separatists" moved to 
Amsterdam, and then to Leyden in 1607/1608. 
While in the Netherlands Bradford became a weaver 
and married his first wife. He also learned Dutch, 
Latin, and Hebrew, and he acquired a sizable 
library. When the congregation decided to emigrate, 
Bradford helped arrange the trip across the Atlantic 
Ocean in 1620.

Bradford was married twice, first to Dorothy May of 
Wisbech, Cambrideshire. The couple had one son, 
John, whom they left behind in England when they 
set out for the voyage on the Mayflower. After the 
ship had crossed the Atlantic and had anchored in 
Cape Cod harbor, she fell from the deck of the ship 
and drowned while her husband was away from the 
ship on an expedition ashore. In Plymouth, he 
married the widow Alice (Carpenter) Southworth, 
who brought two children to the marriage. Alice and 
William Bradford had three additional children.

At the age of 31, Bradford was elected the second 
governor of Plymouth Colony; he remained a 
principal leader of the colony until his death in 1657.

Statue of William Bradford
by Cyrus Dallin, 

Pilgrim Hall Museum, Plymouth
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The Bradford Manuscript

The volume we now call the Bradford Manuscript is an original document from 
one of the most significant periods in Massachusetts history: the settlement in 
1620 by pilgrims from Great Britain (via the Netherlands) in the area now known 
as Plymouth. William Bradford was appointed governor after the death of John 
Carver in the summer of 1621, and he held that office from 1621 until 1656, except 
for the five years he served as Governor’s Assistant. The colony’s most prolific 
author, Bradford kept the records of the colony and wrote the colony’s history.

Bradford began writing the journal we now call the Bradford Manuscript ten 
years after the arrival of the Pilgrims in Massachusetts in 1620. He recounts the 
congregation’s travels from England to the Netherlands, their preparations to sail 
to North America, the ocean voyage, the establishment of Plymouth Colony, and 
then the history of the colony, in great detail, to 1646.  Invaluable to early United 
States history, it documents the colony itself─passengers on the Mayflower, 
births and deaths, encounters with the original inhabitants of Massachusetts, and 
both business and theological conflicts within the colony.  

Perhaps most importantly, it documents the creation of the Mayflower Compact, 
in which the settlers formed a rule of law to govern themselves. When William 
Bradford and the Pilgrims arrived in North America on the Mayflower in 1620, 
and while still on board the vessel, realizing that they were not in Virginia (for 
which they had a patent), they created an agreement that became known as the 
Mayflower Compact.  Most of the adult male passengers signed the agreement, 
which bound them in a “civil body politic.”  This document assured that order 
would be preserved in this new world until the Pilgrims’ right of self-government 
could be confirmed by a valid company patent or royal charter. The original 
Mayflower Compact no longer exists; only William Bradford’s hand-written copy 
of the document, which is contained within the Bradford Manuscript, has 
survived. 
After Bradford’s death in 1657, the journal remained in the hands of his family 
and then in the collections of historians and clergymen, including the Reverend 
Thomas Prince (1687-1758), the pastor at Old South Church in Boston, who had 
been writing a history of the early years of the Plymouth Settlement.  Prince died 
before the volume could be returned to Bradford’s great-grandson, who had 
loaned it to Prince early in the century (as early as 1726).  On Prince’s death it 



7

Photograph of State Library reading room, ca. 1899, showing the 
case to display the Bradford Manuscript (lower right)

Seals of the Registrar of the 
Bishop of London

became part of the library at the Old South Church in Boston where it remained 
until the American Revolution. It is likely that British soldiers took the volume, 
as it reappeared in the mid-nineteenth century in the library of the Bishop of 
London, where a scholar discovered it in 1855.  After a long campaign on the 
part of prominent persons and institutions in Massachusetts and the United 
States, the volume finally returned to the Commonwealth in 1897. The State 
Library of Massachusetts has kept it secure ever since.
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The  names of those which came over first, 
in the year 1620...
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Text of the Mayflower Compact

In ye name of God Amen• We whose names are underwriten, 
the loyall subjects of our dread soueraigne Lord King James 
by ye grace of God, of great Britaine, franc, & Ireland king, 
defender of ye faith, &c 
Haveing undertaken, for ye glorie of God, and advancemente 
of ye christian ^faith and honour of our king & countrie, a voyage to 
plant ye first colonie in ye Northerne parts of Virginia• doe 
by these presents solemnly & mutualy in ye presence of God, and 
one of another, covenant, & combine our selves togeather into a 
civill body politick; for ye our better ordering, & preservation & fur=
therance of ye ends aforesaid; and by vertue hearof, to enacte, 
constitute, and frame shuch just & equall lawes, ordinances, 
Acts, constitutions, & offices, from time to time, as shall be thought 
most meete & convenient for ye generall good of ye colonie:  unto 
which we promise all due submission and obedience.  In witnes 
wherof we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cap=
Codd ye • 11• of November, in ye year of ye raigne of our soveraigne 
Lord King James of England, france, & Ireland ye eighteenth 
and of Scotland ye fiftie fourth. Ano: Dom • 1620•
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Description of the Volume

The Bradford Manuscript is bound in what appears to be seventeenth-century 
vellum. It measures approximately 11 ½ x 7 ¾ inches and contains about 580 
pages. The paper is cream-colored hand-made laid rag paper; the ink is now a 
dark brown, iron gall ink. There is some question about the original order of the 
pages—not helped by William Bradford’s own erratic numbering—and evidence 
that pages documenting the volume’s custodial history were added, probably 
after its return to Massachusetts in the late 1890s.

Bradford states in Appendix I that he started to write in 1630, ten years after the 
congregation arrived in Plymouth. He finished through Chapter X that year and 
then wrote the rest “in pieces” until 1646, though he wrote a few entries as late 
as 1650.

Sections of the manuscript that are in Bradford’s hand include Bradford’s 
Hebrew vocabulary; his history “of Plimoth plantation,” including the early 
history of the Puritans’ flight from England, travel to Amsterdam and then 
Leyden, preparation for the voyage to New England, the voyage itself, and then 
a narrative history of the plantation; and a list of passengers on the Mayflower 
(“the names of those which came over first, in ye year 1620…”).

The manuscript’s travels since Bradford finished writing it in 1650 include at 
least two trips across the Atlantic Ocean, the last one in 1897 when it returned 
from London to the custody of the State Library of Massachusetts.



Current Project to Repair and Digitize the Manuscript
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In 2012, with support from the Massachusetts Board 
of Library Commissioners, the State Library began a 
project to conserve and then digitize the Bradford 
Manuscript. Our plan calls for comprehensive 
treatment at a professional conservation center, 
followed by digitization at the conservation center’s 
digital imaging laboratory. 

The proposed treatment includes an initial digital 
capture to document the manuscript’s current 
condition and order of pages; collation; surface 
cleaning; testing of inks; measurement of pH before 
and after treatment; dis-binding; documentation and 
removal of sewing; removal of front internal hinge 
repair and flyleaves; mending of significant tears; 
removal and relining of two previously-lined leaves, 
if possible; washing and alkalization of pages, if 
possible; sizing of pages with gelatin; post-repair 
digitization; re-assembly of text block and placement 
of nineteenth-century pages in separate buffered 
folders; repair of binding; and construction of a 
drop-spine box. 

The digital imaging laboratory will use high 
resolution imaging to capture the entire volume 
before and after treatment.



William Bradford’s notes and comments on the Hebrew language
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