Developing critical thinking








Hardships of the First American Settlers by William Bradford and The Colonisation of North America by Dee Brown offer two different and contrastant testimonies of the situation of the first colonists of North America. The first one highlights the hard life of the pilgrims, while the second one focuses on the mercy of the natives to the Englishmen and on the following cruelty of the last one to the Indians. From this main difference, all the others derive.


Just considering how the nature of the North America is seen in the two texts, the reader may notice some incongruities: Bradford's text, with the aim to underline the difficulties experienced by the pilgrims, repeats lots of times that the landscape was desolate, savage, hideous, infertile; instead, Brown, tells that the pilgrims, who didn't know the resources of the new land, such as fruits and vegetables, weren't able to cultivate them or take advantage of them.


Their inhability of earning food would have caused the death of most of the pilgrims, if the Indians hadn't helped them, showing them “where and how to catch fish”, “how to plant and cultivate seed corn” and getting them “through the first winter”. 


In William Bradford's extract, if the colonists are depicted in the same way of the other text, that is needy of help, a completely different view of the natives is described: they were not merciful, not kind, but fierce and cruel, “readier to fill their sides of arrows than otherwise”. It is significant to notice that the term used to define the natives is “barbarians”: with this word, the reader might realize on one hand the low consideration of the Indians and on the other the belief of their higher culture and values. With these prejudices, they probably held to be true occupying their territories and founding a new society based on own values. In addition, in the text of Bradford there is no reference to the helps given by the Indians to the pilgrims, even if it concerns the same period of time: indeed, the author tells that every effort to adapt themselves to the new life was made without any helps.


The reason of the bad view of the natives offered by William Bradford might have been this: because the colonists wanted to achieve more territories, not to make the world see their cruelty of stealing their lands, they portrayed them as aggressive people, with no sense of brotherhood or pity.


