
 Every year we come across images like this, which tell us 
Thanksgiving is a racist holiday based on genocide.
 This is a revisionist understanding of history. The real 
history between the American Indians and the Pilgrims of Plymouth 
is more complex. The puritans were far from perfect, but they were 
not monsters. Compared to Virginia colonists and the Spanish, the 
Puritans were much more humane and ethical.
 When the pilgrims first arrived at Cape Code in November 
of 1620, they encountered very few American Indians. The native 
population has already been decimated by the plague of 1617 to 
1618, which left a vast amount of land uninhabited. By 1620, it is 
estimated there were only 15,000-18,000 Indians in all of New 
England (1).
 The site they chose to build Plymouth was originally an 
Indian village called Patuxet. The entire village was wiped out by 
the plague. Squanto, who was kidnapped and taken back to Europe, 
was the sole survivor of Patuxet. Before the Pilgrims arrived, and 
with the help of Englishmen, Squanto was able to make it back to 
New England. 
 After the first harsh winter, the Wampanoag tribe came to 
Plymouth, looking to trade and form an alliance with the pilgrims 
against their enemy the Narragansetts. Within the first few years, 
the Pilgrims had peaceful relations with the surrounding tribes (2).
 The Pilgrims didn’t hunt down Wampanoags left and 
right and take their land with musket fire. Historian Alden Vaughan 
says, “One of the most persistent myths concerning the relations 
between the Puritan settlers and the American Indians asserts 
that the colonists robbed the native of his land… Such a view is no 
longer held by those reasonably well acquainted with the history of 
early New England…” (3).
 Often, due to the plague, the natives had more land than 
they knew what to do with. Indians often approached the settlers 
asking to trade land for knives, tools, and other luxuries, which 
were lacking among the native tribes (4). More interesting, is the 
fact that thousands of surviving land deeds show that the Puritans 
who purchased the land still allowed the American Indians to 
hunt, fish, and sometimes even plant on the sold land (5). The 
land was no longer the Indians, so Puritans could use it for raising 
livestock and farming, but they still allowed the native Indians to 
hunt and fish, and sometimes even plant corn. The General Court 
of Connecticut in 1649 even confirmed the Indians hunting and 
fishing rights on the land within its jurisdiction. “For no Indians are 
deprived of that libberty in any of our Townes, provided they doe it 
not uppon the Sabath day” (6). Roger Williams wrote in “Key into 
the Language of America” that it was a “sinfull opinion amongst 
many that Christians have a right to Heathen Lands” (7).
 The Puritans didn’t actually think of the Indians as another 
race, and incorrectly thought they were white. They believed 
Indians descended from the lost 10 tribes of Israel, and their dark 

skin was a result of the sun and harsh elements (8). Because of this 
peculiar belief, they were rarely racist towards Indian tribes during 
the 17th century and didn’t look at themselves as racially superior. 
The main issue with the Puritans was not racism but ethnocentrism, 
where they believed their mission was to eradicate the Indian culture 
and convert the natives entirely to the Puritan way of living. This of 
course proved to be an impossible task and too demanding, which 
resulted in many tribes turning away from missionaries.
 At times the Puritan officials would execute English settlers 
for unjustly killing native Indians, as they didn’t believe the English 
were racial superior. They punished Englishmen who stole or abused 
Indians, took Indian testimony very seriously, strove to extend equal 
treatment to all Indians, and had no laws against intermarriage 
(although there is no indication it ever happened) (9).
 No doubt later generations of New Englanders were racist 
and mistreated the Indians. Relations in New England broke down 
especially after King Philip’s war of 1675 (10). However, we often 
want to project this mentality back onto the Pilgrims of Plymouth, 
who do not deserve it. The Pilgrims were not the monsters some 
make them out to be, but they were also not perfect.
 The first Thanksgiving is not a stain on American history. 
It represents a real harvest that happened in 1621 where imperfect 
people with different political and religious views were able to 
come together and share a meal and give thanks for what they have 
received. Similar to what happens today when you gather around 
your Thanksgiving table. There is no evidence Thanksgiving is based 
on racism; in fact, the evidence suggests the opposite was true. 
More importantly, is that it represents a time when people of vastly 
different racial and cultural backgrounds set aside their differences 
and came together to share a meal. As the historical record shows, 
they did not always get along or agree, but that is what thanksgiving 
is supposed to be about: imperfect people setting aside their 
differences and coming together to give thanks and share a bountiful 
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