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THE DAILY LIFE OF A PILGRIM FAMILY 

 

 The daily life of a Pilgrim family was in some ways not so different from the daily life  

of a family today. The parents worked and the children had chores, but what work mom and dad did, and what chores boys and 

girls did made all the difference. 

There were no stores or markets in 1600’s Plymouth, so everything a family needed to ensure survival had to be grown, caught, 

hunted, found or made. A father built his own house,  got his land ready to plant, and then he planted it. He chopped wood so a 

fire could be made to keep the house warm and meals could be cooked. He hunted and he fished. He even 

made many of the tools he had to use.  

A mother would plant an herb garden with plants that provided seasonings and medicines. She would keep 

her family’s clothes and bedding mended. When she washed clothes, she would drape them  over bushes or 

lay them on the ground to dry. She would also make candles because candles and the fireplace were the 

only light available after dark. The mother prepared and cooked all the meals and 

preserved what food she could so that there would be ample food throughout the 

winter and early spring. Later, when goats and cows were sent from England, she would milk them and 

from that milk she would make butter and cheese. 

What about the children?? What would they do? Thirty two  of them came over on the Mayflower and 

they played an important role in the family. The Pilgrims believed that, starting at a very young age, chil-

dren should be taught  all the skills they would need to survive when they were adults. That belief meant 

that their daily life was filled with work. Once a child began to walk, he could be taught to do things. Even a 5 year old would be 

expected to run errands, fetch wood and water, and herd chickens.  

 Boys helped their fathers ready the fields for planting. They helped sow the seeds and they weeded the 

fields. In the fall they helped with the harvest.  They also took care of the animals. Boys  were taught to fish 

and hunt, and were given a jackknife with which to carve bowls and trenchers (plates).  

 

 

From their mothers girls would learn all the skills necessary to run a house-

hold. They picked berries and nuts. They were taught to make candles and soap, and to mend 

clothes and bedding. Girls brought buckets of water to their house from a brook that was usually 

nearby. They learned to garden, prepare food, and preserve it. They learned to sew. Since the 

Pilgrims didn’t have many clothes at first, mending was a constant chore. Girls also learned to milk 

a goat! 



 

 

When a meal was served children weren’t allowed to sit down, and they were not allowed 

to speak. Everyone in the family drank from the same cup, often ate from the same bowl 

and mostly used their fingers. If the family was  having soup or anything they couldn’t pick 

up with their fingers, they used clam shells as spoons!  

Did children ever have time to play? There was little time for it, but they did have games. 

One of their favorites was naughts and crosses, easily played with sticks and stones.  We call 

that game tic-tac-toe. 

 

                                                                       

Children also ran with hoops,                                            

 

Girls played with poppets...what 

we call a doll. Their poppets 

were often made of corn husks. 

They made music with horns 

made of gourds 

 

Children quickly became adults. There was no such word as “Teenager.” That word didn’t exist until 1922 and it wasn’t com-

monly used until the 1940’s.  In the 1600’s, when children turned 8, it was common that they were “put out” with another fami-

ly. Some were put into a household so they could learn a trade; some were placed so they could learn to read and write. Par-

ents also believed in corporal punishment so that children would learn to both love and fear them...and to be obedient. Be-

cause of that belief, children were often put into other households where they would be properly disciplined. It was thought 

that maybe parents would love their children too much and would spoil them. That probably wouldn’t happen if the children 

were in another household. 

The Pilgrims believed that everyone should learn to read, write and cipher (learn their numbers).  So, when 

the warm weather was over and the harvest was done, and when the days became short  and the New 

England weather turned cold, it was time for school. Usually the children were taught by their mothers and 

fathers. Because the Bible was the book each Pilgrim family owned, children were taught to read and recite 

passages from the Bible. If the children were lucky, their parents owned what was called a Horn Book. A 

Horn Book was a wooden paddle with a piece of paper attached to it. Since paper was very expensive, a 

piece of cow horn was placed over the paper to protect it . The children traced on the piece of horn with a 

sharp stick, and they could learn to write by tracing letters. 

.  Once children mastered the Horn Book,  they moved on to 

the New England Primer. This book was used in New England 

for over 100 years. The letters began with the alphabet and the 

Primer was filled with biblical advice.  



Education was so important to the Pilgrims that only 22 years passed between the landing of the Mayflower and the creation of 

the First Compulsory Education Law.  Parents or masters of children were required to provide basic education. Towns were re-

quired to hire one reading  and writing teacher for every 50 families. Towns with over 100 families were required to form a  

grammar school capable of preparing boys to be admitted to Harvard University. From this law came the establishment in 1644 

of what was called Dame Schools.  In a Dame School, a homemaker would receive pay for instructing children. Women teachers 

raised the level of education especially for girls and proved that women could be good instruc-

tors.  

The emphasis on education continued and in 1635, 

only 15 years after the Mayflower landed,  Boston 

built Boston Latin, a formal school which is still, 400 

years later, a most  prestigious institution. One year 

later, Harvard College was founded.   

Harvard’s  original purpose was to educate young men 

to become ministers. Harvard also established the Indian College. In 1665, Caleb 

Cheeshahteaumuck (c. 1643–1666) "from the Wampanoag tribe.… did graduate from Harvard, the first Indian to do so in the 

colonial period."  

So there is your life as a Pilgrim child. You grew up very quickly, and you had to learn everything as fast as you could because you 

would need all this knowledge to survive. If you were one of the 32 children who arrived on the Mayflower, you knew how short 

life could be when of the 102 on board the ship, 51 died that first winter. If you forgot to do something...like bring in wood for 

the fire or harvest the vegetables or make candles, or care for the goats and cow, there was no going to the store to buy what 

you needed. Just think of how strong and capable your ancestors were to survive in the New World.  Would your ancestors be 

proud of you today for your ambition? your work ethic? your ability to learn what you need to 

learn to survive in the 21st Century just like they did in the 17th Century? 
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      TO OUR NEW JUNIORS 

JUNIOR    SPONSOR    ANCESTOR 

Arwin Sammy Maxfield-Revell Leslie Holden Dixon   William  Bradford 

Vanessa Nicole Walker  Leslie Holden Dixon   William Bradford 

Zayden Paul Martin-Revell  Leslie Holden Dixon   William Bradford 

Kassidy  Samantha Revell  Leslie Holden Revell   William Bradford 

Henry Michael Disa   Paula Marie Tranghese Disa  Thomas Rogers 

Martha Alice Davis   Scott F. Davis    William Brewster 

Darlena Lynn Colpitts   David Daniel Colpitts   Stephen Hopkins/John Howland 

Emmett Thomas Studley  Michael Hunt Studley   William Brewster/Chilton/Cooke 

Mathilde Martine Studley  Michael Hunt Studley   William Brewster/Chilton/Cooke 

Olive Rose Studley   Michael Hunt Studley   William Brewster/Chilton/Cooke 

Ryan Everett Anderson  Maryann Blaisdell Anderson  William Brewster 

Blake William Forish   Aubrey Emory    John Howland 

Tanyon Burke Forish   Aubrey Emory    John Howland 

Benjamin Ryan Herman  Melissa Lee McDonnell Herman John Howland 

Theo Quentin Jones   Mark Proctor Jones   Edward Fuller 

Caroline Peddicord   Virginia Peddicord   Samuel Fuller 

Julia Grace Houser   George C. Houser III   Henry Samson 

Victoria Carolyn Houser  George C. Houser III   Henry Samson 

Dylan Adam Kenahan   Holly Clark Miller   Thomas Rogers 

Forest Edwin Eklund   Michael J. Hanlon III   Edward Fuller 

Maeve Margaret Eklund  Michael J. Hanlon III   Edward Fuller 

Rowan Michael Eklund  Michael J. Hanlon III   Edward Fuller 

 



TO OUR NEW JUNIORS 

JUNIOR    SPONSOR    ANCESTOR 

Elena Lorelei Miller   Gary A. Miller    William Brewster 

Vanessa Cora Miller   Gary A. Miller    William Brewster 

Trilby Gemma Johns   Judy Fuller Johns   Edward Fuller 

Arianna Sue Carveiro   Phillip Alfred Johnson, Jr.  William Bradford 

Autumn Jean Carveiro   Phillip Alfred Johnson, Jr.  William Bradford 

Andrew Stewart Line   Charlotte Line    Stephen Hopkins 

Jennie Michelle Line   Charlotte Line    Stephen Hopkins 

Tucker Stollings Gove   Nathaniel Sabin Gove   Francis Cooke 

Pirates Ashore is returning to Plymouth Saturday May 16, 2020!   Join the Fun 



Francis P. Sears Mayflower Descendant Scholarship 

These scholarships are granted from funds left by Francis P. Sears with the Boston Foundation for the                                        
establishment of scholarships for two students who are descended from a Mayflower passenger and are attending                   
a college or university in one of the six New England states. To be considered for this scholarship, the applicant                           
must provide the following: 

1. The applicant must completely fill out the application form (even if you are re-applying). 

2. The applicant must be a current member of the Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants OR prove                        

that the student is the son, daughter, granddaughter, grandson, niece, nephew, grandniece, or grandnephew                    

of a current member. 

3. Proof of college acceptance and enrollment in the coming college year. 

4. The applicant must show a continuing financial need. 
An original essay entitled "My Pilgrim Heritage" (not to be more than 500 words). The winning essays may be                                                
published in The Compact, the newsletter of the Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants. 

 Thanksgiving Day Award 

These awards are given by the Society in recognition of the Wampanoag Nation's assistance to our Pilgrim                                   
ancestors. Two awards are given to applicants based on financial need and good standing in college, university,                                      
or junior college. To be considered for this award, the applicant must provide the following: 

1. The applicant must completely fill out the application form (even if re-applying). 

2. The applicant must provide proof of membership in the Wampanoag Nation by a tribal official's certification that                

the applicant is a bona fide member of a Tribe of the Wampanoag Nation and a copy (front and back)                                        

of a current tribal membership card. 

3. Proof of college acceptance and enrollment in the coming college year. Also include a transcript of your grades                 

and SAT scores. 
An original essay entitled "My Native American Heritage" (not to be more than 500 words). The winning essays                             
may be published in The Compact, the newsletter of the Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants. 

NEW IN 2020! Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants College Scholarship 

A new scholarship was approved by the Board of Assistants in September, 2018. Recipients must be members of                  
MSMD, including Junior, Life, and Annual Members. This is a four-year scholarship of $1,000 per year, renewable                 
yearly by the recipient filing proof of satisfactory academic completion of the prior year and continuing enrollment                            
for the following academic year. The scholarship can be used at any accredited, non-profit college or university                               
in the United States. A new recipient will be chosen each year. 

The award will be based on the following criteria: 

High school academic achievement as indicated by class standing, grade point average, and awards 

Extracurricular activities 

Original essay on “My Appreciation of My Pilgrim Heritage" 

Special circumstances of need. 

The essay must be at least 500 and less than 1,000 words. The initial application and the renewal requests should                        
be sent to the MSMD office postmarked before June 1. Application forms will be available from the MSMD office.                              

Information and applications are available 

on the MSMD website. 

www.massmayflower.org 

https://www.massmayflower.org/images/forms/ThanksgivingDayAwardApplication.pdf


Color the pilgrim children’s clothing 

Many of the Pilgrim children’s names were unusual. Some were godly names that wouldn’t be misused by non-believers. Many 

were names of virtues found in the Bible and given to children so they would live up to their names. 

Here are some of them. 

Remember Allerton 

Love Brewster and Wrestling Brewster 

Peregrine White and Resolved White 

Humility Cooper 

Oceanus Hopkins who was born on the Mayflower during the journey  to the New World 

Ask your mom or dad what virtue  they would pick for your name...then you give them a name just like 

one of those!! 

 

Although the children didn’t have many toys, they did have 2 dogs, a mastiff and a spaniel,  that had 

travelled on the Mayflower. What do you think would be good names for them??? 

 

 



Return Address 

Massachusetts Society of Mayflower 

Descendants 

175 Derby Street , Suite 13 

Hingham, MA  02043-4036 

 

Address Service Requested 

Pilgrim Progress      Summer of 2020                                                                                         

every Friday evening in July and August….. 

Call the Mayflower House  to join the Progress 


