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Squanto And The
First Thanksgiving

Introduction: The Man
Behind the Harvest

When we picture the First Thanksgiving, we often
imagine  Pilgrims  and  Native  Americans  sitting
together  in  harmony,  sharing a feast  of  turkey,
corn, and pumpkin. But the true story of how that
gathering came to be is  far  more complex and
deeply  tied  to  one  remarkable  individual:
Squanto.  His  journey—from  kidnap  victim  to
enslaved  person  in  Europe,  to  translator  and
mediator,  and  finally  to  a  key  architect  of  the
harvest celebration we now call Thanksgiving—is a
tale of resilience, diplomacy, and survival. Without
Squanto,  the Pilgrims of  Plymouth Colony might
never  have  survived  their  first  brutal  winter.
Understanding  Squanto  and  the  First
Thanksgiving  means  understanding  how  one
man’s extraordinary life bridged two worlds and
planted the seeds for a holiday that would become
an American tradition.



Who Was Squanto? A Life
of Unexpected Turns

Long before the Pilgrims arrived on the shores of
New  England,  Squanto—also  known  as
Tisquantum—was a member of the Patuxet tribe,
part  of  the larger Wampanoag Confederacy.  His
people  lived  along  the  coast  of  what  is  now
Massachusetts,  in  a  village  near  present-day
Plymouth.  The  Patuxet  were  skilled  hunters,
fishermen, and farmers. But their world was about
to change dramatically.

Early Encounters with Europeans

In  the  early  1600s,  European  explorers  and
fishermen  frequently  visited  the  New  England
coast.  Some  interactions  were  peaceful;  others
were violent. In 1614, the English explorer Captain
Thomas  Hunt  kidnapped  Squanto  along  with
several other Native men. Hunt intended to sell
them into slavery in Spain. This traumatic event
set Squanto on a path that would take him across
the  Atlantic  Ocean  and  into  European  society
before eventually returning home.

From Captivity to Freedom

Squanto ended up in Málaga, Spain, where local
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friars  discovered  him  and,  appalled  by  his
enslavement,  purchased  his  freedom.  They
introduced  him  to  Christianity  and  the  Spanish
language.  Eventually,  Squanto made his  way to
England, where he lived for a time and learned
English. He found work with a merchant named
John Slaney, who later helped him secure passage
back to North America. Squanto returned in 1619,
only to discover that his entire Patuxet village had
been wiped out by a devastating epidemic—likely
smallpox  or  leptospirosis—brought  by  earlier
European contact. He was the last of his people.
With  no  family  left  and  no  home to  return  to,
Squanto  sought  shelter  with  the  neighboring
Wampanoag,  led  by  Massasoit.

The Pilgrims' Arrival and
Desperate Winter

In  November  1620,  the  Mayflower  landed  at
Plymouth.  The  102  passengers—today  called
Pilgrims—had fled religious persecution in England,
seeking  a  new  life.  Their  first  winter  was
catastrophic. They were unprepared for the harsh
climate,  lacked adequate  food  and shelter,  and
suffered  from  scurvy  and  other  diseases.  By  the
spring of  1621,  nearly half  of  the colonists had
died. Those who survived were gaunt and fearful.



They could not  have known that  a  man with a
remarkable story was about to change their fate.

First Contact: A Surprise Encounter

In  March  1621,  a  Native  American  man named
Samoset walked boldly into the Pilgrim settlement
at Plymouth. He greeted them in broken English,
having  learned  some  words  from  English
fishermen. He introduced himself and informed the
colonists that their land was once the home of the
Pa tuxe t  t r i be ,  and  tha t  a  man  named
Squanto—who  spoke  even  better  English—could
help  them  communicate.  Soon  after,  Squanto
arrived. He had heard of the settlers’ plight, and
he offered his assistance. For the Pilgrims, this was
nothing short of miraculous.

Squanto's Role as
Interpreter and Liaison

Squanto’s language skills and his familiarity with
European customs made him an invaluable bridge
between  the  Pilgrims  and  the  Wampanoag.  He
facilitated  a  formal  peace  treaty  between
Governor John Carver and Massasoit, a pact that
lasted for more than 50 years. But Squanto did far
more  than  translate  words;  he  translated
knowledge.  He  understood  both  the  agricultural
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methods  of  his  people  and  the  European
expectations  of  the  settlers.  He  became  the
Pilgrims’ guide to survival.

Teaching Survival: The
Gifts of Squanto

Perhaps  Squanto’s  most  important  contribution
came  in  the  spring  and  summer  of  1621.  The
Pilgrims had planted European crops,  but  those
failed to thrive in  the rocky,  sandy soil  of  New
England.  Squanto  showed  them  how  to  plant
Native  American  crops  that  were  perfectly
adapted to the region. Among his lessons:

The Three Sisters planting method:
Squanto demonstrated planting corn
(maize), beans, and squash together. Corn
stalks provided a trellis for beans, beans
fixed nitrogen in the soil, and squash shaded
the ground to retain moisture and suppress
weeds.
Fish fertilizer: Squanto taught the Pilgrims
to bury fish—typically herring or shad—in
the ground alongside corn seeds. The
decomposing fish provided essential
nutrients that dramatically improved yields.
Hunting and fishing techniques: He
showed them how to hunt local game, trap



beaver, and catch fish in the bays and rivers.
Foraging and identifying edible plants:
Squanto pointed out wild berries, roots, and
other foods that were safe to eat.

These lessons transformed the struggling colony.
By autumn, the Pilgrims had an abundant harvest
of corn, beans, squash, and other foods. Without
Squanto’s guidance, it is unlikely they would have
survived another winter.

The First Thanksgiving: A
Feasting of Cultures

The harvest of 1621 was a cause for celebration.
Governor  William Bradford  declared a  three-day
feast to give thanks for the bounty. The Pilgrims
invited  Massasoit  and  his  men.  According  to
firsthand  accounts,  the  Wampanoag  brought  five
deer to add to the feast. Squanto was present, not
as  a  guest  of  honor  necessari ly,  but  as  a
participant  and  likely  interpreter.  The  meal
included venison, wildfowl (likely geese and ducks,
not  turkey  as  we  picture  today),  fish,  cornbread,
and  vegetables.  There  was  no  pumpkin  pie  or
cranberry sauce. The feast was a mix of English
and Native foods, prepared by women from both
cultures. It was a moment of shared gratitude, a
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temporary calm in a relationship that would later
grow strained.

Squanto's Later Life and
Legacy

Squanto’s  story  does  not  end  happily.  In  the
months  following  the  first  harvest,  tensions  arose
between  the  Wampanoag  and  the  colonists.
Squanto, who had become a trusted advisor to the
English,  began to  wield  considerable  power.  He
used his position to strengthen his own standing,
sometimes at the expense of Massasoit. In 1622,
Squanto became ill with a fever—likely the same
epidemic diseases that had killed his people. He
died  in  Chatham,  Massachusetts,  while  on  a
journey with Bradford. His final words, according to
Bradford, were a wish that the English would pray
for  him.  He was  buried  in  an  unmarked grave.
Despite his tragic end, Squanto’s contributions to
the  Pilgrims'  survival  are  undeniable.  He  is
remembered as a peacemaker, a teacher, and a
catalyst for the First Thanksgiving.

Myths and Misconceptions



About Squanto and the
First Thanksgiving

Over the centuries, the story of Squanto and the
First  Thanksgiving  has  been  simplified  and
romanticized.  Here  are  some  common  myths:

Myth: Squanto was a friend to the
Pilgrims from the start.
In reality, Squanto was a pragmatic survivor.
He saw an opportunity to gain influence and
safety by aligning with the English. His
motivations were complex.
Myth: The First Thanksgiving was a
peaceful, idyllic gathering of equals.
While the feast did happen, the relationship
between the Wampanoag and Pilgrims was a
diplomatic pact, not a friendship of equals.
The Wampanoag were wary of the English,
and the English were dependent on Native
knowledge.
Myth: Squanto taught the Pilgrims
everything.
While Squanto’s agricultural lessons were
critical, the Pilgrims also brought knowledge
from Europe (e.g., building styles, metal
tools). The survival of Plymouth was a
collaboration, not a one-sided gift.
Myth: Squanto died of natural causes.
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His death from fever was likely caused by
diseases introduced by Europeans, the same
diseases that had decimated his tribe.

Understanding these nuances helps us appreciate
the complexity of the historical moment and the
agency of Native peoples like Squanto.

Why Squanto's Story
Matters Today

In  modern  times,  Thanksgiving  has  become  a
national  holiday  focused  on  family,  food,  and
gratitude. But the story of Squanto reminds us that
the  holiday  is  rooted  in  a  specific  historical  event
that  involved  cross-cultural  exchange,  survival,
and  loss.  Examining  Squanto  and  the  First
Thanksgiving  encourages  us  to  reflect  on  the
res i l ience  o f  Ind igenous  peop les ,  the
consequences of colonization, and the importance
of  gratitude  as  a  shared  human  value.  It  also
challenges us to move beyond simplistic narratives
and  to  recognize  the  complex  individuals  who
shaped our history.

Conclusion: A Legacy of



Gratitude

Squanto ’s  l i fe  was  marked  by  t rauma,
displacement, and ultimately, service. He used the
skills  he  acquired  through  his  extraordinary
journey—fluency  in  English,  knowledge  of
European  ways,  and  deep  understanding  of  his
own native  land—to  help  a  group  of  desperate
strangers  survive.  The  feast  we  call  the  First
Thanksgiving  would  not  have  been  possible
without his teachings. By remembering Squanto,
we honor not just a historical figure, but the spirit
of  cooperation  and  gratitude  that  Thanksgiving
represents.  As  you  gather  with  loved  ones  this
holiday, take a moment to think of the man who
made that harvest possible: Squanto, the last of
the Patuxet, the bridge between worlds.


