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Unlike most American children, I didn’t know very much about the Pilgrims as I was growing
up. I was born and bred in Ireland, and I only really became interested in the Pilgrims when
asked as a young illustrator to consider working on a story about them. It was a very nice story.
Perhaps a bit too nice, I thought. It made the interactions between the English colonists and
the Native Americans seem just a tad too cozy to be believable. So I did a bit of research, and
I found that the colonists and the indigenous people did have a more complicated relationship
but that, overall, it was an example of a good settlement. The Pilgrims had many faults, but they
were not cruel to or exploitative of their new neighbors. And without the aid of Massasoit and
his people, the Pilgrims would likely all have perished during that terrible first year.
My interest in the Pilgrims had been piqued. And then I read Nathaniel Philbrick’s book
Mayflower a few years later, and I learned of John Howland, a young Englishman who had fallen
off the Mayflower in the middle of a storm. Somehow, he survived! He went on to live with
his wife in the new colony for another fifty years, and they had ten children and eighty-eight
grandchildren. Today, their direct descendants number in the tens of millions, including many
famous and influential Americans.
Most serious historians don’t make much of John Howland. He wasn’t one of the leaders
of the colonists, nor was he a wealthy backer of the adventure — in fact, he started the voyage
across the Atlantic as a humble manservant. And then he went and fell in the ocean! But I
was intrigued by his story. If I had been alive back then, I think I would have been more like
John than like his wealthy master, John Carver. And his story strikes me as a quintessentially
American one, of a man who started out with very little and who, through sheer doggedness
and good fortune, went on to achieve great things.
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