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Task 4. Interpretations of the Actions of 
Myles Standish

This painting from 1843 is called ‘Embarkation of the Pilgrims’ by Robert Weir. This painting depicts 
the Pilgrims on the deck of the ship Speedwell on July 22, 1620, before they departed from Delfs Haven, 
Holland, to Southampton, England, to meet up with the Mayflower. From there they hoped to sail for North 
America, where they sought religious freedom. Weir’s depiction of the event was drawn from Nathaniel 
Morton’s New England’s Memorial of 1669. The armour and costumes Weir collected in Europe were 
sources for the garments worn by those depicted. The painting was hung in 1843 in the United States 
Capitol building where the United States Congress meets. It is the centre of the legislative branch of the 
U.S. federal government in Washington, D.C.

1. How many people would you estimate are in the painting?

A – 15
B – 20
C - 25
D – 30

2. Which word best describes the scene

A – frightened
B – thoughtful
C – excited
D -  solemn
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3. The painting …

A - may be accurate because the artist has used evidence.
B - may be unreliable as it was not painted when the events were actually happening.
C - may be unreliable because it is a painting that shows what might have happened.
D - may be reliable because it is a painting by a famous artist called Robert Weir.

4.  Which statement best describes what is happening in the painting?

A – The Pilgrims are praying to God before they depart on Speedwell
B – The women are relieved that they are being rescued.
C - The women and children are scared that they are all going to be killed.
D - The women are peacefully saying their prayers.

5 . Which statement best describes the painting?

A - The artist, Robert Weir has created an idealised interpretation of the departure of the Pilgrims from 
Holland that shows their bravery. It is an accurate interpretation based on primary evidence. It portrays a 
solemn and thoughtful group praying for God’s help in guiding them to the hope and promise of freedom 
in the New World symbolised by the Rainbow. Myles Standish and his wife Rose are shown as important 
figures among the passengers.

B - The artist, Robert Weir has created a biased interpretation. The leading pilgrims, one holding the Bible, 
kneeling with heads bowed are praying to God before the departure to the New World, symbolised by the 
rainbow in the west. Gathered around them are the men, women, and children going on the voyage. Some 
are dressed in traditional puritan clothes while others wear more fanciful and bright garments. The armour, 
helmet, and musket in the foreground represent the tools that Myles Standish will use to protect them

C - The artist, Robert Weir has created an idealised interpretation of the departure of the Pilgrims to 
America on the Mayflower that shows the solemn moment of prayer for God’s help before a difficult voyage. 
It is an accurate interpretation based on primary evidence. It portrays a solemn and thoughtful group 
praying from God’s help in guiding them to the hope and promise of freedom in the New World symbolised 
by the Rainbow. Myles Standish and his wife Rose are shown as important figures among the passengers.

D - The artist, Robert Weir has created a biased interpretation. Myles Standish is shown to be just as 
important as the religious leaders because of the weapons and armour shown in the foreground of the 
painting. The leading pilgrims, one holding the Bible, kneeling with heads bowed are praying to God before 
the departure to the New World, symbolised by the rainbow in the west. Gathered around them are the men, 
women, and children going on the voyage. Some are dressed in traditional puritan clothes while others 
wear more fanciful and bright garments.
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The Mayflower Compact

The Mayflower Compact (an agreement to co-operate for the good of all) was the foundation document 
for the Plymouth Colony. All 41 men on the Mayflower signed it and agreed to abide by the rules and 
regulations of the new government in order to ensure civil order and bind their community together. In 
1802, John Quincy Adams (6th President) called the Mayflower Compact “the only instance in human 
history of that positive, original, social compact (an agreement to co-operate for the good of all).” Today, it 
is generally accepted as having influenced America’s Founding Fathers as they created the Declaration of 
Independence and the U.S. Constitution.

1. The painting is …

A - primary evidence because it was painted at the time of the Mayflower Compact.
B - secondary evidence because it was painted at the time of the Mayflower Compact.
C - primary evidence because it was painted long after the signing of the Mayflower Compact.
D - secondary evidence because it was painted long after the signing of the Mayflower Compact.

2. The atmosphere looks…

A - tense and suspicious. 
B - relaxed and friendly
C - formal and idealised
D - romantic and serious

Signing the Mayflower Compact 1620, a painting by an American artist, Jean Leon Gerome Ferris 1899
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The Wessagusset Raid

The settlement of Wessagusset which Standish had been trying to protect was all but abandoned after the 
incident. Most of the settlers departed for an English fishing post on Monhegan Island. The attack also 
caused widespread panic among Native Americans throughout the region. Villages were abandoned and 
the Pilgrims had difficulty reviving trade for some time. Lacking the trade in furs provided by the local tribes, 
the Pilgrims lost their main source of income for paying off their debts to the Merchant Adventurers. The 
only positive effect of Standish’s raid seemed to be the increased power of the Massasoit-led Wampanoag, 
the Pilgrims’ closest ally in the region.

“They forsook their houses, running to and fro like men distracted, living in swamps and other desert 
places, and so brought manifold diseases amongst themselves, whereof very many are dead”.

“We had much damaged our trade, for there where we had the most skins the Indians are run away from 
their habitations.”

The Fathers and Standish held a council of war, and it was at length decided that Standish should hasten 
to Massachusetts Bay, take provisions, investigate the state of affairs, and avoid, if possible, a general 
warfare, but bring back to Plymouth the head of Witawamet, in accordance with the advice of Massasoiet.

3. The painting …

A. was produced to show an idealised interpretation of Myles Standish making all the people on the 
Mayflower sign the Mayflower Compact.

B. was produced to show a romantic interpretation of the men and women on the Mayflower signing the 
Mayflower Compact.

C. was produced to show a romantic interpretation of representatives of all the different groups of men, the 
‘Saints’ (Religious Pilgrims) and ‘Strangers’ (Ordinary Colonists) signing the Mayflower Compact

D. was produced to show Myles Standish refusing to sign the Mayflower Compact while all the others did.

Source A

Source B

Source C

Source D

Nathaniel Philbrick, an American historian writing in 2006.

Edward Winslow, a senior leader on the Mayflower and in Plymouth Colony wrote this in his book ‘Good News from New England’ in 1624.

A letter to the Merchant Adventurers in 1624 by William Bradford, the Governor of Plymouth Colony.

The Exploits of Myles Standish written by Henry Johnson, an American historian, in 1897.
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Extension Questions: 

1. When two very different cultures are forced to form a relationship in order to survive, is conflict 
inevitable?   

2. What factors and/or choices made by individuals or leaders of a group may lead to conflict?

Write a headline for a newspaper describing the Wessagusset raid from the point of view of Plymouth 
Colony and also from the point of view of the Massachusetts.

Think of what facts you might select and what adjectives you might use to create your interpretation

‘stabbers’      heroic     vicious     treacherous     brave     terrorise     killing

 cruel     ‘Thundermakers’/‘Firesticks’/’Thundersticks’      prevent

brutal     surprise     intimidate     protect     vanquish     murderers

Which of these answers do you think best explains the Wessagusset Raid and its consequences?

A. The Wessagusset raid demonstrated that ‘Standish’s Raid’ was vicious attack on Indians who were 
murdered without warning. This was because they had insulted a bad tempered and aggressive Myles 
Standish who cut off Witawamet’s head. Myles Standish’s brutality towards the Native Americans led to 
negative consequences for the Plymouth Colony.

B. The Wessagusset raid had mixed consequences as it damaged trade but made the Wampanoag tribe, 
who helped the colonists, stronger, making the settlement at Plymouth more secure after being threatened 
by the Massachusetts. It showed the brutal methods of warfare that Myles Standish was willing to use 
such as cutting of the head of Witawamet and displaying it on the gate of Plymouth Colony. 

C. The Wessagusset raid led by a brutal Myles Standish had disastrous consequences for the colony 
because it damaged the trade in furs which was the main way the settlers used to pay off their debt to the 
Merchant Adventurers who had paid for their voyage to America.

D. The Wessagusset raid was a pre-emptive attack led by Myles Standish following orders from the leaders 
of Plymouth Colony and fought using brutal methods of warfare from that time. He brought the back the 
head  of Witawamet as a warning and to deter to potential enemies. Although it succeeded in protecting 
Plymouth Colony and their Wampanoag allies from further attack, it severely damaged the fur trade.

Watch the clip from the documentary 
‘Pilgrims’ made in 2015.

Is there anything you would add to further improve your choice?

Source E
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Myles Standish, Military Commander

Myles Standish’s rules for the Plymouth Militia from 1632

Task 5 - Myles Standish has asked you to produce a painting of himself as military commander that also 
shows his greatest achievements. 

Plan/Complete the painting of Myles Standish on the next page. 

• �Think about symbols, icons and images he might want you to include in the background to show his 
achievements (Consult your storyboard in Task 3)

• �Colours of costume – how would he want to be seen? Simple, practical or extravagant?

• Symbolism of the weather. What was used in Painting 1 – The Embarkation

• Storm/Sunshine what did his actions bring to the colony?

• What other people might he want to include?

Myles Standish had been hired to act as the military 
commander of the colony. On February 17, 1621 the 
men of Plymouth Colony voted for him to continue 
in this role and they continued to re-elect him to that 
position for the rest of his life. As captain of the militia, 
he regularly drilled his men in the use of pikes and 
muskets.
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Barbara Standish
Myles Standish first wife Rose had died during the Pilgrim’s first winter in America. He married his second 
wife Barbara in 1623. Women played a vital role in the success of early settlements in the New World. One 
of the books in Myles Standish’s library was Gervase Markham’s Countrey Farme (1616) which gave lots of 
practical advice about farming but HE also explained what was expected of a good housewife at a time!

A housewife (assisted by her servants if she had any) often had to bake her family’s bread and brew their 
beer (it was usually not safe to drink water) and preserve wines. She was also responsible for curing 
bacon, salting meat and making pickles, jellies, and preserves (all of which were essential in an age before 
fridges and freezers) making candles and soap. She also needed knowledge of the ordering of wool, hemp, 
flax, making cloth, linen and dying (and teaching needlework to her daughter Loara). On top of that, she 
had to cook, wash the family’s clothes and clean the house. The housewife was supposed to have some 
knowledge of medicine (and surgery!) and be able to treat her family’s illnesses. To grow medicinal herbs as 
well as vegetables in a kitchen garden where the soil needed to be improved, “stirred,” loosened and loaded 
with dung. A garden often would include an orchard of fruit trees, like apples, pears, quince and plums and 
these required their own pruning and picking. The housewife also needed knowledge of dairies, milking 
cows and feeding animals. “These arduous tasks ‘have never an end’
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Helping the Sick
What would Barbara have used to treat the ailments to the right?
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Myles Standish Pictograph

Myles Standish

To be successful you need to: 

• Turn creative thinking into creative doing!
• Use your imagination
• Avoid repeating the same image for a letter

To use creative thinking to help us remember

Using the information in your workbook summarise the story of Myles Standish by converting each letter 
of his name into an image linked to something we have covered in our study of Myles Standish. It doesn’t 
need any artistic skill, just some creative thinking to see each letter in a different way. 

David Goulden (2020)
Thanks to Gary McGurk and Liam Jenkins from Southlands High School, Chorley, United Kingdom and Ana 
Opinshinski the Digital Asset Manager at Plimoth Plantation, Plymouth Massachusetts, United States
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