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DISCOVERING A CLASSIC: SQUANTO FRIEND OF THE PILGRIMS BY CLYDE ROBERT
BULLA

Few stories from early American history capture the imagination quite like the tale of Squanto. For
generations,  young  readers  have  been  introduced  to  this  pivotal  figure  through  the  beloved
children's biography Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla. This book does
more  than  simply  recount  historical  events;  it  weaves  a  narrative  of  resilience,  cross-cultural
encounter, and human kindness that continues to resonate in classrooms and homes across the
United States. Whether you are a parent seeking meaningful literature for your child, an educator
looking for engaging historical content, or a reader interested in the intersection of history and
storytelling, understanding the depth of this book offers significant value. This article will explore the
narrative,  historical  context,  educational  significance,  and  enduring  legacy  of  this  classic  work,
providing  a  thorough  analysis  for  both  new  and  returning  readers.

The Narrative Journey: More Than a
Thanksgiving Story
The  book  Squanto  Friend  Of  The  Pilgrims  By  Clyde  Robert  Bulla  presents  the  life  of
Tisquantum, known commonly as Squanto, in a manner that is accessible to elementary and middle
school  readers.  Bulla  masterfully  simplifies  complex  historical  events  without  sacrificing  the
emotional  weight  of  Squanto's  experiences.  The  story  begins  not  with  the  Pilgrims,  but  with
Squanto's life in the Patuxet village, located in what is now modern-day Plymouth, Massachusetts.
This framing is crucial, as it establishes Squanto as a person with a rich cultural heritage, family, and
community, rather than simply a supporting character in the Pilgrim narrative.
The narrative arc follows Squanto's capture by an English explorer, Thomas Hunt, who sold him into
slavery in Spain. The book does not shy away from the injustice of this event, allowing young
readers to grapple with themes of cruelty and survival. Squanto's eventual escape to England, his
learning of the English language, and his arduous journey back to North America form the core of
the middle chapters. Upon his return, Squanto faces a devastating discovery: his entire village has
been wiped out by disease. This moment of profound loss is handled with sensitivity, illustrating
both the fragility of life and the immense personal tragedy that Squanto endured.
Only  in  the  latter  portion  of  the  book  does  Squanto  meet  the  Pilgrims  of  the  Mayflower.  Bulla's

portrayal of this meeting is nuanced, showing Squanto's complex motivations. He chooses to help
the struggling colonists, teaching them essential survival techniques such as planting corn, catching
eels, and identifying edible plants. The book presents this assistance not as a simple act of generous
friendship alone, but as a strategic alliance born from Squanto's unique position as a man caught
between two worlds.  This depth of characterization is what elevates Squanto Friend Of The
Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla from a simple historical account to a powerful literary experience.

Why This Book Remains a Staple in
Education
For decades, educators have turned to Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla
as a foundational text for teaching early American history. Several factors contribute to its enduring
place in school libraries and reading curricula.

Accessible Language and Structure: Bulla writes with a clear, uncluttered prose that is
easily digestible for young readers. Short chapters and vivid descriptions keep the narrative
moving, maintaining engagement while delivering factual content. This makes the book an
excellent choice for read-aloud sessions in classrooms with mixed reading levels.
Multicultural Perspective: The book offers one of the earliest literary exposures many
children have to a Native American perspective on colonization. While the book is a product of
its time (first published in 1954), it strives to humanize Squanto and present his perspective,
which was a progressive approach for children's literature of that era. This allows for important
classroom discussions about point of view in history.
Moral and Ethical Themes: The story is rich with teachable moments. Themes of resilience
in the face of unimaginable adversity, the importance of communication and language, the
complexities of friendship across different cultures, and the consequences of European
exploration are all woven into the narrative. Teachers can use these themes to build critical
thinking skills and empathy in their students.
Historical Context: The book serves as an excellent entry point for a broader unit on the first
Thanksgiving, colonization, or early American settlements. It provides a counterpoint to
simplified, often sanitized, versions of the Thanksgiving story, encouraging students to ask
deeper questions about how history is recorded and remembered.
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Critical Analysis: Strengths and
Considerations for Modern Readers
As with any historical work written for children, it is important to approach Squanto Friend Of The
Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla with a balanced perspective. The book's greatest strength lies in
its empathetic portrayal of  its central  character.  Squanto is not a flat,  one-dimensional hero. He is
depicted as a man who experiences fear, loss, anger, and hope. His decision to help the Pilgrims is
portrayed as a choice made by a shrewd, intelligent individual  who saw the value in forming
alliances  with  these  new  arrivals.  This  complexity  makes  Squanto  a  compelling  figure  for  young
readers  to  analyze.
However,  modern  readers  and  educators  may  want  to  supplement  the  book  with  additional
resources.  First  published  in  the  mid-20th  century,  the  book  necessarily  reflects  some  of  the
historical and cultural assumptions of its time. The portrayal of other Native American groups, such
as the Wampanoag under Massasoit, is simplified. The complex political dynamics between different
tribal nations before and after European contact are not fully explored, which is understandable for
the target age group.
Additionally,  the  book  does  not  deeply  interrogate  the  long-term  consequences  of  European
colonization,  nor  does  it  delve  into  the  complicated later  years  of  Squanto's  life  following the  first
Thanksgiving. Bulla chooses to end the story on a note of harmonious cooperation, which, while
heartwarming, represents only a small chapter in the larger, more challenging history. To use this
book effectively, parents and teachers should pair it with more contemporary texts, primary source
documents where appropriate, and honest discussions that acknowledge both the tragedy and the
resilience of Native American peoples. In this way, Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde
Robert Bulla can serve as a valuable, if introductory, piece of a larger educational puzzle.

The Enduring Legacy of Squanto's Story
Why does the story of Squanto continue to captivate readers more than 400 years after his death?
The answer lies in its universality. The story of a person who survives immense trauma, adapts to an
entirely new world,  and then uses his  unique skills  to build a bridge between two cultures is
timeless. Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla captures this grand human
drama on a scale that is perfect for young readers.
The book encourages children to consider what it means to be a friend, an ally, and a survivor.
Squanto's ability to speak English, a skill acquired under dire circumstances, becomes his most
powerful tool. This aspect of the story can lead to discussions about the value of learning new
languages and skills,  even in difficult  situations.  The book subtly teaches that knowledge is  power
and  that  understanding  another  person's  language  is  the  first  step  toward  understanding  their
culture.

Furthermore, the book has played a role in shaping how generations of Americans understand the
story of the "First Thanksgiving." While modern scholarship has deepened and complicated this
understanding, Bulla's book was, for many, the first text that went beyond the simplistic images of
Pilgrims and Indians sharing a peaceful  meal.  It  introduced the idea that the relationship was
pragmatic,  born  of  necessity  on  both  sides,  and  facilitated  by  one  remarkable  individual's
extraordinary journey. For this reason, Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla
remains an important cultural artifact in the history of American children's literature.

Using the Book in Home and Classroom
Settings
If  you are considering introducing this book to a young reader, there are several strategies to
maximize its impact and educational value.

Pre-Reading Context: Before starting the book, provide a simple map of the Northeastern1.
coast of Massachusetts. Show the location of Plymouth and discuss the concept of different
Native American nations (e.g., Wampanoag, Patuxet, Narragansett). This geographic
grounding helps children understand Squanto's world.
Vocabulary Building: The book contains specific vocabulary related to the 17th century and2.
Native American culture. Words like "wampum," "sachem," "pinnace," and "culvert" may be
unfamiliar. Create a vocabulary list to discuss before or during reading. This enhances
comprehension and language skills.
Comparison and Contrast: After reading the book, have students compare it with other3.
accounts of the first Thanksgiving. What details are the same? What is different? Why might
the author have chosen to emphasize certain events over others? This encourages critical
analysis of narrative perspective.
Creative Extension Activities: Encourage readers to write a journal entry from Squanto's4.
perspective during one of the key moments in the book, such as his first day in England or his
return to his empty village. Alternatively, have them create a timeline of Squanto's life,
mapping both his geographical journey and his emotional journey.
Connecting to Today: Discuss the modern Wampanoag tribe. The Wampanoag people are5.
not a historical footnote; they are vibrant communities that exist today. The Wampanoag Tribe
of Gay Head (Aquinnah) and the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe are federally recognized
sovereign nations. Connecting the historical story to the present day is crucial for a complete
and respectful understanding.
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A Deeper Look at Clyde Robert Bulla's
Craft
Clyde Robert Bulla was a prolific author of children's literature, known for his ability to turn historical
figures into relatable characters. His writing in Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert
Bulla demonstrates his signature style: short, declarative sentences, a focus on action and dialogue,
and an emphasis on the emotional core of the story. He does not lecture the reader; instead, he
shows the story through Squanto's eyes.
For example, when Bulla describes Squanto's capture, he focuses on the suddenness and confusion
of the event. The reader feels Squanto's disorientation and fear. When Squanto teaches the Pilgrims
to  plant  fish  with  the  corn,  Bulla  highlights  the  Pilgrims'  skepticism  and  Squanto's  patient
demonstration. This "show, don't tell" technique is what makes the book so effective. Bulla respects
his young audience's intelligence and emotional capacity, trusting them to understand complex
feelings without needing them explained in abstract terms. This craftsmanship is a major reason
why the book has remained in print for over seventy years.
Bulla  also  carefully  manages  pacing.  He  gives  sufficient  time  to  Squanto's  early  life  so  that  the
reader understands what he has lost.  He then moves relatively  quickly  through the European

travels,  maintaining  narrative  momentum.  The  final  section,  detailing  Squanto's  time  with  the
Pilgrims, receives the most detailed treatment, as this is the part of history most familiar to his
intended  audience.  By  structuring  the  narrative  in  this  way,  Bulla  ensures  that  the  reader
understands Squanto's story as a complete human journey, not just a footnote to the Pilgrim story.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS GATEWAY TO HISTORY

In conclusion, Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla is far more than a simple
children's book. It is a thoughtfully crafted narrative that introduces young readers to a complex
historical  figure  with  empathy  and  skill.  While  it  should  be  supplemented  with  contemporary
perspectives and deeper historical context, its power as a starting point for learning about early
American history, cross-cultural communication, and personal resilience is undeniable. For parents,
teachers, and young readers alike, this book remains a valuable and engaging gateway into the rich
and often heartbreaking story of America's founding. It invites us to see history through the eyes of
a man who lived between worlds and used his unique experience to shape the course of events. By
reading and discussing Squanto Friend Of The Pilgrims By Clyde Robert Bulla,  we honor
Squanto's  legacy  and  continue  the  essential  work  of  understanding  our  shared  history  with
compassion and nuance. This classic title deserves its place on every young historian's bookshelf,
serving as an invitation to ask questions, seek understanding, and value the diversity of human
experience.


