STEPHEN HOPKINS (1581-1644)

Historians generally agree that when the Mayflower arrived at Cape Cod in November 1620,
Stephen Hopkins was among the most important and most interesting early colonial leaders. Much of the
interest in him comes from the wide divergence of opinion on just what his importance was. Some have
highlighted his role as New England’s first free spirit or America’s first true democrat and applauded his
struggle against rigid other-worldly Puritanism. Others either downplay his importance (some don’t
consider him a “true Pilgrim” at all) or lament his failure to support the sincere, honest, hard-working,
God-fearing, self-sacrificing virtues that Americans have always associated with the Mayflower, with
early Plymouth, and with the first founding of modern democratic government.

Surely it’s important that aboard the Mayflower, Hopkins was the only passenger returning to
what William Bradford called “a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and wild men.” Yet
his fellow passengers must have been most impressed not merely by his experience at Jamestown, but by
his having survived the famous shipwreck of the Sea-Venture at Bermuda in 1609. One of our two
sources about the arrival at Cape Cod, mentions Hopkins as a leader of “the discoveries.” After the first
Governor John Carver and the military leader Cpt. Myles Standish, Hopkins’ name is prominent; and in
June of 1621 he was one of two “ambassadors” chosen by the second governor, William Bradford, to
brings gifts to the Pokanoket “king,” Massasoit, and to reaffirm the treaty made earlier in the spring.

Most of Plymouth’s early leaders had been exiled in Holland. They were members of a
covenanted or separatist congregation outlawed in England and renowned in modern times as the “Pilgrim
Church.” Hopkins, however, was perhaps the most notable early colonist who had not come from
Holland and who *stood something off” (Bradford’s phrase) from the Plymouth Church. During the
1620s, he evidently stayed out of the bitter disputes that led to abrupt departures by several discontented
members of the Church of England, two of whom were actually banished. Freedom of religion was not
an early Plymouth policy.

In the 1630s, while honored by election to the Governor’s Council, Hopkins also opened a
raucous tavern or “public house” that outraged some of his more godly neighbors. Then in 1636 he got
into a brawl with a much younger man resulting in a double disgrace when the case went to court. The
jury found him entirely responsible and required him to pay not only forty shillings (£2) in damages to his
antagonist, but also a larger fine (perhaps because he violated his elected office?) of “five pounds sterling
to our sov. Lord the King, whose peace he had broken, which he ought after a special manner to have
kept.” In the following years, he lost all respect as a community leader, and became a chronic
troublemaker, repeatedly called to court and often fined for offenses involving strong drink, rowdiness,
Sabbath-breaking, and selling everything from a looking glass to “strong water, wine, beer, and nutmeg at
excessive rates.”

Increasingly at odds with his Plymouth neighbors, Hopkins began selling off property in the
original colonial town in the late 1630s. He and his two older children moved out to Cape Cod, where he
bought land and one house and built another that he willed to his elder son Giles. After his death in 1644
Giles and Constance, his eldest daughter, and her husband Nicholas Snow all raised their children on
Cape Cod. Hopkins willed his Plymouth house to Caleb, his younger son, who died unmarried at sea.
His two younger daughters both married men who came from Holland, remaining in Plymouth to raise
families in the town their father helped to found, but later left—if not persona non grata, then at least
somewhat under a cloud..
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