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the voyage and illustrated it himself 
with pencil sketches which feature 
prominently.

It is hoped other surviving mem-
bers of the crew will be there, along 
with descendants of skipper Captain 
Alan Villiers and shipbuilder Stuart 
Upham.

Previously unseen film taken dur-
ing the voyage showing Mayflower II 
under sail will also be screened.  

Mr Padfield, who now lives in Suf-
folk, was the 25-year-old Third 
Officer on the P&O cruise liner 
Strathmore in what was then Ceylon 
when he read an article about the 
plan to build the replica and sail her 
across the Atlantic to recreate the 
original voyage of the Pilgrim 
Fathers.

He wrote to Capt Villiers “on the 
spur of the moment” to apply for a 
berth, and was one of the lucky 30 
applicants to be chosen from 3,000 
hopefuls to join the crew.

“Capt Villiers was turning people 
away,” said Mr Padfield. “I was very 
lucky. At the time I had no plans to 
write a journal or draw sketches. I 
was not an artist.

“I was just a dinghy sailor, but I 
was very interested in sailing ships, 
rigging and sails. That’s the thing I 
remember most from my time on 
Mayflower – the sails and the shapes 
they make, the sight of the sails 
against the night sky.”

He joined the Mayflower II in Brix-
ham, where the first task was the 
loading of heavy iron ballast to keep 
the ship stable, along with the load-
ing of “treasure chests” full of Brit-
ish-made goods like cutlery and sil-
verware to be shown off on arrival in 
the US.

He said the craftsmanship on the 
vessel was “exceptional”, and the 

Brixham team behind the construc-
tion should be proud.

“She was a lovely ship,” he said. 
“She was built in the old style.”

The crew, who sometimes felt the 
locals saw them as “just a bunch of 
boys from London”, quickly devel-
oped into a formidable team, and set 
sail from Plymouth in April 1957. 
Capt Villiers took a more southerly 
route than his 17th century prede-
cessors had.

“He decided the spars were so 
light and the winds were going to be 
so strong there was a risk we could 
have been dismasted,” said Mr Pad-
field. “At the beginning the condi-
tions were very tough, and the first 
part was very uncomfortable. We 
were on watches of four hours on 
and four hours off.

“We got very little sleep and it was 
very cold. We were all very glad 
when we altered course, and from 
then on it developed into a very 
pleasant cruise. When we got down 
into the Doldrums it was great, and 
we were actually swimming in the 
Atlantic.”

Battered by another storm off Ber-
muda, the Mayflower II made her 
way back up the east coast of Amer-
ica before arriving in Massachusetts.

“There was a fantastic reception 
waiting for us when we reached 
Plymouth,” said Mr Padfield. “We 
were treated like some kind of celeb-
rities. We spent a fortnight just going 
from function to function.

“The food was marvellous, and 
very memorable, as our supplies on 
board had become fairly restricted 
by the end.”

In the years since the voyage, 
memories of the project have been 
kept alive by the Plimoth Plantation 
living history museum, which owns 
the ship and will have her com-
pletely refurbished in time for the 
2020 celebrations.

“They have been very generous to 
the crew,” said Mr Padfield. “We 
have had reunions every few years, 
with lavish hospitality and generos-
ity. And the ship has lasted amaz-
ingly well. You don’t usually get a 
timber ship lasting that long.”

Now 87, Mr Padfield doesn’t think 

he will travel across again to see the 
ship and meet some of the people in 
the US who became life-long friends 
after the voyage.

But, he said, he hoped his book 
would help keep the voyage alive, as 
well as celebrating the skills of the 
boatbuilders and the crew who took 
the Mayflower II across.

“Capt Villiers picked a fantastic 
crew,” he said. “I hope the book will 
help keep their names alive.”

And, he said, his experience on 
the Mayflower II had changed his 
life and set him on course to become 
a writer.

“Mayflower showed me I could do 
something else. It was such a diverse 
crew, and I met so many different 
people from so many parts of the 
world. I realised how restricted my 
life as a P&O officer was, so I set out 
on my own, and that was responsi-
ble for me becoming a writer.”

 » The launch of Peter Padfield’s 
Mayflower II Diary: Sketches From A 
Lost Age will be at Brixham Heritage 
Museum on Sunday September 7 at 
6pm.

Glorious voyage 
following Pilgrim 
Fathers saluted in 
crewman’s novel

THERE was ticker-tape in the 
streets when Peter Padfield 
and his crewmates arrived in 

America, along with slap-up food 
and a VIP welcome.

It had taken them eight weeks to 
get there from Devon, and along the 
way they had been battered by 
storms and had to change course to 
avoid ferocious winds that could 
have dismasted them.

But on June 22, 1957, they made 
their way as heroes into the port of 
Plymouth, Massachusetts, with 
cheering crowds lining the dockside.

Their vessel was the Mayflower II, 
a faithful replica of the ship that took 
the first pilgrims to the New World in 
1620. She was built at Uphams Yard 
in Brixham by traditional methods, 
using blueprints from the original 
17th century ship. She was launched 
in pouring rain into Brixham har-
bour on September 22, 1956, chris-
tened with a gold loving cup that 
was then tossed into the harbour – 
and quickly retrieved by a diver.

“Brixham has every reason to be 
proud of her,” said Mr Padfield, who 
is now a noted naval historian and 
writer. “She was a beautifully built 
ship.”

Now the story of the Mayflower II 
and her voyage to America is 
brought to life again in Peter Pad-
field’s Mayflower II Diary: Sketches 
From A Lost Age, written in advance 
of the 400th anniversary celebra-
tions next year for the original Pil-
grim Fathers’ journey.

The author, who will be at Brix-
ham Heritage Museum on Septem-
ber 7 to give the book its official 
launch, kept a journal throughout 
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