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When considering the voyage of the Mayflower and the survival needs of its passengers, one crucial

question arises: how many boxes of potatoes would have been necessary to sustain the crew and

passengers if each person received three potatoes a day? Additionally, how much burlap would be

required to store, transport, or preserve these potatoes? This comprehensive guide explores these

questions by examining the size of the Mayflower's population, the nutritional needs, storage

considerations, and the materials involved, providing an insightful look into the logistics of early

colonial provisioning.

---

Understanding the Context of the Mayflower Voyage

Before calculating the number of potatoes and burlap needed, it is essential to understand the context

of the voyage, including the size of the crew and passengers, duration, and the logistical challenges

faced during transatlantic travel in the early 17th century.

Mayflower Passenger and Crew Population

The Mayflower carried approximately 102 passengers and around 30 crew members. The total number



of individuals onboard was roughly 132.

Voyage Duration

The voyage from England to the New World lasted about 66 days, from September 16, 1620, to

November 21, 1620, with some variations depending on the source.

Food Supplies and Provisions

The Mayflower was equipped with various foodstuffs, including dried and preserved foods, grains, and

some fresh provisions. Potatoes, while not originally carried on the voyage, became an important crop

later, but for the sake of this calculation, we assume that a sufficient supply of potatoes was planned.

---

Calculating the Total Potato Requirement

The core question involves determining how many potatoes would be necessary to feed each person

three potatoes a day over the entire voyage period.

Step 1: Determine the Daily Potato Requirement

- Number of people on board: 132

- Potatoes per person per day: 3

Daily total potatoes needed:

132 persons × 3 potatoes = 396 potatoes per day



Step 2: Calculate the Total Potatoes for the Voyage

- Duration of voyage: 66 days

Total potatoes needed:

396 potatoes/day × 66 days = 26,136 potatoes

This calculation assumes a consistent supply throughout the voyage, with no spoilage or waste.

Step 3: Consider Storage and Preservation

Potatoes can spoil if not stored properly. Historically, sailors used burlap sacks and other materials to

store root vegetables, often in cool, dark places to prolong freshness.

---

Estimating the Number of Boxes of Potatoes

Once the total number of potatoes is known, the next step is to determine how many boxes would be

required.

Standard Box Sizes and Packaging

- A typical potato box might contain between 50 to 100 pounds (22.7 to 45.4 kg) of potatoes.

- An average potato weighs about 0.3 pounds (136 grams).



Calculating the Number of Potatoes per Box

- For simplicity, assume an average of 50 potatoes per box (based on 0.3 lbs per potato, 50 potatoes

x 0.3 lbs = 15 lbs per box).

Number of boxes needed:

26,136 potatoes ÷ 50 potatoes per box ≈ 523 boxes

This is an approximate number, and actual requirements could vary based on storage efficiency and

potato size.

---

Estimating Burlap Material Requirements

Burlap, made from jute fibers, was commonly used in the 17th century for storing and transporting

potatoes because of its breathability and durability.

Calculating Burlap for Storage and Transportation

- Assume each burlap sack can hold about 50 pounds of potatoes, similar to the box estimate.

- To store 26,136 potatoes (roughly 15 pounds per potato), total weight in pounds:

26,136 potatoes × 0.3 lbs ≈ 7,840.8 lbs

Number of burlap sacks needed:

7,840.8 lbs ÷ 50 lbs per sack ≈ 157 sacks

Burlap material estimate:

- Each sack typically measures about 3 feet by 2.5 feet.



- Total burlap fabric needed depends on the number of sacks, but the key takeaway is that

approximately 157 burlap sacks would be necessary for storage.

Additional Burlap for Packaging and Preservation

- Extra burlap might be used for lining, wrapping, or creating makeshift insulation.

- For a comprehensive project, adding 10-20% more to account for repairs and additional packaging is

prudent.

---

Additional Considerations

While the calculations above provide an initial estimate, several factors could influence actual

requirements.

Potato Losses and Spoilage

- Not all potatoes would survive the journey; some might rot or be damaged.

- An additional 10-20% buffer is advisable.

Seasonal and Storage Strategies

- Proper storage could extend potato shelf life.

- Use of cool, dark cellars and burlap sacks could reduce spoilage.



Portion Sizes and Dietary Needs

- The assumption of three potatoes per person per day is simplistic.

- Actual rations might vary based on other available food sources and nutritional considerations.

Summary of Key Figures

Total potatoes needed: Approximately 26,136 potatoes

Boxes of potatoes: About 523 boxes (assuming 50 potatoes per box)

Burlap sacks: Around 157 sacks (assuming 50 lbs per sack)

---

Conclusion

Calculating the number of boxes of potatoes and the amount of burlap required for the Mayflower

voyage provides insight into the logistical challenges faced by early explorers. Ensuring sufficient food

supplies was crucial for survival during the long transatlantic journey. Based on the assumptions made,

the voyage would require approximately 523 boxes of potatoes and 157 burlap sacks to provide each

person with three potatoes a day over 66 days. These estimates highlight the importance of proper

planning, storage, and resource management in early colonial expeditions.

Understanding these historical logistics not only sheds light on the hardships faced by early settlers but

also emphasizes the ingenuity and resilience required to undertake such perilous journeys. Whether

for educational purposes or historical reenactments, grasping the scale of provisioning helps us



appreciate the complexity of pioneering efforts like that of the Mayflower.

---

Note: Actual historical practices varied, and supplies could differ based on availability, storage

technology, and voyage duration. This analysis provides a reasoned estimate based on typical sizes

and storage capacities.

Frequently Asked Questions

How many boxes of potatoes does the Mayflower need if each person

gets 3 potatoes a day for a 66-day voyage?

Assuming the ship carried 102 passengers and each person receives 3 potatoes daily, the total

potatoes needed are 102 passengers × 3 potatoes/day × 66 days = 20,196 potatoes. If each box

contains 50 potatoes, then the number of boxes required is 20,196 ÷ 50 ≈ 404 boxes.

How many burlap sacks are needed to store the potatoes for the

Mayflower journey?

If each burlap sack holds 50 potatoes and the total potatoes needed are approximately 20,196, then

the number of sacks required is 20,196 ÷ 50 ≈ 404 sacks.

What factors influence the number of potato boxes and burlap sacks

the Mayflower needed for the voyage?

Factors include the total number of passengers, daily potato ration per person, the total duration of the

voyage, the size of each potato, and the capacity of each box and sack used for storage.



Was storing potatoes in burlap sacks an effective method for the

Mayflower voyage?

Yes, burlap sacks were commonly used for storing and transporting potatoes because they are

breathable, helping prevent rot and spoilage during long voyages.

How does the calculation of potato boxes and burlap sacks help us

understand the logistics of the Mayflower's supplies?

It provides insight into the scale of provisioning needed for the journey, the importance of efficient

storage solutions, and how logistical planning was essential for survival during the voyage.

Additional Resources

How Many Boxes Of Potatoes Does The Mayflower Need If Each Person Gets 3 Potatoes A Day?

How Many Burlap?

---

Introduction

The question of how many boxes of potatoes the Mayflower needed for its historic voyage, assuming

each person received three potatoes a day, may seem straightforward at first glance. However, it

opens a fascinating window into the logistics, resource planning, and survival strategies of early 17th-

century transatlantic voyages. Coupled with considerations of how many burlap sacks or containers

were necessary for storage, transportation, and preservation, this inquiry becomes a complex puzzle

rooted in historical records, agricultural practices, and ship capacity limitations.

In this article, we delve deep into the calculations, historical context, and practicalities involved in

provisioning the Mayflower with potatoes and related storage materials. We aim to provide a



comprehensive, detailed analysis suitable for history enthusiasts, researchers, and readers interested

in maritime logistics and early colonization efforts.

---

Historical Context of the Mayflower and Its Provisions

The Voyage of the Mayflower

The Mayflower set sail from Plymouth, England, in September 1620, carrying 102 passengers and a

crew of approximately 30. The ship's primary cargo included foodstuffs, tools, and supplies necessary

for establishing a new colony in North America. Notably, the Mayflower's provisions were limited, as

space and weight constraints were critical considerations.

The Role of Potatoes in Early Colonization

Potatoes, native to the Andes, gained European popularity after their introduction in the late 16th

century. By the early 17th century, they were recognized as a valuable food source due to their caloric

density, ease of cultivation, and long shelf life. However, their widespread adoption in England was still

developing during the Mayflower's time, and it's unlikely that potatoes were a significant part of the

original cargo.

Nevertheless, for the sake of this hypothetical scenario—calculating the quantities needed if each

person received three potatoes daily—it's instructive to analyze the logistical requirements and storage

considerations.

---

Calculating the Total Potato Requirements

Assumptions and Parameters



To perform our calculations, we need to establish some assumptions:

- Number of People: 132 (102 passengers + crew)

- Duration of Voyage: Approximately 66 days (September to November 1620)

- Potatoes per Person per Day: 3

- Total Number of Days: 66

- Potato Size: Medium-sized potatoes (~150 grams each)

- Total People: 132

Step 1: Total Potatoes Needed

Total potatoes per person:

3 potatoes/day × 66 days = 198 potatoes per person

Total potatoes for all individuals:

198 potatoes × 132 people = 26,136 potatoes

Step 2: Total Weight of Potatoes

Average weight per potato:

150 grams (0.15 kg)

Total weight:

26,136 potatoes × 0.15 kg ≈ 3,920.4 kg (~3.92 metric tons)

---



Storage and Packaging: How Many Boxes and Burlap Sacks?

Box Requirements

Given the large quantity, the question arises: How many boxes of potatoes would be necessary?

Historically, the term "box" can vary, but for practical purposes, we'll assume standard shipping boxes

used in the 17th century.

- Box Size Assumption: 30 cm × 20 cm × 10 cm (volume ≈ 6 liters)

- Potato Arrangement: Each box can hold approximately 20 medium potatoes, accounting for space

and padding.

Total number of boxes:

26,136 potatoes ÷ 20 potatoes per box ≈ 1,308 boxes

Burlap Sacks for Storage and Transport

Burlap (hessian) sacks were common for transporting bulk produce. They are durable, breathable, and

suitable for storing potatoes to prevent moisture buildup.

- Sack Capacity: Approximately 25 kg of potatoes per sack

Total number of burlap sacks:

3,920.4 kg ÷ 25 kg per sack ≈ 157 sacks

---

Logistical Considerations and Practical Challenges



Space and Weight Constraints on the Mayflower

The Mayflower's cargo capacity was limited. The ship was primarily designed for cargo like timber,

firearms, and provisions, with limited space for perishable items. Storage of over 1,300 boxes and

nearly 160 burlap sacks would have been a significant undertaking.

- Estimated Cargo Space: The ship's hold could accommodate roughly 500-600 cubic meters

- Volume of Potato Boxes:

Each box (assuming dimensions 30×20×10 cm):

Volume per box: 0.3 m × 0.2 m × 0.1 m = 0.006 m³

Total volume for 1,308 boxes:

1,308 × 0.006 m³ ≈ 7.85 m³

This is well within the ship's capacity, but the weight (~3.92 tons) would require careful distribution.

Preservation Factors

Potatoes are sensitive to moisture and temperature. During the 17th century, storing large quantities

on a ship posed risks of spoilage, sprouting, or rot. Burlap sacks would have helped with aeration, but

the limited refrigeration and climate control would have meant that potatoes needed to be consumed

quickly or stored in suitable conditions.

---

Historical Plausibility: Were Potatoes Actually Carried?

While this analysis is hypothetical, historical records suggest that potatoes were not a significant part



of the Mayflower's provisions. Instead, the crew relied on preserved meats, dried foods, grains, and

other staples. Potatoes became more widespread in Europe later in the 17th century.

However, in the context of a modern hypothetical or a thought experiment on provisioning,

understanding the quantities and logistics involved offers valuable insights.

---

Broader Implications and Lessons

Logistics and Planning in Maritime Voyages

The calculations highlight the importance of meticulous planning, especially concerning food supplies.

Engineers, sailors, and colonists had to account for perishability, storage capacity, weight limitations,

and provisioning duration.

Cultural and Agricultural Impact

The hypothetical need for over a thousand boxes of potatoes underscores how agricultural products

could have transformed early North American colonies if they had been introduced earlier. Potatoes'

high yield and storage stability made them an ideal crop for sustaining growing populations.

---

Conclusion

In sum, if the Mayflower were to carry enough potatoes to supply each person with three potatoes a

day over a 66-day voyage, it would need approximately 26,136 potatoes, weighing around 3.92 metric

tons. These would be stored in about 1,308 boxes or 157 burlap sacks, assuming typical sizes and

capacities.



While historically unlikely that potatoes were part of the original cargo, this exercise illuminates the

complexities of maritime provisioning and the logistical considerations that early explorers and

colonists faced. The balance between cargo capacity, perishability, and nutritional needs continues to

be a vital aspect of long-distance voyages.

Understanding these factors not only enriches our appreciation of early maritime history but also

provides lessons relevant to modern supply chain management and logistical planning in challenging

environments.

---
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Note: This article is a hypothetical exploration intended to provide a detailed analysis of provisioning

logistics based on historical context and assumptions.
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