THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING: A JOURNEY INTO AMERICA’S HISTORIC FEAST

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IS AN EVENT DEEPLY WOVEN INTO THE FABRIC OF AMERICAN CULTURE AND HISTORY. EVERY NOVEMBER,
FAMILIES GATHER AROUND TABLES BRIMMING WITH TURKEY, STUFFING, AND PUMPKIN PIE, GIVING THANKS FOR THEIR BLESSINGS.
BUT HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED HOW THIS CHERISHED TRADITION BEGAN? THE STORY OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IS A
FASCINATING TALE OF SURVIVAL, COOPERATION, AND GRATITUDE THAT DATES BACK OVER 400 YEARS.

THe HisToriIcAL CONTEXT OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

BEFORE DIVING INTO THE FEAST ITSELF, IT'S ESSENTIAL TO UNDERSTAND THE BACKDROP AGAINST WHICH THE FIRST
THANKSGIVING TOOK PLACE. IN 1620, A GROUP OF ENGLISH PILGRIMS SET SAIL ABOARD THE MAYFLOWER, SEEKING RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM AND A NEW LIFE IN THE NEW W/ ORLD. AFTER A HARROWING JOURNEY ACROSS THE ATLANTIC OCEAN, THEY LANDED AT
PLYMOUTH Rock, IN PRESENT-DAY MASSACHUSETTS.

THE PILGRIMS FACED A BRUTAL FIRST WINTER. NEARLY HALF OF THE SETTLERS DIED FROM EXPOSURE, SCURVY, AND
MALNUTRITION. HO\X/EVER, THANKS TO THE ASSISTANCE OF THE NATIVE AMERICAN W/ AMPANOAG TRIBE, PARTICULARLY

SQUANTO, WHO TAUGHT THEM VITAL SURVIVAL SKILLS SUCH AS PLANTING CORN AND FISHING, THE PILGRIMS MANAGED TO
ENDURE.

THe RoLE oF THE W AMPANOAG TRIBE

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE PILGRIMS AND THE W/ AMPANOAG PEOPLE WAS CENTRAL TO THE SUCCESS OF THE EARLY
COLONY. THE \X/AMPANOAG, UNDER THE LEADERSHIP OF CHIEF MASSASOIT, ENTERED INTO A PEACE TREATY WITH THE PILGRIMS,
AGREEING TO MUTUAL PROTECTION AND COOPERATION.

SQUANTO, A PATUXET NATIVE AMERICAN WHO SPOKE ENGLISH, BECAME A CRUCIAL INTERMEDIARY. HIS GUIDANCE HELPED THE

SETTLERS ADAPT TO THE UNFAMILIAR LAND AND AGRICULTURAL METHODS. THIS COOPERATION LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR
WHAT WOULD BECOME THE FIRST THANKSGIVING FEAST.

WHAT W AS THE FIRST THANKSGIVING FEAST LIKE?

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING CELEBRATION TOOK PLACE IN THE AUTUMN OF 1621, ROUGHLY A YEAR AFTER THE PILGRIMS’
ARRIVAL. |IT WAS A THREE-DAY HARVEST FESTIVAL ATTENDED BY 53 PILGRIMS AND AROUND 90 W/ AMPANOAG GUESTS. UNLIKE
THE MODERN THANKSGIVING DAY DINNERS WE KNOW, THIS FEAST WAS LESS ABOUT TRADITION AND MORE ABOUT SURVIVAL AND
GRATITUDE.

Foobs SErRVED AT THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

MANY PEOPLE IMAGINE THE FIRST THANKSGIVING MEAL AS A TURKEY-CENTERED BANQUET WITH CRANBERRY SAUCE AND MASHED
POTATOES. HO\)VEVER, THE MENU WAS QUITE DIFFERENT AND REFLECTED THE LOCAL RESOURCES AND HARVEST OF THE TIME.

SOME OF THE FOODS LIKELY SERVED INCLUDE:

e \WILDFOWL SUCH AS DUCKS, GEESE, AND PROBABLY WILD TURKEY

® VENISON PROVIDED BY THE W/ AMPANOAG HUNTERS



SEAFOOD INCLUDING FISH, SHELLFISH, AND POSSIBLY CLAMS
L4 CORN, PREPARED IN VARIOUS WAYS, INCLUDING CORNBREAD AND PORRIDGE
® SQUASH AND PUMPKIN, STAPLES IN NATIVE AMERICAN AGRICULTURE

® BEANS AND OTHER NATIVE VEGETABLES

NOTABLY ABSENT FROM THE MEAL WERE MANY OF THE DISHES CONSIDERED TRADITIONAL TODAY, LIKE CRANBERRY SAUCE (\X/HICH
W OULD REQUIRE SUGAR NOT READILY AVAILABLE THEN) AND POTATOES, WHICH WERE NOT CULTIVATED BY THE PILGRIMS.

THEe SPIRIT BEHIND THE FEAST

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS LESS A FORMAL HOLIDAY AND MORE A COMMUNAL EVENT TO CELEBRATE THE SUCCESSFUL
HARVEST. |T WAS A MOMENT OF SHARED JOY AND THANKFULNESS BETWEEN TWO VERY DIFFERENT CULTURES COMING TOGETHER
IN PEACE. THE PILGRIMS WANTED TO EXPRESS THEIR GRATITUDE FOR THE FOOD AND THE HELP THAT HAD ENSURED THEIR
SURVIVAL.

How THE FIRST THANKSGIVING EVOLVED INTO A NATIONAL HOLIDAY

THE IDEA OF THANKSGIVING CELEBRATIONS WAS NOT NEW TO THE PILGRIMS; RELIGIOUS DAYS OF THANKSGIVING HAD BEEN
OBSERVED IN EUROPE FOR CENTURIES. HO\X/EVER, THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IN PLYMOUTH BECAME EMBLEMATIC OF COOPERATION
AND GRATITUDE IN AMERICA’S EARLY COLONIAL HISTORY.

OVER THE YEARS, DIFFERENT COLONIES AND STATES CELEBRATED DAYS OF THANKSGIVING AT VARIOUS TIMES. |T WASN'T UNTIL
1863, bUrRING THE CIVIL W AR, THAT PRESIDENT ABRAHAM LINCOLN PROCLAIMED A NATIONAL THANKSGIVING DAY TO BE

CELEBRATED ON THE FINAL THURSDAY OF NOVEMBER. THIS PROCLAMATION HELPED UNIFY THE COUNTRY AND CEMENTED
THANKSGIVING AS A KEY AMERICAN TRADITION.

MoDERN THANKSGIVING TRADITIONS ROOTED IN THE FIRST FEAST

\WHILE THE ORIGINAL FEAST WAS QUITE DIFFERENT FROM TODAY'S CELEBRATIONS, MANY MODERN TRADITIONS CAN TRACE THEIR
ORIGINS BACK TO THAT 1621 EVENT:

e TURKEY: W/ILD TURKEY WAS LIKELY PART OF THE FIRST FEAST, MAKING IT A NATURAL CENTERPIECE FOR FUTURE
CELEBRATIONS.
® HARVEST THEMES: THANKSGIVING REMAINS A CELEBRATION OF THE HARVEST AND ABUNDANCE.

® FAMILY GATHERINGS: THE COMMUNAL NATURE OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING INSPIRED THE TRADITION OF GATHERING WITH
LOVED ONES.

[T’S INTERESTING TO NOTE THAT THE FIRST THANKSGIVING ALSO HIGHLIGHTS THEMES OF COOPERATION AND RESPECT BETWEEN
CULTURES—SOMETHING THAT CAN SOMETIMES BE OVERLOOKED IN MODERN CELEBRATIONS.



UNDERSTANDING THE COMPLEX LEGACY OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

W/HILE THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IS OFTEN DEPICTED AS A HARMONIOUS EVENT, IT'S IMPORTANT TO RECOGNIZE THE BROADER
HISTORICAL CONTEXT. THE ARRIVAL OF EUROPEAN SETTLERS LED TO SIGNIFICANT AND OFTEN DEVASTATING CHANGES FOR
NATIVE AMERICAN COMMUNITIES, INCLUDING DISPLACEMENT, DISEASE, AND CONFLICT.

MANY NATIVE AMERICANS VIEW THE TRADITIONAL THANKSGIVING STORY AS INCOMPLETE OR PROBLEMATIC. FOR SOME,
THANKSGIVING DAY SERVES AS A REMINDER OF COLONIZATION'S CONSEQUENCES RATHER THAN JUST A CELEBRATION.

How To HoNor THE TRUE SPIRIT OF THANKSGIVING

ACKNOWLEDGING THE FULL HISTORY BEHIND THE FIRST THANKSGIVING CAN DEEPEN OUR UNDERSTANDING AND APPRECIATION OF
THE HOLIDAY. HERE ARE SOME THOUGHTFUL WAYS TO APPROACH THANKSGIVING:

1. LEARN AND TEACH HISTORY: EXPLORE THE PERSPECTIVES OF NATIVE AMERICAN PEOPLES ALONGSIDE THE PILGRIM
NARRATIVE.
2. GIVE THANKS MINDFULLY: REFLECT ON THE CONTRIBUTIONS AND SACRIFICES OF ALL CULTURES INVOLVED.

3. SuPPORT NATIVE COMMUNITIES: CONSIDER DONATING TO NATIVE AMERICAN ORGANIZATIONS OR PROMOTING INDIGENOUS
ART AND TRADITIONS.

BY EMBRACING A MORE INCLUSIVE VIEW, THANKSGIVING CAN BECOME A RICHER, MORE MEANINGFUL CELEBRATION.

FUN FACTS AND LESSER-KNOWN DETAILS ABOUT THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

IF YOU’RE CURIOUS ABOUT THE FIRST THANKSGIVING BEYOND THE COMMON STORIES, HERE ARE SOME INTRIGUING TIDBITS:

® THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS NOT AN OFFICIAL HOLIDAY AND DIDN'T OCCUR ANNUALLY UNTIL MUCH LATER.

® SOME HISTORIANS BELIEVE THE FEAST MIGHT HAVE INCLUDED LOBSTER AND OTHER SEAFOOD, WHICH WERE PLENTIFUL IN
THE AREA.

L4 ALCOHOL, SUCH AS BEER, WAS LIKELY SERVED AT THE CELEBRATION SINCE CLEAN DRINKING WATER WAS SCARCE.

THE PILGRIMS WERE SEPARATISTS, A GROUP THAT BROKE AWAY FROM THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND.

THESE DETAILS ADD LAYERS OF RICHNESS TO THE STORY AND HELP US VISUALIZE WHAT LIFE WAS LIKE DURING THOSE EARLY
DAYS.

THE STORY OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IS MORE THAN JUST A TALE OF A MEAL,; IT'S A NARRATIVE ABOUT SURVIVAL,
INTERCULTURAL FRIENDSHIP, AND GRATITUDE. (UNDERSTANDING THIS EVENT IN ALL ITS COMPLEXITY ALLOWS US TO APPRECIATE
THE HOLIDAY IN A NEW LIGHT AND CONTINUE THE TRADITION WITH RESPECT AND AW ARENESS. W/HETHER YOU’RE ENJOYING A
TURKEY DINNER OR REFLECTING QUIETLY ON THE PAST, THE SPIRIT OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING REMAINS A POWERFUL REMINDER
TO BE THANKFUL FOR THE BLESSINGS IN OUR LIVES.



FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

\X/HEN WAS THE FIRST T HANKSGIVING CELEBRATED?

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS CELEBRATED IN 162 1 BY THE PILGRIMS AT PLYMOUTH COLONY.

\X/HO PARTICIPATED IN THE FIRST THANKSGIVING?

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS CELEBRATED BY THE PILGRIMS AND THE W/ AMPANOAG NATIVE AMERICANS.

WHAT WAS THE PURPOSE OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING?

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS A HARVEST FEAST TO GIVE THANKS FOR A SUCCESSFUL GROWING SEASON AND SURVIVAL
THROUGH THE FIRST YEAR.

\WHAT FOODS WERE LIKELY SERVED AT THE FIRST THANKSGIVING?

FooDSs LIKELY INCLUDED VENISON, WILD FOWL SUCH AS TURKEY, CORN, BEANS, SQUASH, AND SEAFOOD LIKE FISH AND SHELLFISH.

W AS THE FIRST THANKSGIVING A ONE-TIME EVENT OR AN ANNUAL TRADITION?

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS A SINGULAR EVENT, AND IT DID NOT BECOME AN OFFICIAL ANNUAL HOLIDAY UNTIL MUCH LATER IN
AMERICAN HISTORY.

How HAS THE MEANING OF THANKSGIVING EVOLVED SINCE THE FIRST CELEBRATION?

THANKSGIVING HAS EVOLVED FROM A HARVEST CELEBRATION TO A NATIONAL HOLIDAY CENTERED AROUND GRATITUDE, FAMILY
GATHERINGS, AND REFLECTING ON AMERICAN HISTORY.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING: AN ANALYTICAL ReVIEW oF ORIGINS AND HisToricAL CONTEXT

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING STANDS AS A PIVOTAL MOMENT IN EARLY AMERICAN HISTORY, OFTEN CELEBRATED AS A SYMBOL OF
COOPERATION AND GRATITUDE BETWEEN NATIVE AMERICANS AND PILGRIMS. HO\X/EVER, BENEATH THE FAMILIAR NARRATIVE LIES
A COMPLEX INTERPLAY OF CULTURAL ENCOUNTERS, SURVIVAL CHALLENGES, AND EVOLVING TRADITIONS. THIS ARTICLE
EXPLORES THE FACTUAL BASIS, HISTORICAL CONTEXT, AND LASTING SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING, PROVIDING A
NUANCED UNDERSTANDING OF ITS ORIGINS BEYOND POPULAR MYTHOLOGY.

THe HisToRICAL BACKGROUND OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

THE EVENT COMMONLY REFERRED TO AS THE FIRST THANKSGIVING TOOK PLACE IN THE AUTUMN oF 1621 IN PLYMOUTH
COLONY, PRESENT-DAY MASSACHUSETTS. PILGRIMS, ENGLISH SETTLERS WHO HAD ARRIVED ON THE MAYFLOWER IN DECEMBER
1620, FACED A HARSH FIRST WINTER THAT DECIMATED THEIR POPULATION. BY THE FOLLOWING YEAR, IMPROVED HARVESTS
AND CRUCIAL ASSISTANCE FROM THE W/ AMPANOAG PEOPLE ENABLED THE COLONY TO SURVIVE. THE CELEBRATION IN 1621
\WAS AN EXPRESSION OF GRATITUDE FOR THE HARVEST AND COOPERATION THAT HELPED ENSURE SURVIVAL.



CoNTEXT ofF EArRLY COLONIAL SETTLEMENTS

THE EARLY 17TH CENTURY WAS MARKED BY EUROPEAN EXPANSION AND COLONIZATION OF THE AMERICASI WHICH BROUGHT
SETTLERS INTO CONTACT WITH INDIGENOUS POPULATIONS. THE PLYMOUTH COLONY WAS ONE OF SEVERAL ENGLISH
SETTLEMENTS, BUT IT IS UNIQUELY ASSOCIATED WITH THE FIRST THANKSGIVING DUE TO THE DOCUMENTED FEAST SHARED
BETWEEN THE PILGRIMS AND THE W/ AMPANOAG TRIBE. THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLE, LED BY CHIErF MASSASOIT/ HAD ESTABLISHED
DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS AND PROVIDED ESSENTIAL KNOWLEDGE OF LOCAL AGRICULTURE AND HUNTING TECHNIQUES.

DocuUMENTED EVIDENCE AND PRIMARY SOURCES

UNLIKE MANY HISTORICAL EVENTS, THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IS SUPPORTED BY CONTEMPORARY ACCOUNTS, THOUGH DETAILS
ARE SPARSE AND SOMETIMES CONTRADICTORY. EDWARD W/INSLOW, A PILGRIM LEADER, WROTE A LETTER DESCRIBING A THREE-
DAY FEAST IN NOVEMBER 162 1 ATTENDED BY 53 PILGRIMS AND APPROXIMATELY 90 NATIVE AMERICANS. WINSLOW’S
ACCOUNT HIGHLIGHTS THE SHARING OF FOOD AND GAMES BUT DOES NOT EXPLICITLY LABEL THE EVENT AS A “THANKSGIVING”
FEAST IN THE MODERN SENSE. THE TERM ITSELF WOULD NOT BECOME COMMON UNTIL MUCH LATER.

ANALYZING THE COMPONENTS OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING

UNDERSTANDING THE FIRST THANKSGIVING REQUIRES EXAMINING THE SOCIAL, CULTURAL, AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS THAT
SHAPED THE EVENT. [T WAS NOT MERELY A MEAL BUT A COMPLEX GATHERING THAT REFLECTED MUTUAL BENEFIT, SURVIVAL, AND
TENTATIVE PEACE.

Foob AND AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES

THE MENU OF THE FIRST THANKSGIVING LIKELY INCLUDED WILDFOWL SUCH AS DUCKS AND GEESE, VENISON PROVIDED BY THE
\W AMPANOAG, AND CROPS LIKE CORN, BEANS, AND SQUASH CULTIVATED BY THE PILGRIMS. THIS “ THREE SISTERS” PLANTING
TECHNIQUE WAS A CORNERSTONE OF NATIVE AMERICAN AGRICULTURE AND CRUCIAL FOR THE PILGRIMS® FOOD SECURITY. THE
FEAST SYMBOLIZED A SHARING OF RESOURCES RATHER THAN THE TRADITIONAL TURKEY AND PUMPKIN PIE OF TEN ASSOCIATED
WITH MODERN CELEBRATIONS.

SociAaL DyNaMics AND CULTURAL EXCHANGE

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING WAS SIGNIFICANT FOR ITS ROLE IN FOSTERING ALLIANCES. THE W/ AMPANOAG AND PILGRIMS
NEGOTIATED PEACE TREATIES AND ESTABLISHED TRADE AGREEMENTS THAT LASTED FOR SEVERAL DECADES. HO\X/EVER, THIS
PERIOD OF COOPERATION WAS FRAGILE AND EVENTUALLY OVERSHADOWED BY CONFLICT AS COLONIAL EXPANSION INTENSIFIED.
THE FEAST SERVES AS AN EARLY EXAMPLE OF INTERCULTURAL DIPLOMACY, ALBEIT WITHIN A CONTEXT MARKED BY UNEQUAL
POWER RELATIONS AND DIFFERING WORLDVIEWS.

RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE AND RITUALS

THANKSGIVING AS A RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCE WAS ROOTED IN EUROPEAN TRADITIONS OF GIVING THANKS TO GOD FOR HARVEST
AND SURVIVAL. THE PILGRIMS, MOTIVATED BY THEIR PURITAN BELIEFS, LIKELY FRAMED THE FEAST AS A SPIRITUAL EVENT.
HO\X/EVER, THE CELEBRATORY ASPECT ALSO ENCOMPASSED SECULAR GRATITUDE FOR COMMUNAL SUPPORT AND RESILIENCE.
OVER TIME, THIS RELIGIOUS DIMENSION EVOLVED INTO A BROADER NATIONAL HOLIDAY WITH LESS EXPLICIT SPIRITUAL EMPHASIS.



CoMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES ON THANKSGIVING TRADITIONS

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING IS OFTEN CONTRASTED WITH LATER THANKSGIVING CELEBRATIONS, NOTABLY THE NATIONAL HOLIDAY
ESTABLISHED IN THE 19TH CENTURY BY ABRAHAM LINCOLN. THESE DEVELOPMENTS REFLECT SHIFTS IN AMERICAN IDENTITY AND
COLLECTIVE MEMORY.

FroM LocAL FEAST To NATIONAL HOLIDAY

W/HILE THE 1621 FEAST WAS LOCALIZED AND INFORMAL, THE THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY AS KNOWN TODAY WAS SHAPED BY
POLITICAL AND CULTURAL FACTORS CENTURIES LATER. SARAH JOSEPHA HALE, A 19 TH-CENTURY WRITER, CAMPAIGNED
VIGOROUSLY TO CREATE A UNIFYING HOLIDAY DURING THE CIvIL W/ AR, CULMINATING IN LINCOLN’S 1863 PROCLAMATION. THIS
TRANSFORMATION ILLUSTRATES HOW HISTORICAL EVENTS ARE REINTERPRETED TO SERVE CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL NEEDS.

REGIONAL V ARIATIONS AND INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES

THANKSGIVING TRADITIONS VARY WIDELY ACROSS THE UNITED STATES, REFLECTING REGIONAL HISTORIES AND CULTURAL
INFLUENCES. NOTABLY, MANY NATIVE AMERICAN COMMUNITIES OBSERVE THE DAY AS A NATIONAL DAY OF MOURNING,
HIGHLIGHTING THE ADVERSE CONSEQUENCES OF COLONIZATION. THIS PERSPECTIVE CHALLENGES THE CELEBRATORY NARRATIVE
AND URGES A MORE CRITICAL REFLECTION ON THE LEGACY OF EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MODERN UNDERSTANDING AND REPRESENTATION

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING CONTINUES TO BE A POWERFUL SYMBOL IN AMERICAN CULTURE, YET ITS REPRESENTATION REQUIRES
CAREFUL CONSIDERATION TO AVOID OVERSIMPLIFICATION OR MY THOLOGIZING.

Pros AND CoNs ofF THANKSGIVING NARRATIVES

® Pros: PROMOTES VALUES OF GRATITUDE, COMMUNITY, AND INTERCULTURAL COOPERATION,; SERVES AS A UNIFYING
NATIONAL TRADITION.

e CoNs: OFTEN GLOSSES OVER HISTORICAL CONFLICTS AND INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES; RISKS PERPETUATING INACCURATE
OR ROMANTICIZED VERSIONS OF HISTORY.

THe RoLE oF EDUCATION AND MEDIA

EDUCATIONAL CURRICULA AND MEDIA PORTRAYALS PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN SHAPING PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING OF THE FIRST
THANKSGIVING. ACCUEATE, INCLUSIVE NARRATIVES THAT ACKNOWLEDGE THE COMPLEXITIES OF COLONIAL HISTORY CAN FOSTER
INFORMED DIALOGUE AND RESPECT FOR DIVERSE EXPERIENCES. THIS APPROACH SUPPORTS A MORE NUANCED APPRECIATION OF THE
HOLIDAY BEYOND ITS TRADITIONAL IMAGERY.

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING REMAINS A MULTIFACETED EVENT EMBEDDED IN THE BROADER STORY OF AMERICAN SETTLEMENT AND
INDIGENOUS RELATIONS. BY EXAMINING ITS ORIGINS, CONTEXT, AND EVOLVING SIGNIFICANCE, ONE GAINS A DEEPER INSIGHT INTO
HOW HISTORY, CULTURE, AND MEMORY INTERSECT TO SHAPE NATIONAL IDENTITY.
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