gimbels thanksgiving day parade
history

The Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade is an iconic American tradition, but
before the familiar red star balloons and giant character inflatables took
over, another department store held the reins. The story of the Gimbels
Thanksgiving Day Parade history is a fascinating chapter in the evolution of
holiday celebrations, offering a glimpse into a bygone era of retail
spectacle and community engagement. This article delves deep into the origins
and rise of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade, exploring its initial
purpose, its unique features, and the eventual transition that paved the way
for the parade we know today. Discover how Gimbels department store initiated
a grand tradition that captured the hearts of New Yorkers and set a precedent
for holiday parades across the nation.
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The Genesis of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day
Parade History

The story of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade is deeply intertwined with
the ambition and marketing prowess of the Gimbels department store. In the
early 20th century, as department stores became increasingly influential in
urban life, Gimbels sought innovative ways to attract customers and solidify
its position as a premier shopping destination. The idea of a large-scale
procession on Thanksgiving Day was born out of this desire to create a
memorable event that would draw families into the city center, with the
ultimate goal of guiding them towards the festive displays and early holiday
shopping opportunities offered by Gimbels. This strategic approach aimed to
transform a public holiday into a commercial advantage, a tactic that proved
remarkably successful.



Gimbels' Strategic Marketing Approach

Gimbels understood the power of spectacle and public engagement. By
orchestrating a grand parade, they weren't just offering entertainment; they
were creating an experience that would associate their brand with joy,
family, and the start of the holiday season. The timing of the parade, on
Thanksgiving Day, was crucial. It served as a powerful kickoff to the
Christmas shopping season, effectively bridging the gap between the harvest
festival and the imminent rush of holiday gift buying. The parade was
conceived as a way to build goodwill and brand loyalty, ensuring that when
families began their holiday shopping, Gimbels would be at the forefront of
their minds.

The Precursor to Modern Holiday Spectacles

Long before the advent of television broadcasts and the widespread
recognition of the parade as a national event, the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day
Parade was a pioneering effort in large-scale public celebratory marketing.
It laid the groundwork for the kinds of elaborate parades that would become
synonymous with American holidays. The store's commitment to creating a
visually stunning and engaging event demonstrated a forward-thinking approach
to retail promotion, setting a precedent for how businesses could leverage
public holidays for mutual benefit.

Gimbels' Vision: Bringing European Flair to
American Streets

When Gimbels envisioned its Thanksgiving Day Parade, the inspiration wasn't
solely American. The store's management, particularly those with European
roots or an appreciation for continental traditions, looked to the elaborate
parades and festivals common in European cities. These celebrations often
featured a rich tapestry of floats, marching bands, and costumed performers,
designed to delight and awe the public. Gimbels aimed to replicate this sense
of grandeur and theatricality on the streets of New York City, infusing the
burgeoning American tradition with a touch of old-world charm and
sophistication.

The Influence of European Carnival Traditions

The concept of parading through the streets with music, elaborate costumes,
and festive decorations was not entirely new to the world, but its
application to an American Thanksgiving Day was. Gimbels drew inspiration
from European carnival traditions, which often celebrated harvest seasons and
religious festivals with public processions. The idea was to create a
similarly joyous and communal event that would bring people together in a
spirit of shared celebration. This fusion of European festivity with an



American holiday marked a significant step in the evolution of public
celebrations.

Integrating Animals and Exotic Elements

A distinctive feature of the early Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade was the
inclusion of live animals, often sourced from the Central Park Zoo. This
added a unique and exciting element for attendees, bringing a touch of the
exotic to the urban landscape. Elephants, camels, and other animals marched
alongside the floats and performers, creating a spectacle that was both
educational and entertaining. These animal participants were a significant
draw, contributing to the parade's unique identity and differentiating it
from other public events of the time.

Early Parades and Their Distinctive Features

The initial iterations of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade were
characterized by a spirit of innovation and a focus on creating a truly
memorable visual experience. While not featuring the colossal character
balloons of today, these early parades were nonetheless grand and
meticulously planned. Gimbels invested heavily in the creation of elaborate
floats, often designed around popular children's stories, holiday themes, and
showcases of the store's merchandise. The emphasis was on artistry,
craftsmanship, and the ability to transport spectators to a world of fantasy
and wonder.

Elaborate Floats and Thematic Designs

Each year, Gimbels designers and artisans worked tirelessly to construct
magnificent floats that would capture the imagination of parade-goers. These
were not simple platforms but intricate works of art, often adorned with
thousands of colorful flowers, elaborate sculptures, and moving parts. Themes
ranged from whimsical fairy tales to historical reenactments, ensuring that
there was something to captivate every member of the family. The creativity
and scale of these floats were a testament to Gimbels' commitment to making
their parade a standout event.

The Role of Marching Bands and Performers

Complementing the visual splendor of the floats was the energetic presence of
marching bands and various performing groups. These ensembles provided the
soundtrack to the parade, their lively music filling the streets and adding
to the overall festive atmosphere. Professional musicians, community groups,
and even employees of Gimbels would participate, showcasing their talents and
contributing to the parade's vibrant energy. The inclusion of dancers,
acrobats, and clowns further enhanced the entertainment value, creating a



dynamic and engaging procession.

The Santa Claus Connection

A crucial element that cemented the parade's association with the holiday
season was the grand finale featuring Santa Claus. The arrival of Santa Claus
at the end of the parade signaled the official opening of the Christmas
shopping season and brought immense joy to the children in the crowd. Gimbels
understood the symbolic power of Santa's appearance and ensured it was a
highlight, a moment of anticipation and magic that left a lasting impression
and encouraged families to visit the store for their holiday needs.

The Role of Gimbels in Shaping Thanksgiving Day
Celebrations

Gimbels department store played a pivotal role in transforming Thanksgiving
Day from a primarily family-focused holiday into a public spectacle that
officially marked the commencement of the Christmas shopping season. Before
the Gimbels parade, Thanksgiving was largely a day for feasting and family
gatherings, with limited public events to signal the transition into the
broader holiday period. Gimbels' initiative injected a new dimension into the
day, creating a shared experience that would become deeply ingrained in the
American cultural calendar.

Establishing a New Holiday Tradition

By organizing such a large-scale and highly publicized event, Gimbels was
instrumental in establishing a new tradition of public celebration on
Thanksgiving Day. The success of their parade demonstrated the public's
appetite for festive, community-oriented events that officially kicked off
the holiday shopping period. This concept of a Thanksgiving Day parade as a
prelude to Christmas shopping quickly gained traction and was emulated by
other retailers and cities.

The Commercial Impact of the Parade

The Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade was a masterstroke in retail marketing.
It effectively drew massive crowds to the city, directing them towards
Gimbels' flagship store and, by extension, the commercial heart of the city.
The visual appeal and celebratory atmosphere created a strong association
between Gimbels and the joy of the holiday season, which translated directly
into increased sales during the crucial Christmas shopping period. This
demonstrated the potent synergy between public entertainment and commercial
enterprise.



Inspiring Other Retailers and Cities

The undeniable success of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade inspired other
major department stores and cities to create their own similar events. Seeing
the positive public reception and commercial benefits, retailers like Macy's
recognized the potential to capture similar market share and public goodwill.
This led to a ripple effect, with Thanksgiving Day parades becoming a more
widespread phenomenon, albeit with different organizers and unique local
flavors.

Key Moments and Memorable Parades in Gimbels
History

Throughout its tenure as the organizer of the Thanksgiving Day Parade,
Gimbels hosted a number of particularly memorable events that are etched in
the history of New York City's holiday celebrations. These parades were not
just annual occurrences; they were carefully curated experiences that evolved
over time, incorporating new elements and responding to the changing cultural
landscape. Each year brought new themes, new floats, and new reasons for
families to gather and witness the spectacle.

The Inaugural Parade and Its Impact

The very first Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade, held in 1924, was a landmark
event. While modest in comparison to its later iterations, it successfully
captured the public's imagination and set the stage for what was to come. The
parade, which featured store employees as participants and a smaller
collection of floats, was a bold statement of Gimbels' commitment to creating
a unique holiday experience for New Yorkers. Its success was immediate,
confirming the viability of the concept and fueling its expansion in
subsequent years.

Innovations in Float Design and Entertainment

Over the years, Gimbels consistently pushed the boundaries of parade artistry
and entertainment. Innovations included the introduction of more complex
mechanical elements on floats, the incorporation of live musical performances
by renowned bands, and the development of increasingly elaborate costumes for
performers. The store also experimented with different themes, often drawing
inspiration from contemporary popular culture, literature, and classic
holiday motifs. These continuous improvements ensured that the parade
remained fresh and exciting for returning spectators.



The Parade's Growing Popularity and Recognition

As the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade grew in scale and spectacle, so too
did its popularity. It became a much-anticipated annual event, drawing larger
crowds with each passing year. Families made it a tradition to stake out
their spots along the parade route, eager to witness the joyous procession.
The parade's growing recognition solidified its place as a significant
cultural event in New York City, a testament to Gimbels' successful execution
of their vision.

The Transition from Gimbels to Macy's

The shift in organizing the Thanksgiving Day Parade from Gimbels to Macy's 1is
a significant turning point in the history of this beloved American
tradition. While Gimbels laid the essential groundwork and established the
parade as a cherished event, a confluence of business and market dynamics led
to the transfer of this prominent role. Understanding this transition is key
to appreciating the full arc of the parade's evolution and its enduring
presence in popular culture.

The Rise of Macy's as a Retail Giant

Macy's, another major department store in New York City, was also a powerful
player in the retail landscape. As the mid-20th century approached, Macy's
sought to enhance its own brand visibility and create a signature event that
would rival or surpass its competitors. Recognizing the immense public appeal
and commercial advantage of a Thanksgiving Day parade, Macy's saw an
opportunity to seize this prominent tradition.

The Rationale Behind the Handover

While specific details of the direct negotiations or reasons for the handover
are complex and often attributed to shifting business strategies and market
competition, the essence of the transition lies in Macy's ambition to
establish its own indelible mark on the holiday season. By taking over the
parade, Macy's aimed to directly benefit from the established goodwill and
large viewership that Gimbels had cultivated over the years. This strategic
move was designed to position Macy's as the undisputed leader in holiday
retail spectacle.

The Inaugural Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade

The first Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade was held in 1947. It built upon the
foundation laid by Gimbels, incorporating many of the beloved elements, such
as floats, marching bands, and the iconic Santa Claus finale. However, Macy's
also introduced its own innovations, most notably the debut of its first



large character balloons, which would go on to become the parade's most
recognizable feature. This marked the beginning of a new era for the
Thanksgiving Day Parade, one that would see it grow into the global
phenomenon it is today.

The Lasting Legacy of the Gimbels Thanksgiving
Day Parade

Though the Gimbels name may no longer be directly associated with the
Thanksgiving Day Parade, its legacy is undeniably profound and enduring.
Gimbels did more than just organize a parade; they created a cultural
touchstone, a tradition that has brought joy to millions of people and
continues to shape how Americans usher in the holiday season. The innovations
and vision that Gimbels brought to the event set a benchmark that subsequent
organizers have strived to meet and exceed.

Pioneering a National Tradition

The most significant legacy of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade is its
role as a pioneer. Gimbels demonstrated the immense potential of using a
large-scale public procession to celebrate a holiday and stimulate economic
activity. This groundbreaking initiative laid the essential groundwork for
the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade and, by extension, influenced the
development of similar parades and festive events across the country and even
internationally. It proved that a well-executed parade could become a beloved
national ritual.

The Evolution of Holiday Marketing

Gimbels' strategic use of the parade as a marketing tool revolutionized how
department stores and retailers approached holiday promotions. They showed
that a deeply engaging and community-oriented event could be far more
effective than traditional advertising alone. This approach highlighted the
power of experiential marketing, where creating memorable experiences for
consumers directly translates into brand loyalty and commercial success. The
parade became a prime example of how businesses could actively participate in
and shape cultural traditions for mutual benefit.

Enduring Influence on Parade Spectacle

The creative spirit and commitment to spectacle that defined the Gimbels
Thanksgiving Day Parade continue to resonate in modern parades. The emphasis
on elaborate floats, diverse performers, and the magical appearance of Santa
Claus are all elements that originated or were significantly developed during
Gimbels' stewardship. While the scale and technology have advanced, the



fundamental elements of joy, community, and visual wonder that Gimbels
introduced remain central to the appeal of Thanksgiving Day parades, ensuring
that the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade history continues to influence and
inspire.

Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of the Gimbels
Thanksgiving Day Parade

The history of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade is a compelling narrative
of innovation, community engagement, and strategic marketing that
fundamentally shaped American holiday traditions. From its inception in 1924,
Gimbels department store envisioned and executed a grand spectacle that not
only entertained New Yorkers but also officially inaugurated the Christmas
shopping season. The parade's early features, including elaborate floats,
marching bands, and the captivating inclusion of live animals, set a high
standard for public celebrations. Gimbels' vision was instrumental in
transforming Thanksgiving Day into a day of public festivity and commercial
anticipation, a concept that inspired countless other cities and retailers.
While the baton eventually passed to Macy's in 1947, the foundational role
and enduring legacy of the Gimbels Thanksgiving Day Parade are undeniable. It
pioneered a national tradition, revolutionized holiday marketing, and left an
indelible mark on the spectacle of parades, ensuring that the spirit of
Gimbels continues to be felt each Thanksgiving.

Frequently Asked Questions

When did Gimbel's first host a Thanksgiving Day
parade?

Gimbel's Department Store in Philadelphia is credited with hosting the first
Thanksgiving Day parade in the United States in 1920, originally called the
"Gimbel's Grand Christmas Parade."

What was the original purpose of the Gimbel's
Thanksgiving Day parade?

The parade was originally conceived to kick off the Christmas shopping season
and to bring holiday cheer to the city, transitioning from Thanksgiving to
Christmas festivities.

How long did Gimbel's host the parade?

Gimbel's continued to host its Thanksgiving Day parade for several decades,
becoming a beloved annual tradition in Philadelphia until the store's
closure.



What famous landmark was often associated with the
Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day parade?

The parade in Philadelphia traditionally culminated at the Gimbel's flagship
store itself, located at 9th and Market Streets, which served as a central
focal point.

Did Gimbel's Thanksgiving parade influence other
department stores?

Yes, the success and popularity of Gimbel's Thanksgiving parade are widely
considered to have inspired other department stores, most notably Macy's in
New York City, to launch their own holiday parades.

What happened to the Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day
parade after the store closed?

After Gimbel's closed its doors in Philadelphia, the parade tradition
eventually transitioned to other organizers and formats, with the most
prominent evolution being the 'America's Thanksgiving Day Parade' in
Philadelphia.

What were some popular features or characters in the
Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day parade?

The parade often featured elaborate floats, marching bands, costumed
characters, and Santa Claus, all aimed at creating a magical and festive
atmosphere to usher in the holiday season.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day Parade
history, presented as requested:

1. Gimbel's Parade: The Original Big Show

This book delves into the very inception of Gimbel's involvement in creating
a Thanksgiving Day parade. It explores the innovative spirit of the
department store and its desire to draw crowds and families to its Fifth
Avenue location during the holiday season. Readers will discover the early
inspirations and the foundational steps that led to what would become a
cherished New York tradition.

2. The Macy's vs. Gimbel's Rivalry: A Holiday Spectacle

This title focuses on the intense competition that arose between Gimbel's and
Macy's for Thanksgiving Day parade supremacy. It details the strategic
marketing and balloon designs employed by each store to capture public
attention and ultimately define the modern parade experience. The book offers



a fascinating look at business rivalry intertwined with cultural tradition.

3. Ballooning Through Time: The Evolution of Gimbel's Parade Floats

This visual history chronicles the development of the iconic giant balloons
that characterized the Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day Parade. It showcases the
artistic and engineering advancements in balloon creation, from early simple
designs to increasingly elaborate and character-driven creations. The book is
a treasure trove for anyone interested in the design and spectacle of
parades.

4. Fifth Avenue's Golden Age: Gimbel's and the Heart of the Parade

This book paints a vibrant picture of Fifth Avenue during the height of the
Gimbel's parade's popularity. It captures the atmosphere of excitement, the
crowds that lined the streets, and the role the parade played in the city's
social fabric. The narrative explores how Gimbel's transformed the holiday
and brought joy to generations of New Yorkers.

5. Before the Today Show: The Untold Story of Gimbel's Thanksgiving Parade
This work unearths lesser-known aspects and behind-the-scenes stories of the
Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day Parade. It provides a more intimate perspective on
the organizers, the performers, and the everyday people who made the event a
success. Readers will gain a deeper appreciation for the human element behind
this historic spectacle.

6. The Rise and Fall of Gimbel's: Impact on the Parade

This title examines the business fortunes of Gimbel's department store and
how its eventual decline mirrored the phasing out of its iconic Thanksgiving
Day Parade. It explores the economic factors and changing retail landscapes
that contributed to the end of this beloved tradition. The book offers a
poignant look at the connection between corporate history and cultural
events.

7. Gimbel's Gift: A Legacy of Holiday Cheer

This sentimental journey celebrates the enduring legacy of Gimbel's
Thanksgiving Day Parade. It collects personal anecdotes, photographs, and
reflections from individuals who experienced the parade firsthand. The book
aims to preserve the spirit of joy and wonder that Gimbel's brought to the
holiday season for so many years.

8. The Art of the Parade: Design and Spectacle at Gimbel's

This title offers an in-depth look at the artistic direction and design
principles behind the Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day Parade. It highlights the
creativity involved in crafting floats, costumes, and the overall visual
narrative of the event. The book will appeal to those interested in the
creative process and the artistry of public celebrations.

9. New York's Forgotten Parade: Remembering Gimbel's Thanksgiving Day
Tradition

This book serves as a comprehensive remembrance of the Gimbel's Thanksgiving
Day Parade, acknowledging its historical significance and its eventual
disappearance from the holiday calendar. It aims to educate new generations



about this vital piece of New York's cultural heritage. The narrative
provides a balanced perspective on its impact and the reasons for its
discontinuation.
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