history of thanksgiving activities

history of thanksgiving activities is a rich tapestry woven from historical
events, evolving traditions, and the changing spirit of community and
gratitude. This article delves into the fascinating evolution of Thanksgiving
celebrations, tracing the origins of this beloved holiday from its colonial
roots to its modern-day manifestations. We will explore the early harvest
feasts that laid the groundwork, the pivotal role of figures like Sarah
Josepha Hale in nationalizing the holiday, and the diverse array of
activities that have come to define this day of thankfulness. From communal
meals and parades to football games and family gatherings, understanding the
history of Thanksgiving activities provides a deeper appreciation for the
enduring significance of this American tradition.

The Genesis of Thanksgiving: Early Harvest
Feasts

The seeds of what we now recognize as Thanksgiving were sown in the early
days of colonial America. While often attributed to the 1621 gathering
between Plymouth colonists and the Wampanoag people, this was not the first
instance of a harvest festival in the New World. European settlers,
accustomed to celebrating successful harvests in their homelands, naturally
sought to replicate these traditions as they established new lives. These
early observances were primarily secular events, focused on the bounty of the
land and the relief of surviving the harsh initial years.

The 1621 event, however, holds a special place in the narrative due to its
historical documentation and the subsequent romanticization. This shared
meal, often referred to as the "First Thanksgiving," was a testament to a
period of peaceful coexistence and mutual reliance. The Wampanoag, led by
Massasoit, shared their knowledge of the land and provided essential
sustenance, enabling the Pilgrims to survive their first winter. The
subsequent feast was a celebration of this shared success and a demonstration
of newfound unity, even if it was a temporary alliance.

Following this initial gathering, similar harvest celebrations were
sporadically observed by various colonies throughout the 17th and 18th
centuries. These were often days of fasting and prayer, as decreed by
colonial leaders, but also included elements of feasting and community coming
together. The specific dates and rituals varied significantly from region to
region, lacking the standardized national observance we know today. These
early Thanksgiving activities were deeply intertwined with religious
observances and the profound gratitude for survival and prosperity.



Formalizing the Holiday: From Regional
Observances to National Proclamation

The path to Thanksgiving becoming a national holiday was a long and often
fragmented one. For centuries, the celebration remained largely a regional
affair, with different states and colonies observing their own Thanksgiving
days, often proclaimed by governors. This lack of a unified date contributed
to its inconsistent recognition across the nascent United States. Despite the
sentiment of gratitude being widespread, the institutionalization of the
holiday took time.

A pivotal figure in the campaign to establish a national Thanksgiving Day was
Sarah Josepha Hale, a prolific writer and editor. For over three decades, she
relentlessly advocated for a single, nationally recognized day of
Thanksgiving through her writings in magazines like Godey's Lady's Book. Hale
envisioned a holiday that would unite the country during times of division
and foster a sense of shared American identity, emphasizing themes of
gratitude, family, and patriotism. Her persistent efforts are widely credited
with laying the groundwork for federal recognition.

The Civil War significantly highlighted the need for national unity. In 1863,
amidst the turmoil of the war, President Abraham Lincoln issued a
proclamation establishing the last Thursday in November as a national day of
Thanksgiving. This act was a powerful symbol of hope and a call for the
nation to come together in gratitude, even as it faced immense challenges.
Lincoln's proclamation marked a turning point, transforming Thanksgiving from
a series of disparate regional celebrations into a unifying national
tradition. Subsequent presidents continued this practice, solidifying
Thanksgiving's place on the American calendar.

The Evolution of Thanksgiving Activities:
Traditions O0ld and New

As Thanksgiving transitioned from regional observance to a national holiday,
the activities associated with its celebration began to evolve and diversify,
reflecting the changing social, economic, and cultural landscape of America.
While the core elements of feasting and family gatherings remained central,
new traditions emerged and older ones were adapted.

The Iconic Thanksgiving Feast

The centerpiece of any Thanksgiving celebration is undoubtedly the meal. The
historical evolution of the Thanksgiving feast reflects both culinary



advancements and the symbolic importance of the food itself. Early colonial
feasts would have featured seasonal produce, game, and provisions that were
readily available. Turkey, though not always the dominant fowl in early
celebrations, gradually became the customary main course, likely due to its
size and availability.

The traditional Thanksgiving menu, characterized by roasted turkey, stuffing,
mashed potatoes, cranberry sauce, sweet potato casserole, and pumpkin pie,
has become deeply ingrained in the holiday's identity. These dishes are not
just food; they are edible symbols of harvest, abundance, and family
tradition. The preparation of these meals often becomes a significant
activity in itself, involving multiple generations working together in the
kitchen, a testament to the communal spirit of the holiday.

Parades and Spectacles

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the emergence of large-scale
public Thanksgiving Day parades. The most famous and enduring of these is the
Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City, which began in 1924.
Originally conceived as a way to attract shoppers and celebrate the start of
the holiday shopping season, the parade quickly became a beloved tradition in
its own right. These parades, featuring elaborate floats, marching bands, and
iconic balloons, transformed Thanksgiving morning into a vibrant spectacle
enjoyed by millions, both in person and through television broadcasts.

The Rise of Thanksgiving Sports

Another significant development in Thanksgiving activities is the integration
of sports, particularly American football. The tradition of playing or
watching football on Thanksgiving Day dates back to the late 19th century,
with the first intercollegiate football game played on Thanksgiving in 1875.
Professional football adopted the holiday soon after, with the Detroit Lions
playing their first Thanksgiving game in 1934. Today, Thanksgiving Day
football is a deeply entrenched ritual for many American families, providing
a shared entertainment experience and a lively diversion during the day.

Community and Volunteer Efforts

Beyond the private sphere of family gatherings, Thanksgiving has also
inspired a surge in community-focused activities and volunteerism. Many
organizations and individuals dedicate their time on Thanksgiving to serving
meals to the homeless, donating food to those in need, and organizing
charitable drives. These acts of generosity embody the spirit of gratitude by
extending it to the wider community and recognizing the importance of sharing



one's blessings, especially during a time meant for reflection and
appreciation.

Family Gatherings and Modern Traditions

At its core, Thanksgiving remains a holiday centered on family and
connection. Activities often revolve around spending quality time together,
whether it's through games, sharing stories, or simply enjoying each other's
company. Modern traditions can include everything from crafting Thanksgiving-
themed decorations and creating gratitude journals to engaging in friendly
debates about the best way to prepare stuffing. The flexibility of
Thanksgiving allows families to create their own unique rituals that reflect
their values and relationships, ensuring the holiday remains relevant and
cherished across generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the earliest Thanksgiving celebrations
like for the Pilgrims?

The earliest Thanksgiving celebrations, like the one in 1621, were more like
a harvest feast shared between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag tribe. It was a
communal gathering to celebrate the successful harvest after a difficult
first year, not necessarily a religious observance as we understand it today.
Accounts suggest it involved hunting wildfowl, venison, and gathering local
produce.

How did Thanksgiving activities evolve from a
colonial event to a national holiday?

Thanksgiving was celebrated sporadically in different colonies and later
states for centuries. Sarah Josepha Hale, editor of Godey's Lady's Book,
played a significant role in advocating for a national Thanksgiving holiday,
writing numerous letters to presidents. President Abraham Lincoln officially
declared the last Thursday in November as a national day of Thanksgiving in
1863, during the Civil War.

What role did parades and public gatherings play in
early Thanksgiving traditions?

While parades are a more modern Thanksgiving tradition, public gatherings and
communal feasts were central from the beginning. As the holiday gained
national recognition, organized events like parades and public ceremonies
began to emerge, especially in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,



solidifying its place as a community celebration.

How did the idea of the 'first Thanksgiving' become
so prominent in historical narratives?

The narrative of the 'first Thanksgiving' in 1621 was largely shaped by later
historical accounts and popular depictions, particularly in the 19th century.
It became a powerful symbol for national unity and shared heritage, sometimes
downplaying the complexities of the relationship between the Pilgrims and
Native Americans.

What are some lesser-known Thanksgiving traditions
from American history?

Beyond the feast, traditions like 'Thanksgiving Proclamations' by governors
and presidents have been a consistent element. In some communities, specific
foods or activities like ice skating or community concerts were popular.
'"Turkey trots' (fun runs) also have roots in earlier athletic events held
around the holiday.

How has the portrayal of Native Americans in
Thanksgiving activities changed over time?

Historically, Native Americans were often depicted in a romanticized or
stereotypical way in Thanksgiving imagery and activities. More recently,
there's been a greater emphasis on acknowledging the Wampanoag perspective
and the impact of European colonization. Many Native American communities now
observe National Day of Mourning on Thanksgiving, highlighting the injustices
they have faced.

What were common Thanksgiving activities in the late
19th and early 20th centuries?

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Thanksgiving activities included
large family gatherings, elaborate meals, attending church services, and
enjoying public events like parades and concerts. Children might have engaged
in seasonal crafts or reenactments of historical events related to the
holiday.

How did sports become associated with Thanksgiving
Day activities?

Sports, particularly American football, became intertwined with Thanksgiving
in the late 19th century. The first intercollegiate football game on
Thanksgiving Day was in 1876, and the tradition grew, with professional
leagues like the NFL adopting it as a regular broadcasting event, making
watching or playing sports a common activity.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the history of Thanksgiving activities,
each with a short description:

1. The First Feast: Chronicle of a Colonial Gathering

This book delves into the earliest accounts of what is often considered the
first Thanksgiving in Plymouth Colony. It meticulously details the
interactions between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag people, focusing on the
communal meal and the spirit of cooperation that characterized the event.
Readers will gain insight into the types of foods shared, the activities
undertaken, and the historical context surrounding this foundational American
celebration.

2. Harvest Hymns and Hearthside Tales: Thanksgiving Traditions Through the
Ages

This title explores the evolution of Thanksgiving traditions from the
colonial era to the modern day. It examines how religious observances,
harvest festivals, and community gatherings merged to form the holiday we
know. The book highlights the songs sung, stories told, and customs practiced
that have shaped the festive spirit of Thanksgiving over centuries.

3. From Squanto's Table to the American Table: A Culinary History of
Thanksgiving

This book traces the culinary journey of Thanksgiving, beginning with the
foods available to the early settlers and indigenous peoples. It explores the
development of classic Thanksgiving dishes, from turkey and stuffing to
pumpkin pie, and how their popularity and preparation have changed. The
narrative connects the food served at this feast to broader agricultural and
economic histories of America.

4. The President's Proclamations: Thanksgiving's National Identity Formation
This work investigates the role of presidential proclamations in establishing
Thanksgiving as a national holiday. It analyzes how leaders, from George
Washington to Abraham Lincoln and beyond, used these official declarations to
foster unity and gratitude within the nation. The book sheds light on the
evolving meaning and purpose of Thanksgiving as a unifying force in American
history.

5. Parades, Pies, and Patriotism: Thanksgiving in 19th Century America

This book offers a vivid picture of how Thanksgiving activities took shape in
the 1800s. It covers the emergence of Thanksgiving parades, the increased
focus on family gatherings and feasting, and the ways in which the holiday
became intertwined with national pride. The content explores popular
literature and customs that defined the celebration during this
transformative period.

6. The Forgotten Feasts: Lesser-Known Thanksgiving Celebrations Across
America

This title expands the understanding of Thanksgiving by exploring regional
and diverse historical celebrations. It uncovers instances of Thanksgiving



observances in various communities and among different ethnic groups,
highlighting how the holiday's practices were adapted and interpreted. The
book reveals a richer, more multifaceted history of Thanksgiving activities
beyond the commonly told Plymouth story.

7. Thanksgiving After the War: Rebuilding and Reuniting Through Festivity
This book examines how Thanksgiving has served as a period of reflection and
renewal in the aftermath of significant national conflicts. It explores how
communities and families used the holiday to come together, share gratitude,
and begin the process of healing and rebuilding. The narrative connects the
celebratory aspects of Thanksgiving to national resilience and collective
memory.

8. The Art of the Autumnal Feast: Thanksgiving Decorations and Amusements
This title focuses on the aesthetic and recreational elements of Thanksgiving
celebrations throughout history. It details the evolution of decorative
traditions, from simple natural adornments to more elaborate holiday themes.
The book also explores the games, music, and storytelling that have enriched
the festive experience of Thanksgiving.

9. The Spirit of Sharing: Thanksgiving's Philanthropic and Social Impact

This work explores the charitable and community-oriented activities that have
become a significant part of Thanksgiving. It traces the history of food
drives, charitable donations, and community meals that embody the holiday's
spirit of generosity. The book highlights how Thanksgiving has fostered a
sense of social responsibility and communal support throughout American
history.
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