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Was the first Thanksgiving in Florida?
Colonists and the Wampanoag tribe shared an autumn harvest feast in 

1621 in Plymouth, Massachusetts that is widely acknowledged as one of 
the first Thanksgiving celebrations. But some historians argue that Florida, 
not Massachusetts, may have been the true site of the first Thanksgiving in 
North America, according to History.com.

In 1565, nearly 60 years before Plymouth, a Spanish fleet came ashore 
and planted a cross in the sandy beach to christen the new settlement of St. 
Augustine. To celebrate the arrival and give thanks for God’s providence, the 
800 Spanish settlers shared a festive meal with the native Timucuan people.

The menu for the meal shared by the Spaniards and Timucuans lacked 
most of today’s typical Thanksgiving dishes, but it did feature a traditional 
post-Thanksgiving staple—leftovers. Unlike the Pilgrims, who served food 
freshly harvested from American soil, the Spanish were forced to make 
do with whatever provisions survived the long voyage across the Atlantic 
Ocean. 

Pilgrims, Native Americans feasted together, but not on turkey
The best account of the 1621 

Thanksgiving is a letter from English 
settler Edward Winslow that never 
mentions the word “Thanksgiving,” 
but tells of a week-long harvest cel-
ebration that included a three-day 
celebration with King Massasoit and 
90 Wampanoag men, “so we might, 
after a more special manner, rejoice 
together.”

The Thanksgiving meal in Plym-
outh probably had little in common 
with today’s traditional holiday 
spread. Although turkeys were 
indigenous, there’s no record of a 
big, roasted bird at the feast. 

The Wampanoag brought deer, 

and there would have been lots of 
local seafood (mussels, lobster, 
bass) plus the fruits of the first pil-
grim harvest, including pumpkin. No 
mashed potatoes, though. Potatoes 
had only been recently shipped 
back to Europe from South America.

In “On Plymouth Plantation,” 
Bradford’s famous account of the 
founding of Plymouth Colony, he 
remarked of the fall harvest that 
year that: “there was great store 
of wild turkeys, of which they 

took many, besides venison, etc.” 
Wild - but not domestic - turkey 
was indeed plentiful in the region 
and a common food source for 
both English settlers and Native 
Americans. But it is just as likely 
that the fowling party returned with 
other birds we know the colonists 
regularly consumed, such as ducks 
and geese. Instead of bread-based 
stuffing, herbs, onions or nuts might 
have been added to the birds for 
extra flavor.

TURKEY FACTS
• These days, farmers breed tur-

keys in order to sell them for their 
meat. But, according to Encyclo-
pedia Britannica, up until 1935, the 
birds were bred for their “beautifully 
colored plumage,” which features 
stunning striped patterns.

• Not only do turkeys have gor-
geous feathers, but they also have 
a lot of them. According to the U.S. 
Fish and Wild Life Service, an adult 
turkey has anywhere from 5,000 to 
6,000 individual feathers on their 
body.

• Female turkeys are called hens, 
just like female chickens; but male 
turkeys aren’t roosters. Instead, 
they’re called toms, or, since male 
turkeys are the ones who make the 
notorious gobbling sound, they can 
also be called gobblers.

• The woolly mammoth had 
its hey-day on Earth until about 
10,500 years ago before eventually 
becoming extinct 4,000 years ago. 

While it’s hard to imagine a 
turkey flying above a gigantic 
woolly mammoth, the birds have 
actually been around for a lot 
longer. In fact, turkeys have been 
on the scene for almost 10 million 
years, according to the University 
of Illinois.

• Turkey “beards” grow three to 
five inches per year.
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• In a letter to his daughter, 
Benjamin Franklin wrote, “For my 
own part I wish the Bald Eagle had 
not been chosen the Representative 
of our Country...For the Truth the 
Turkey is in Comparison a much 
more respectable Bird.” 

Although Franklin didn’t have 
his wish granted, his letter inspired 

a song performed in “1776,” the 
Tony-winning musical about the 
drafting of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence.

• Famously known for writing 
“Mary Had a Little Lamb,” Sarah 
Josepha Hale was a 19th-century 
writer and editor who was nick-
named the Mother (or Godmother) 

of Thanksgiving. The name seemed 
fitting after she wrote a letter to 
President Abraham Lincoln and 
Secretary of State William Seward 
in 1863 calling for the declaration of 
Thanksgiving as a national holiday.

• Before becoming a Christmas 
anthem, “Jingle Bells” was an 
1857 song titled “One Horse Open 
Sleigh,” and its composer, James 
Pierpont, intended it to be a Thanks-
giving Day song. But it became so 
popular around Dec. 25 that in 1859 
the title was changed to “Jingle 
Bells” and the rest is history.

• Thanksgiving Day and turkey 
go hand-in-hand, so this number 
shouldn’t be too much of a sur-
prise. Although not all Americans 
celebrate the holiday, there are still 
millions of families gathering around 
the table to eat one of the most spe-
cial meals of the year - and for those 
who aren’t satisfied with only one 
day of it, Christmas is also a popular 
occasion to cook another turkey.

• In 1989, President George H. 
W. Bush pardoned the first turkey, 
assuring that particular bird would 
never become somebody’s dinner. 
Since then, every president has 
upheld the tradition. In 2005 and 
2009, the birds went to Disneyland 
and Disney World parks to partic-
ipate in the annual Thanksgiving 
parades.


