American History
and Traditions
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Presentation Notes

It’s a honor to be here with you today to discuss one of the most beloved holidays in the United States – Thanksgiving!  Today, I would like to share with you the history of this holiday and the traditions many Americans celebrate each year.  
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Every country has stories that help tell us who we are – or at least, who we want to be.  These stories are at the core of our national identity.  They are part truth, and part myth, but their importance to our communities is very real.
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Americans have many stories... George Washington crossing the Delaware...
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Betsy Ross sewing the first U.S. flag...
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But few stories are as important to Americans as the story of the first Thanksgiving.

Almost 400 years ago, in 1620, a ship called the Mayflower, with a crew of 30 men and 102 passengers – including three pregnant women – set sail from South Hampton, on the south coast of England, for a place they called the New World, a place that today we call the United States.
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They were not the first Americans.  For thousands of years, Native Americans lived in communities all across the continent.  
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They also weren’t the first Europeans to make this trip.  Christopher Columbus crossed the Atlantic more than 120 years earlier... 
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...and the first permanent British settlement was established 11 years earlier at Jamestown. 
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Their story was unique, however, and they have become some of the most famous people in American history.  

Today, in the area where they lived, is an open-air museum called the Plimoth Plantation, and many of the pictures I will show you come from that museum.
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Many of the first Europeans to visit the Americas were explorers and traders.  They wanted to make money and go back home to Europe.  Then came settlers, people who planned to set up British or French or Spanish communities called Colonies, against, usually because they had economic motives – they wanted to make money.  The people on the Mayflower were a little different.  Some were hoping to make money, but others were fleeing religious persecution in Britain. Together they were basically entrepreneurs and refugees. The idea that America is a place where you can find religious freedom began more than 400 years ago and continues today.  
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Most of the Pilgrims were Separatists.  The Separatists' faith experience was part of the larger English Reformation of the 16th century. This movement sought to “purify” the Church of England of its corrupt human doctrine and practices; the people in the movement were known as “Puritans.” Separatists were those Puritans who no longer accepted the Church of England as a true church, refused to work within the structure to affect changes, and “separated” themselves to form a true church based solely on Biblical precedent. Puritans rejected Christmas, Easter and the various Saint's Days because they had no scriptural justification, and in their worship services, they rejected hymns, the recitations of the Lord's Prayer and creeds for the same reason.

The Pilgrims first moved to the Netherlands and lived there for 12 years, but they feared a war between the Netherlands and Spain, so they decided to go to the New World.
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In the 1600s, the ocean was full of dangers. Ships could be attacked and taken over by pirates. Many ships in the 1600s were damaged or shipwrecked by storms. Passengers sometimes fell overboard and drowned or got sick and died.

Although Mayflower did not sink, a few of these things actually did happen! The Mayflower wasn't taken over by pirates -- the ship sailed on a northern path across the Atlantic to avoid them -- but she was damaged by a bad storm halfway to America. The storm cracked one of the massive wooden beams supporting the frame of the ship.. In another storm, a young passenger, John Howland, was swept off the deck of the ship and into the ocean! He was saved because he grabbed onto one of the ship’s ropes (or lines) and was pulled back onto the deck.
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Although many people were seasick on the voyage across the Atlantic Ocean, only one person died. He was a sailor who had been very mean to the passengers and taunted them about their seasickness. The colonists believed he died because God was punishing him for being cruel.  

One baby was born during the journey. Elizabeth Hopkins gave birth to her first son, appropriately named Oceanus, on Mayflower. 
 After more than two months (66 days) at sea, the Pilgrims finally arrived at Cape Cod.  Today we call the place they settled Plymouth. 
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Before they started building their new home, all the men on the Mayflower signed an agreement called the Mayflower Compact.  Note, I said all the men.  Women did not have the Constitutional right to vote in our country until 1920, a full 300 years later.

The compact was a simple statement, but it was one of the first documents by which people in the Americas agreed by a democratic process that they would self-government their community, even as they were loyal subjects of the King of England.

This is another reason why the Pilgrims are famous – their Mayflower Compact is one of the first documents to establish government by the people.  
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The place where the Pilgrims landed was the home of the Wampanoag people, a nation of Native Americans, who lived here for more than 15,000 years on the banks of the Eel River at Patuxet.  In their language, Wampanoag means “People of the First Light” or “Eastern People.”  
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Before the pilgrims arrived, between 50,000 and 100,000 Wampanoag people lived in 67 villages, with large dome-shaped houses called wetus or wigwams (not tepees), gardens and boats for fishing. The Europeans who came before the pilgrims brought foreign diseases.  Those diseases made some Europeans very sick, but they were much worse for the Native people.  A devastating plague killed many thousands of members of the Wampanoag nation – entire villages – perhaps 75 percent of the people – in 1616 and 1617, just three years before the pilgrims arrived.  

The place where the Pilgrims built their new home was the site of one of the villages where everyone had died during the plague.
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The Wampanoag people hunted and gathered nuts and berries in the woods, but they also farmed the land.  They ate a lot of meat from wild animals, and grew corn, beans, squash and cranberries.  They had their own language, religion, government, education system, history and culture.  

Wampanoag society was stratified, meaning people belonged to different groups and some were more powerful than others.  Social status was inherited from parents.  
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The head of each village was a leader who ruled by consent of the people, by persuading them that he or she was making good decisions.  That’s right, unlike the Pilgrims, the Wampanoag had both male and female leaders.  If people did not like their leader, they could move their allegiance to another leader.  In their language, a leader was called a sachem.  When the Pilgrims arrived, they began to engage with one very influential sachem, a remarkable statesman called Massosoit.
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For the pilgrims, the first few years in America were very difficult. They arrived in December, so they did have time to plant crops or build homes before winter.  They also knew very little about how to survive in this new environment.  They did not know what was safe to eat in the woods.  

While houses were being built, the group continued to live on the ship. Many of the colonists fell ill. They were probably suffering from scurvy and pneumonia caused by a lack of shelter in the cold, wet weather. Although the Pilgrims were not starving, their sea-diet was very high in salt, which weakened their bodies on the long journey and during that first winter. As many as two or three people died each day during their first two months on land. Only half of the group -- 52 people -- survived the first year in Plymouth.

The Pilgrims did not own the Mayflower.  When the ship left in the spring, she was sailed back to England by only half of her crew.
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Although they occasionally caught glimpses of Native People, it wasn’t until four months after their arrival that the colonists met and communicated with them.  The Wampanoag called the Pilgrims “the boat people.”

The Wampanoag were facing danger too.  Their enemies, the Narragansett people to the west, were not so effected by the plague.  Suddenly, they found themselves a smaller and less powerful nation, living near a bigger, threatening nation.  The Narragansett began demanding concessions from the Wampanoag.  The Wampanoag knew that Europeans had mechanized weapons and they needed military protection.  Two men who knew how to speak English were sent to see if the Wampanoag could make an alliance with the Pilgrims.  Those men were Samoset and Tisquantum and both had learned English as slaves in Europe.  Now they were to become diplomats.
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In March, they made a treaty of mutual protection with the Wampanoag’s leader, Ousamequin.

The treaty had six points:
Neither party would harm the other. 
If anything was stolen, it would be returned 
And the offending person returned to his own people for punishment. 
Both sides agreed to leave their weapons behind when meeting, and 
the two groups would serve as allies in times of war. 
Squanto, a Wampanoag man who had been taken captive by English sailors and lived for a time in London, came to live with the colonists and instructed them in growing Indian corn. He also served as their interpreter.

It is widely understood in the United States that the Pilgrims only survived because they had the assistance of the Wampanoag nation, but many people think the Native people were just being friendly.  In reality, the Wampanoag were behaving just like nations do today – practicing diplomacy, making alliances, writing treaties and protecting the interests of their people.
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With the help of the Native people, life began to improve for the Pilgrims.  They learned from their Wampanoag diplomats how to plant new crops, like corn, and which fruits and nuts from the forest were safe to eat.  They learned to hunt wild duck, goose, turkey, deer, and fish.  And they learned how to cook all these new foods.  The only European crop that was successfully grown by the Pilgrims was barley.  Everything else they ate were native foods.
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The Wampanoag understood that one couldn’t keep taking from the earth without giving something back.  They celebrated their harvest with a ceremony that combined feasting, dancing, and ceremonial games with a “give away” in which families gave away personal possessions to others in the community who were in need.

The Pilgrims also had a tradition of stopped their work to thank God when good things happened to their community, including at the end of good harvests.

But what brought them together was not a common culture or religion, not neighborly love, or friendship.  

It was diplomacy, a political alliance, and an effort – rarely achieved – to temporarily live in peace.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the fall of 1621, the colonists marked their first harvest with a three-day celebration. Massasoit and 90 of his men joined the English for feasting, sporting events, and shooting muskets off in the woods.

It did not become a tradition for more than 200 years, but eventually this famous celebration became the basis for the story of the First Thanksgiving.  In many ways, this feast symbolizes a rare moment of peace in the relationship between Native People and Europeans in the 17th century.

Over the next six years, more English colonists arrived and many of the people who had to stay behind in England or Holland when Mayflower left England were able to join their families. By 1627, Plymouth Colony was stable and comfortable. Harvests were good and families were growing. In 1627, about 160 people lived in Plymouth Colony.  Peace did not last.  Massasoit honored his part of the treaty his entire life, but after his death relations began to change.  In 1675, 55 years after the Pilgrims arrived, a full-scale war erupted ending in the defeat of the Wampanoag.  
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More Europeans came.  More diseases came.  More wars were fought.   Over the past 400 years, the Wampanoag almost lost their entire culture.  But today, three communities of Wampanoag people are living in Massachusetts and two are federally recognized by the U.S. government.  

Today there are about 4,000 or 5,000 Wampanoag people living on their ancestral homeland, much as their ancestors did, by hunting, fishing, gathering, and gardening.  There are many fine artists who practice traditional basketry, wood carving, pottery, and home-making.  They are re-learning their language and young children now speak Wampanoag as their first language.
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Some members of the Wampanoag Nation now work at the open-air museum I told you about, like this woman, helping to educate visitors about their culture.  If you visit Plymouth, you can learn from them about their traditions and history.
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Throughout our history, Americans have returned to this story of survival and cooperation in very difficult times, especially during wars.  

During the Revolutionary War, General George Washington, who later became our first President, called for several days of thanksgiving, to celebrate military victories, and to bring the people together to support the new country.
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In the decades leading up to the Civil War, Americans found themselves in an intense cultural battle over the nation’s history. As sectional tensions evolved, North and South developed very different “origins stories”. Sectional politics shaped our interpretations of history just as debates over slavery polarized the country.
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In the north, scholars celebrated the Pilgrims as the forefathers of American democracy.  Professors from universities like Harvard and Yale studied the Pilgrims and other earlier settlers to New England in great detail. They argued that it was the Puritans who first set down the basic principles of government and organized the social contract. It was from the North, they claimed, that the our great American democracy came.
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Southerners argued a very different story. Southern scholars explained that America was founded in the South. They claimed that America began with the Jamestown colony in Virginia where, after all, the English established their first, successful North American colony in 1607 — more than then years before the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock. 

They had their own origins story: a kind of romance myth about a young Indian girl named Pocahontas who they claimed to have “saved” John Smith and embraced all things English. It was at Jamestown that the English first laid claim to their American destiny. It was not the Puritans up in Yankee New England who founded this nation, but rather Pocahontas of Virginia who was the mother of the United States.
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The stakes were extremely high: Who could lay claim to America’s destiny, the North or the South? 

Could we trace America’s roots to the landing at Plymouth Rock? 

Or did the saving of John Smith in Jamestown represent the “true” story of America’s founding? 

Whether it was the Pilgrims who invited the Indians to dinner, or Pocahontas who rejected her culture to marry an Englishman, sectional debates over history allowed both northerners and southerners alike to engage in a celebration of white people from Britain. 
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One of those people in the north campaigning for the Pilgrims was Sarah Josepha Hale (October 24, 1788 – April 30, 1879).

She was an American writer and an influential editor. She is the author of the nursery rhyme "Mary Had a Little Lamb". 

Hale famously campaigned for the creation of the American holiday known as Thanksgiving, and other successful causes.

For 17 years, she campaigned for the holiday.  She wrote letters to five different U.S. presidents.  Her initial letters failed to persuade, but the letter she wrote to President Abraham Lincoln convinced him to support legislation establishing a national holiday of Thanksgiving in 1863.  The new national holiday was considered a unifying day after the stress of the American Civil War.  Before Thanksgiving's addition, the only national holidays celebrated in the United States were George Washington's Birthday and Independence Day.
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They say that the victors always write history.  The Union Army from the North won the Civil War, and the Northern story about the Pilgrims became the story about that time that we most often tell our children.  There is no holiday to celebrate Pocahontas and the settlers at Jamestown, but there are still lots of books and a Disney movie.
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However, when Abraham Lincoln issued a proclamation to establish the first national day of Thanksgiving. He called on his “fellow-citizens in every part of the United States” to “set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next as a Day of Thanksgiving.” Lincoln’s proclamation made no mention of Pilgrims or Indians. He did not mention North or South nor did he speak of founding fathers or national origins. Rather, Lincoln called attention to our desperate need for collective healing. Lincoln proclaimed a national Thanksgiving Day to “commend to his tender care all those who have become widows, orphans, mourners or sufferers in the lamentable civil strife” that the nation faced. He called for a day in which we might sit down and work to “heal the wounds of the nation.”



WHAT ARE YOU CELEBRATING?
GIVE THANKS EVERYDAY.
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The story of the Pilgrims is one of togetherness.  They came together and they stayed alive by working together with their Native neighbors.  And then they celebrated together.

But sometimes when we tell this story, we forget the darker side.  As Americans, we must acknowledge that the arrival of the Pilgrims and many others from Europe devastated the Native nations like the Wampanoag.  For them, the story is more about tragedy than togetherness.  

Today, we recognize that this story about our national identity glosses over the reality of genocide, disease and war.

That is not to say that Native Americans do not celebrate Thanksgiving.  Many do.  They like family, food, and football too.  For some, Thanksgiving is a day of mourning and for others it is a day not to celebrate the Pilgrims but to remember their own nation’s long traditions of celebrating good harvests.


-

QCET)
gAKOWIN






Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today, Thanksgiving is a holiday celebrated in all areas of the United States, North and South, East and West.  It is celebrated by people of all religions and people who have no religion at all, because while some may give thanks to God on Thanksgiving, it can also be a day of simple gratitude.

Thanksgiving is a combination of old Christian religious practices, European harvest festival traditions, and Native foods, but for most Americans Thanksgiving is a holiday about family, food, and football.

The day before Thanksgiving is the busiest travel day of the year as million of Americans fly or drive home to be with their parents and grandparents.  
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Americans cook and eat more food on Thanksgiving than any other day of the year.

The traditional Thanksgiving dinner includes a lot of foods that originate in the Americas, but it really isn’t like the food the pilgrims ate.

We have roast turkey, stuffing or dressing (depending on what part of the U.S. you are from), mashed potatoes, and a sweet cranberry sauce.

All of these foods originally come from the Americas and turkey, corn (often used in cornbread stuffing), and cranberries all come from the area where the Pilgrims and Wampanoag lived.
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Most families cook a dish called sweet potato casserole and a green been casserole. Sweet potatoes and green beans are from South America.
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And of course, at the end, you must eat pumpkin pie.  Pumpkins are from North America.
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So many people are cooking turkeys for the first time on Thanksgiving that there is a special phone number you can call if you have questions about how to do it.  I think every TV show has made an episode about a Thanksgiving dinner that was ruined by bad cooking or bad relatives....

American families have a lot of fun when they get together, but there can also be a lot of arguments.  People often say that you should never talk about politics, religion or money on Thanksgiving.
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When we sit at the table, many families ask that every person say one thing that they are thankful for this year.
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For many people, Thanksgiving is also about helping others.

People donate a lot of food at churches and schools so that everyone in the community will have a Thanksgiving dinner.  
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Often, people who work together collect money in their office to buy a turkey for a family who cannot afford to buy their own turkey.

Many people also volunteer to cook dinner for people who are homeless or people who are alone at Thanksgiving with no family.
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Since 1924, the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade through New York City has been a Thanksgiving tradition.  I have never been to New York for the parade, but my family always watches it on TV.  

There are a lot of high school and university bands in the parade.  

Singers and dancers from Broadway theaters put on short performances in the street.
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There are fancy floats.  
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And giant balloons.  
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And of course, there is a traditional Turkey float, surrounded by people dressed as Pilgrims, and a float celebrating Native nations.
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At the end of the parade, marking the beginning of the Christmas season, is Santa Clause.
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Another Thanksgiving tradition is American football.  

There are always university and professional football games on TV.
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Before we eat dinner, many families go outside and play touch football.  When you play touch football, you don’t wear a helmet or pads, and you are not supposed to tackle the other team.  You just touch them with two hands to stop them.  
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Many communities also have an event called a Turkey Trot.  Before we sit down to eat a big meal, people run 5 km together, usually to raise money for the Food Bank or another charity.  And sometimes they wear costumes.
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Some communities have contests called a Turkey Shoot on Thanksgiving to see who is the most accurate shooter.  The winner often goes home with a frozen turkey, but they are shooting at targets, not turkeys.  You pay a fee to enter and those fees go to charities.
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Since 1947, the National Turkey Federation has given the President one live turkey and two dressed turkeys, ready to cook. The president can pardon people who are convicted of crimes and let them out of jail, so he decided he could also “pardon” the turkey and save it from becoming dinner.  Since 1989, this has been a tradition every year.  The turkeys that are pardoned get to live out their lives on farms or sometimes they go to live at Disneyland.  
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Americans love movies and TV.  Many people watch the cartoon Charlie Brown’s Thanksgiving.

Because it is a holiday weekend, many people go to see new movies in the theater, and lots of new movies come out at Thanksgiving.
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Thanksgiving also makes the beginning of America’s holiday season, which includes Christmas and New Years, as well as Hanukkah, Kwanza, and sometimes Ramadan.

Many people who don’t go to church, still celebrate Christmas.  On Thanksgiving weekend, many families cut down the Christmas tree in the woods or at a tree farm.
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And decorate the house.  
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They put up lights on homes and businesses.  The weekend after Thanksgiving, many cities and town have tree lighting celebrations.
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The Christmas shopping season begins as soon as Thanksgiving is over.  Shopping starts at midnight…. or even earlier… and we call the day after Thanksgiving Black Friday, because this is the day that many Americans go “into the black” meaning they are now making money.  The first 11 months of the year, their balance sheets are red because they have not made any money yet.

On Black Friday, many stores have big sales.  These are very book stores.  So on Saturday we go shopping at smaller stores that are owned by small companies or individual families, and we call that day Small Business Saturday.
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There is only one more thing to say…

Happy Thanksgiving!
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