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 Everyone knows the history of thanksgiving. It's the stereotypical kindergarten pageant, where 
kids dress up as pilgrims and turkeys to learn about the American (and Canadian) holiday. But 
the origins of this holiday aren’t exactly kid-friendly.  
 
The “First Thanksgiving” was held in 1621, that’s almost 400 years ago. No wonder the original 
history got so construed. The feast was held in honor of the successful harvest for the 50 or so 
surviving members of the Mayflower voyage. The pilgrims invited the “Indians” also known as 
the 90 men from the Wampanoag tribe, for the feast and they all broke bread and danced a 
happy jig. Or so the story goes. But like with all stories you 
were told in Kindergarten, this too is false.  
 
When arriving in the “New World”, the Pilgrims made a pact 
with the Wampanoag tribe. A kind of ‘I’ll scratch your back, 
you scratch mine’ kind of deal, to be specific. The deal 
stated the Pilgrims would protect the Wampanoag against 
their enemies as long as they helped the Pilgrims to farm the 
land. The Wampanoag didn’t have much of a choice but to 
agree, the Pilgrims were coming with or without a deal and 
most Native American tribes were being ravaged by the 
“Indian Fever”, so it was a literal do or die scenario. They 
took the deal. 
 
Many of the Wampanoag tribe thought the leader, Massasoit, shouldn’t have made the deal. 
The Smithsonian magazine even said that Massasoit had to put down “multiple plots to wipe out 
the colony and unseat him” and he even believed that they were the causes of epidemics wiping 
out his nation. Maybe they were right because as time went on the relationship between the 
pilgrims and the natives became strained. More and more pilgrims were arriving, buying more 
and more land out from the Wampanoag. More than 90% of the Wampanoag tribe was wiped 
out from “Indian fever” by this point. They were stuck. 
 
So in 1621 when the Mashpee, one of the tribes within the Wampanoag people, heard gunfire 
from the pilgrim settlement, they thought the worst. Indian Country Today, a magazine written 
by Native Americans said, “Massasoit gathered up some 90 warriors and showed up at 
Plymouth prepared to engage” thinking the pilgrims were under attack. They were actually just 
being terrible neighbors and shooting guns into the air to celebrate their first harvest. Massasoit 
and his men made camp outside the pilgrim colony. After their interactions with the Vikings and 
the colonists, the natives were not too trusting. They stayed for days, watching over the pilgrims. 
And yes, they broke bread together, eating wildfowl, venison, pumpkin, and other native crops. 
It wasn’t anything special, just neighbors eating together.  
 



Thanksgiving didn’t become the holiday we know it as until 1863, two years into the American 
Civil War. President Abe Lincoln made it a federal holiday in attempt to unite the nation, even 
while in the throes of battle. His plan didn’t succeed all too well considering the war went on for 
two more years. Even though Lincoln lied about the origins, Thanksgiving has become a major 
part of the American year, bringing families together to enjoy a good meal before the rush of 
Black Friday.  
 
Thanksgiving leads into the season of giving, so consider giving back to the Native Americans 
who were almost wiped out by the European colonists, by donating to those in need. You can 
do so by donating to the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women fund, the Native American 
Food Sovereignty Alliance, the First Nations Development Institute, the Navajo Water Project, 
and Feeding Nunavut.   

https://mmiwusa.org/
https://nativefoodalliance.org/
https://nativefoodalliance.org/
https://www.firstnations.org/
https://www.navajowaterproject.org/
https://www.feedingnunavut.com/

