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Thanksgiving: Expressing Group Identity

Thanksgiving became an official national holiday only after Sarah Josepha Hale,
then editor of Godeys Lady’s Book, essentially browbeat President Lincoln into
proclaiming it as a national holiday during the dark days of the Civil War in
1863. The South, which did not celebrate the holiday, was not in a position to
complain, and through time this celebration of the nation’s supposed New En-
gland roots became increasingly important. Maintained by annual proclamation
for almost eighty years, Thanksgiving received the status of a legal national hol-
iday at the beginning of another cataclysmic conflict in 1941.

The standard holiday menu seems to have been largely invented by cookbook
writers and home magazines with a little help from Norman Rockwell’s now
iconistic painting. The menu certainly is an idealized vision of that first seven-
teenth-century meal. All that is actually known about the feast is included in a
firsthand account by Edward Winslow: “Our harvest being gotten in, our gov-
ernor sent four men fowling, so that we might after a special manner rejoice to-
gether after we had gathered the fruit of our labors. They four in one day killed
as much fowl as, with a little help beside, served the company for a week.
... Many of the Indians coming amongst us, and among the rest their greatest
King Massasoit, with some ninety men, whom for three days we entertained and
feasted, and they went out and killed five deer, which they brought to the plan-
tation and bestowed on our governor, and upon the captain and others. And al-
though it be not always so plentiful as it was this time with us, yet by the good-
ness of God, we are so far from want that we often wish you partakers of plenty”
(Bradford and Winslow, 1969).

Precious little is known about what was actually served at that feast. If turkey
was one of the fow! served, it was a far different bird than now graces modern
tables. The domesticated turkey was actually developed in nineteenth-century
Europe from imported American birds. The new reengineered domestic bird
was not reintroduced to America until the mid-nineteenth century. Reintroduc-
tion, however, did not bring commercial success. Commercial turkey produc-
tion was so unimportant in the nineteenth century that flock counts were not
included in the general poultry category in the census of agriculture. Large-
scale commercial production did not come into existence until the late 1920s.
Though the turkey was painted as an idealized full-breasted bird in Rockwell’s
interpretation of the gathering, today’s full-breasted bird was largely created by
modern genetic engineering after his painting was completed. The modern bird
is 50 grossly top-heavy that some of the creatures can barely walk when they are
sent to slaughter.

(continues)
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(ONCEPT: ON WHAT WE EAT AND WHAT WE DON'T
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Both Thanksgiving Day and the feast are largely nationalistic myths created
to provide a past that never was. The very nature of the dynamic American evo-
Jution has meant that few of us have any genetic ties with that event. Yet mil-
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