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Thanksgiving Day is a big national holiday in  
the US – a chance for people to celebrate with 

their family and friends. It is held every year on the 
fourth Thursday in November – which means 
Thanksgiving this year will be on 28 November. 
Some Americans look forward to it as much as 
Christmas. Although Thanksgiving is not celebrated 
in the UK, you will probably still have heard of the 
event. This is how it all began.

What is the history of Thanksgiving? 
The first Thanksgiving is usually accepted as being 
held in the autumn of 1621. The year before, a 
small group of people from England, known as the 
Pilgrims, had settled in the north-east of the US in 
a place later called the Plymouth Colony. At first, 
the Pilgrims struggled to grow food and support 
their families in this new land. It is thought that 
Native Americans showed the Pilgrims how to plant 
good crops, hunt and fish. (Native Americans are 
the people who lived in America before Europeans 
arrived.) The harvest of 1621 was very successful, 
and it is claimed that the Pilgrims and Native 
Americans shared a feast for three days to celebrate. 
However in the years that followed, thousands of 
Native Americans were killed by Europeans as more 
and more settlers arrived. Nowadays, many Native 
Americans use this day to reflect on the harm caused 
to their ancestors rather than to celebrate.  

The main dish
Turkey started to become the 

main dish of Thanksgiving 
from the 1860s onwards, 

partly because of Abraham 
Lincoln, who was president 
at the time. Turkey was said 
to be Lincoln’s favourite meal. 
The creature, and birds closely 

related to it, had probably been 
living wild in North America  

for millions of years.

When did it become a national holiday?
There were days celebrating harvests after 1621  
but the date could vary in different places, and they 
didn’t happen every year. In 1789, the first US 
president, George Washington, set out a national 
Thanksgiving Day on Thursday 26 November. It took 
until 1863 for Thanksgiving to become a national 
holiday across the country. These days most people 
do not have to work on Thanksgiving Day. Schools 
have the day off, and usually the day after too – now 
known as Black Friday.

What is Black Friday? 
The day after Thanksgiving is now known as Black 
Friday and has become one of the most popular 
shopping days in the US. It’s a phrase that was first 
used in the US in the 1950s, and marks a day when 
many shops reduce their prices. They do this to 
encourage customers to spend money in the build-up 
to Christmas. Some shops open extra early and 
customers, who may have been queuing for hours, 
end up fighting to get the best deals. Black Friday is 
now popular in the UK and other countries. Some 
people believe they get great bargains and pay low 
prices, but others think Black Friday makes people 
spend money when they don’t need to.  

Is Thanksgiving held outside the US?
Canada (which shares a border with the US) also  
has an official Thanksgiving national holiday, which 
started in 1879. It is different to that of the US, 
though, and takes place each year on the second 
Monday in October. Liberia, a country on the west 
coast of Africa which was ruled by the US until the 
mid 1800s, also celebrates Thanksgiving on the  
first Thursday in November.
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A huge family feast in  the US

The first Thanksgiving 
was held in 1621.

Numbers to know
45 million is the estimated 

number of turkeys 
eaten in the US at Thanksgiving. 

£4.8 billion was spent  
online by 

Americans during Black Friday in 2018.

1934 is when the Detroit Lions  
NFL team first played at  

home on Thanksgiving Day. It’s a tradition  
that they always host a game on this day. 

3.5 million people watch  
the Macy’s 

parade through New York. 

Abraham Lincoln

Shoppers argue 
over bargains.

Sporting fun
There’s a long tradition  
in the US of watching  
or playing American 
football on Thanksgiving 
Day. The National 
Football League 
(NFL) always 
schedules three 
televised 
games on  
the day.

President’s annual  
turkey pardon
At Thanksgiving time, whoever 
is the US president chooses  
one turkey from a selected 

pair to be “pardoned”. 
This means it gets  

to live on a farm or  
park instead of being 

cooked and eaten. In  
fact, both turkeys end  

up being “pardoned”.

Family food
As well as turkey, traditional 
Thanksgiving food includes 
pumpkin pie, sweet and mashed 
potato, cranberry sauce, gravy, 
Brussels sprouts, cornbread and 
butternut squash.

New York parade
US cities and towns often 
hold huge parades and 
events, involving big 
inflatables, costumes and 
music. Since the 1920s 
the Macy’s department 
store in New York has 
put on the most famous 
Thanksgiving parade. 
It is broadcast on TV 
throughout the country.

The parade
 in 1927.

The famous Macy’s 
Parade in New York.

OUT OF  
THIS WORLD

US astronauts on the 

International Space Station 

prepare a strange Thanksgiving 

turkey meal in space. Watch 

it at tinyurl.com/TWJ-

spaceturkey

The national holiday of Thanksgiving is one of the most popular days of the year for people in the US.

Traditions


