
who participated in the first
thanksgiving

who participated in the first thanksgiving is a question that has intrigued
historians, educators, and cultural scholars for many years. The first
Thanksgiving is often remembered as a harmonious feast between the Pilgrims
and the Native Americans, symbolizing cooperation and gratitude. However,
understanding who exactly took part in this historic event requires delving
into the historical records of early 17th-century colonial America. The
participants included the English settlers from the Plymouth Colony and
members of the Wampanoag tribe, each bringing their own culture and customs
to this shared occasion. This article explores the identities of these
groups, the context surrounding the first Thanksgiving, and the significance
of their joint celebration. Additionally, it will examine the roles
individuals played and how this event has been interpreted over time. For a
comprehensive understanding, the article is organized into clear sections
covering the Pilgrims, the Native American participants, the context of the
feast, and its legacy.

The Pilgrims: Early English Settlers

The Wampanoag Tribe: Native American Participants

Context and Circumstances of the First Thanksgiving

Significance and Legacy of the First Thanksgiving

The Pilgrims: Early English Settlers
The Pilgrims were a group of English settlers who left England seeking
religious freedom and established the Plymouth Colony in present-day
Massachusetts in 1620. These settlers were primarily Puritans, who faced
persecution in England due to their religious beliefs. The journey aboard the
Mayflower was perilous, and nearly half of the original group perished during
the first winter in the New World. Those who survived were determined to
establish a successful colony and build a community.

Identity and Background of the Pilgrims
The Pilgrims were composed of about 102 passengers, including men, women, and
children. They were mostly families and individuals from the English counties
of Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and Lincolnshire. Their religious convictions
were central to their identity, influencing all aspects of their lives in the



New World. They practiced a strict form of Protestantism and sought to create
a society grounded in their faith.

Challenges Faced by the Pilgrims
Upon arrival in November 1620, the Pilgrims encountered harsh weather,
unfamiliar terrain, and limited resources. Their first winter was
devastating, with many dying from exposure, scurvy, and malnutrition.
Effective cooperation and learning from the local Native Americans were
critical to their survival. The following year, after a successful harvest,
they organized a feast to celebrate their survival and express gratitude.

The Wampanoag Tribe: Native American
Participants
The Wampanoag people were the Native American tribe that played a crucial
role in the first Thanksgiving. They inhabited the region surrounding the
Plymouth Colony and had lived there for thousands of years before the arrival
of the Pilgrims. Their knowledge of the land, agriculture, and survival
techniques was instrumental in helping the settlers endure their first year
in America.

Who Were the Wampanoag?
The Wampanoag were an Algonquian-speaking people with a rich culture and
social structure. Their society was organized around clans and governed by
sachems, or chiefs. They engaged in farming, fishing, hunting, and gathering,
with corn, beans, and squash being staple crops. The Wampanoag had
established trade networks and diplomatic relationships with neighboring
tribes long before the English settlers arrived.

Role in the First Thanksgiving
In the fall of 1621, the Wampanoag, led by their sachem Massasoit,
participated in a three-day feast with the Pilgrims to celebrate the
successful harvest. Approximately 90 Wampanoag men attended, along with 53
Pilgrims. The Wampanoag contributed food and taught the settlers vital
agricultural techniques, such as the planting of corn and the use of fish as
fertilizer. Their participation symbolized a temporary alliance and mutual
cooperation.



Context and Circumstances of the First
Thanksgiving
The first Thanksgiving was not initially intended as a national holiday but
rather as a communal celebration of survival and harvest. It took place in
November 1621 after the Pilgrims’ first successful crop, following a year of
hardship and loss. This event was deeply rooted in the practical need to
share resources and foster peaceful relations with the Native Americans.

Events Leading to the Feast
After a harsh winter that claimed many lives, the Pilgrims were taught by the
Wampanoag how to cultivate corn, fish, and hunt local game. The summer and
fall of 1621 brought a bountiful harvest. To express gratitude for their
survival and the help they had received, the Pilgrims organized a feast. This
celebration was a common European tradition of giving thanks, adapted to
their new environment and circumstances.

Details of the Feast
The three-day event included a variety of foods sourced from both the
Pilgrims’ harvest and the Wampanoag’s contributions. The menu likely included
wildfowl, venison, corn, beans, squash, and seafood. Both groups engaged in
games and social activities, strengthening their alliance. The gathering was
a significant moment of cultural exchange and cooperation between two very
different peoples.

Who Attended the Feast?

Approximately 53 Pilgrims, including men, women, and children1.

About 90 Wampanoag men led by Chief Massasoit2.

No women or children from the Wampanoag tribe were recorded as attending3.

Significance and Legacy of the First
Thanksgiving
The first Thanksgiving holds an important place in American history as a
symbol of cooperation between European settlers and Native Americans. Over
time, it evolved into a national holiday representing gratitude and unity.
Understanding who participated in the first Thanksgiving helps clarify the



historical context and dispels some myths surrounding the event.

Legacy of the Pilgrims and Wampanoag Cooperation
The alliance formed during the first Thanksgiving allowed the Plymouth Colony
to survive and grow. It laid the groundwork for future relations, although
these would later become fraught with conflict. The initial cooperation
demonstrated the potential for peaceful coexistence and mutual benefit. The
story of the first Thanksgiving highlights the importance of cultural
exchange and respect.

Modern Interpretations and Cultural Impact
Today, the first Thanksgiving is commemorated nationwide, but historians
emphasize the need to recognize the complexities of this historical moment.
The participants, including the Pilgrims and Wampanoag, represent distinct
cultures with different worldviews. Acknowledging who participated in the
first Thanksgiving enriches the understanding of American history and the
diverse narratives that contribute to it.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who participated in the first Thanksgiving?
The first Thanksgiving was celebrated by the Pilgrims, English settlers who
arrived on the Mayflower, and the Wampanoag Native Americans.

Which Native American tribe joined the Pilgrims at
the first Thanksgiving?
The Wampanoag tribe participated alongside the Pilgrims at the first
Thanksgiving.

When and where did the first Thanksgiving take
place?
The first Thanksgiving took place in November 1621 at Plymouth Colony, in
present-day Massachusetts.

Why did the Pilgrims hold the first Thanksgiving
feast?
The Pilgrims held the first Thanksgiving to celebrate their successful
harvest and to give thanks for their survival during the first year in the



New World.

How many Pilgrims attended the first Thanksgiving?
Approximately 50 Pilgrims attended the first Thanksgiving feast.

Who was the leader of the Pilgrims during the first
Thanksgiving?
William Bradford was the leader of the Pilgrims during the first
Thanksgiving.

Did women and children participate in the first
Thanksgiving?
Yes, women and children were part of the Pilgrim community and participated
in the first Thanksgiving celebration.

What role did Squanto play in the first
Thanksgiving?
Squanto, a member of the Patuxet tribe, acted as an interpreter and guide for
the Pilgrims, helping them grow crops and survive, which contributed to the
success of the first Thanksgiving.

Additional Resources
1. Mayflower Pilgrims and Wampanoag: The First Thanksgiving Story
This book explores the relationship between the Pilgrims who arrived on the
Mayflower and the Wampanoag people who lived in the region. It provides
insight into the cooperation and cultural exchanges that led to the first
Thanksgiving feast in 1621. Readers will learn about the key figures from
both groups and the historical context of their encounter.

2. The Wampanoag People and the First Thanksgiving
Focusing on the indigenous perspective, this book sheds light on the
Wampanoag tribe’s way of life before and after the arrival of the Pilgrims.
It highlights the role of Chief Massasoit and other Native Americans who
helped the settlers survive their first year. The narrative emphasizes the
importance of mutual aid and respect in the early days of the colony.

3. Pilgrims at Plymouth: The Story of the First Thanksgiving
This title tells the story of the English Pilgrims who crossed the Atlantic
aboard the Mayflower and established Plymouth Colony. It details their
hardships, perseverance, and the eventual celebration shared with the
Wampanoag people. The book also looks at the broader historical significance
of Thanksgiving as a symbol of cooperation.



4. Squanto: The Native Guide of the First Thanksgiving
Dedicated to the life of Squanto (Tisquantum), this book covers how he became
an essential figure in the survival of the Pilgrims. Squanto’s ability to
speak English and his knowledge of local agriculture helped bridge the
cultural divide between the settlers and the Wampanoag. The narrative delves
into his complex story and lasting impact.

5. Feast of Friendship: The Participants of the First Thanksgiving
This book profiles the diverse individuals who took part in the 1621 feast,
including Pilgrims, Wampanoag leaders, men, women, and children. It offers a
detailed look at their backgrounds, roles, and contributions to this historic
event. The book emphasizes the themes of gratitude, collaboration, and
survival.

6. Thanksgiving Origins: Who Were the First Celebrants?
An investigative historical account, this book examines various groups and
individuals who may have influenced or participated in the first
Thanksgiving. It compares different narratives and sources to provide a
comprehensive view of the event’s participants. Readers gain a nuanced
understanding of the complexities behind this iconic celebration.

7. The Mayflower Voyage and the People of Plymouth Colony
Focusing on the journey of the Mayflower and the settlers who established
Plymouth Colony, this book details the motivations, challenges, and
characters involved. It also explores the early interactions with Native
Americans that culminated in the Thanksgiving feast. The book provides a
thorough look at the founders of one of America’s first settlements.

8. Native Allies: The Role of the Wampanoag in the First Thanksgiving
This title highlights the crucial role played by the Wampanoag tribe as
allies and collaborators in the early years of Plymouth Colony. It discusses
diplomatic relations, trade, and shared ceremonies, emphasizing the tribe’s
agency and contributions. The book enriches readers’ understanding of
indigenous perspectives on Thanksgiving.

9. The First Thanksgiving: A Meeting of Two Worlds
This book presents a balanced narrative of the historic event, portraying
both Pilgrim settlers and Native Americans as active participants. It
explores the cultural exchanges, challenges, and mutual respect that defined
the first Thanksgiving. Through vivid storytelling, readers are invited to
appreciate the complexity and significance of this moment in history.
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