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I set out to investigate Thanksgiving in Virginia, thinking there must be a wealth 

of information. As is often the case when starting research though, the path was hardly 

a direct one and it quickly began to meander through the broader history of 

Thanksgiving as a holiday, the early culinary history of America, and, depending on who 

you ask, the somewhat tenuous link between Thanksgiving and Virginia. That being 

said, I hope you’ll indulge me as we wander on a quick trip through history and as I, 

share some thoughts, and make a few connections based on what I found along the 

way.  

 

Today, Thanksgiving is, for many of us, a holiday about food. Or, food and family. 

While it (and we) may have traveled a little ways from its (our) early roots, the idea is 

the same. Yes, we may sit down and eat until we’ve gained a few pounds, but (and 

perhaps more importantly), we tend to do it in good company. Thanksgiving, at its heart, 

is not really about the turkey, the stuffing, or even (gasp), the pie. At the beginning, it 

was about giving thanks. And, back then, there wasn’t even necessarily a turkey. 

It would take more than a few minutes to discuss the long history of 

Thanksgiving, but it seems unfair to jump right into the role Virginia may (or may not) 

have played. If we consider Thanksgiving to be a holiday of giving thanks (that is, before 

we get to the feasting part of the tradition), there are actually two documented 

celebrations in what is now the United States before the English reached Jamestown 

(and probably a great deal many more undocumented ones.) A Spanish expedition of 



1,500 men celebrated a “thanksgiving” in what is now the Texas panhandle in 1541. 

Twenty-three years later, in 1564, a group of French Huguenots in modern-day Florida 

also held a more religious “thanksgiving.” (Unfortunately, this was less than a year 

before their settlement was destroyed by the Spanish.) Both of these celebrations are 

known to have occurred, though actual descriptions are almost non-existent. Still, I think 

both instances are important to mention, as they might offer us a different perspective.  

While discussing the topic of “Thanksgiving in Virginia” early on, someone asked 

me to try and answer the question “was the first Thanksgiving in the United States held 

in Virginia?” Like many good questions, the answer is yes...and no. Don’t worry, I’ll 

explain. Early concepts of Thanksgiving were more about religious celebration and 

praise and less about a celebration with food. Although, as we’ll see, food plays a vital 

role. In trying to define the first Thanksgiving, we could try to make a distinction between 

the two types of thanksgiving, a debate James Baker, author of Thanksgiving: the 

biography of an American holiday describes as a “tempest in a beanpot.”1 For the 

moment, let’s acknowledge that we’re considering two kinds of related celebrations--one 

religious and one festive--that will begin to overlap increasingly during the 17th century 

and into the modern era.  

So, to return to the question at hand: “was the first Thanksgiving [in the United 

States] held in Virginia?” If we ask “was the first religious celebration of giving thanks in 

the United States held in Virginia?” then the answer is “no.” Explorers, settlers, and 

colonists of all sort held religious celebrations upon arriving in North America, as we’ve 

already heard. If the question is “was the first religious service and feast of 
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Thanksgiving in the United States held in Virginia?” the answer is “quite possibly.” 

Which brings us to 1607.  

In 1607, we have two sets of colonists landing in two separate places: 

Jamestown, Virginia, and Maine. Both groups would have celebrated their safe arrival, 

likely with both feasting and praise. The site in Maine never became a permanent 

colony, unlike Jamestown, which would go on to hold several known “Thanksgiving 

services,” again, more religious than festive. In 1610, English supply ships arrived in 

Jamestown. 1609-1610 was a difficult winter for settlers, whose numbers dropped from 

490 to 60. The food delivered by the ships resulted in a celebration closer to modern 

standards that would have included, and likely focused on, a feast. It took place in the 

spring of the year. This is what some scholars (and many Virginians would agree, I’m 

sure), consider the “first Thanksgiving.” In the mid-20th century, new arguments arose 

for Virginia’s claim to the “first Thanksgiving,” but not at Jamestown.  

In 1619, a group of colonists arrived at a site 20 miles from Jamestown at 

Berkeley Hundred. Their charter specifically stated that they would hold a “day of 

thanksgiving” each year, commemorating their arrival in Virginia. Although the colony 

withdrew to Jamestown in less than four years, the charter is likely the first proclamation 

of a thanksgiving holiday: "We ordaine that the day of our ships arrival at the place 

assigned for plantacon in the land of Virginia shall be yearly and perpetually kept holy 

as a day of thanksgiving to Almighty God."2 If we agree to the December 4, 1619 date, 

then, Virginia may still have a claim to the “first” Thanksgiving. In fact, in the 1950s, 

Virginian’s renewed this claim, reanimating the scholarly debate once again. 
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Many scholars, however, hold out for 1621 and the more famous three day feast 

and harvest festival at Plymouth Colony. James Baker, among them, writes,”Historically, 

none of these [prior celebrations/services] had any influence over the evolution of the 

modern United States’ holiday. The American holiday's true origin was the New England 

Calvinist Thanksgiving.”3 Part of what makes the 1621 festival so attractive as the origin 

of the American holiday may be the fact that is it well documented. Descriptions of the 

harvest leading up the feast and the autumn in general suggest foods that define the 

modern Thanksgiving, especially wild turkey, corn, and green vegetables. While Baker’s 

perspective is understandable and I would agree that the New England Calvinist 

Thanksgiving was most influential on modern Thanksgiving menus, I think it may 

overlook some of the bigger picture. The Plymouth celebration lacked the religious 

component prevalent from 1607-1619 (the Puritans went so far as to specifically 

separate their “thanksgiving” from their usual Sabbath) and while “giving thanks” 

religiously-speaking may not be the predominant element of Thanksgiving today, the 

modern holiday does still have a focus on togetherness, family, and celebrating what we 

are thankful for, whatever that is. However we may choose to define the modern 

festivities, it does seem fair to give Virginia at least some of the credit, even if, in 2013, 

the debate about the location of the first Thanksgiving isn’t actually settled.  

Between 1621 and 1863, there were a number of Thanksgiving celebrations and 

proclamations, but still no official holiday. Individual colonies had thanksgiving 

celebrations on their own schedules. Several presidents proclaimed days of 

thanksgiving and religious celebration in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, but 

nothing “stuck.” When descriptions of the 1621 Plymouth festival (in particular, William 
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Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation) resurfaced in the 1850s, there came a new interest 

in the colony and its Thanksgiving celebration. Around the same time, the Library of 

Congress recounts that:  

Godey's Lady's Book editor, Sarah Hale, began a letter-writing campaign 

to establish the last Thursday in November as a national Thanksgiving Day. Hale 

began writing essays calling for the national celebration of the holiday as the 

editor of Boston's Ladies' Magazine in 1827. Godey's merged with Ladies' 

Magazine in Philadelphia a decade later and Hale's editorials reached an 

audience of approximately 150,000 people. In 1846, however, she moved 

beyond her readership and for the next 17 years directly petitioned state and 

federal officials. Her perseverance yielded increasing response from state 

governors and other politicians such as Abraham Lincoln's Secretary of State, 

William Seward.4 

 

In 1863, Hale wrote directly to President Lincoln. In her enclosed magazine 

editorial, she cited the on-going Civil War as a reason to provide people with a  

celebratory holiday. In the letter itself, she states:    

Now the purpose of this letter is to entreat President Lincoln to put forth 

his Proclamation, appointing the last Thursday in November (which falls this year 

on the 26th) as the National Thanksgiving for all those classes of people who are 

under the National Government particularly, and commending this Union 

Thanksgiving to each State Executive: thus, by the noble example and action of 
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the President of the United States, the permanency and unity of our Great 

American Festival of Thanksgiving would be forever secured.5 

 

President Lincoln, it seemed, agreed. On October 3, 1863, he issued a 

proclamation that the last Thursday of November be Thanksgiving Day. Aside from two 

deviations in regards to the actual day (one in 1865 and another 1869), Lincoln’s 

proclamation became a presidential tradition of sorts until 1939. Technically, these 

proclamations only applied to DC and federal employees, but state governors tended to 

follow suit. Franklin Roosevelt’s break with tradition in 1939, declaring the next-to-last 

Thursday in November, lead to two years of confusion. His change came at the request 

of the National Retail Dry Goods Association, who wanted to extend the holiday 

shopping season. On the one hand, a new tradition was born (what we think of as Black 

Friday and the launch of the holiday shopping season). On the other, not everyone took 

Roosevelt’s lead. That year, “twenty-three states observed Thanksgiving Day on 

November 23rd, twenty-three states celebrated on November 30th, and Texas and 

Colorado declared both Thursdays to be holidays.”6 It took two years before FDR 

signed legislation that firmly established the Thanksgiving Day holiday as the fourth 

Thursday in November, effective in 1942.  

The reason for this diversion into the history of Thanksgiving is really to circle 

back around to cookbooks, recipes, and the lack of documentation in early American 

culinary history. The first cookbook printed in America was printed at Williamsburg in 
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1742: The Williamsburg art of cookery; or, Accomplish'd gentlewoman's companion: 

being a collection of upwards of five hundred of the most ancient & approv'd recipes in 

Virginia cookery ... And also a table of favorite Williamsburg garden herbs ... By Mrs. 

Helen Bullock. It was an American printer’s adaption of Eliza Smith’s The Compleat 

Housewife. Although the printer removed all recipes containing ingredients not native to 

the United States, the book was still based in British cuisine—which, of course, would 

have no references to any American thanksgiving celebrations, religious or festive. 

Amelia Simmons’ American Cookery (the first American cookbook) appeared in print in 

1796 and Mary Randolph’s The Virginia Housewife (the first American regional 

cookbook) was published in 1824, both well before the advent of a formal holiday. After 

the Civil War, Thanksgiving celebrations began to take on regional characteristics and 

regional foods. So, for example, you were less likely to see cranberries in Virginia, at 

least until the modern era.  

The lack of recipes overtly labeled “Thanksgiving,” though, shouldn’t lead us to 

believe there were no Thanksgiving recipes, per se. Rather, it means we may have to 

think and search a little more broadly. What we think of as a traditional Thanksgiving 

dinner includes turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, gravy, sweet potatoes, cranberry 

sauce, corn, fall veggies (especially squashes), and pumpkin and apple pies. All of 

these are foods that were native to the Americas from the time of the English settlers’ 

arrival in the 17th century. And even if the holiday wasn’t being celebrated formally, we 

can find recipes for these most, if not all of these dishes in some of the first American 

cookbooks. 



The Williamsburg Art of Cookery or, Accomplish’d Gentlewoman’s Companion 

(1742) (based on Eliza Smith’s The Compleat Housewife) includes a “Sausage Stuffing 

for a Turkey”: 

Soak one large loaf of stale bread in milk enough to moisten, add Salt, 

Pepper, one half Teaspoon of Thyme, the same of Marjoram, three large springs 

of chopped Parsley, one finely chopped Onion, two Stalks of Celery cut fine, 

twelve Olives [really?!?] stoned and cut small, and one Pound of Sausage which 

has been slightly cooked in a Skillet. Knead this all very well together then add 

one Pound of roasted Chestnuts cut in two. Stuff your Turkey, sew it and truss it 

well. Cook in a moderate over and baste frequently. This will fill a ten or twelve 

pound Turkey. 7 

 

 In 1796, Amelia Simmons’ American Cookery featured at least one recipe “to 

stuff & roast a turkey or fowl”:  

One pound of soft wheat bread, 3 ounces beef suet, 3 eggs, a little sweet thyme, 

sweet marjoram, pepper and salt, and some add a gill of wine [by 1796 

standards, this would probably be between 1.5 and 2 oz.]; fill the bird therewith 

and sew up, hang down to a steady solid fire, basting frequently with salt and 

water, and roast until a steam emits from the breast, put one third of a pound of 

butter into the gravy, dust flour over the bird and baste with the gravey; serve up 
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with boiled onions and cranberry sauce, mangoes [Pickled peppers, not the fruit], 

pickles or celery.  

Others omit the sweet herbs and add parsley done with potatoes. Boil and mash 

three pints potatoes, wet them with butter, add sweet herbs, pepper, salt, fill and 

roast as above.8 

 

By 1824, Mary Randolph had two recipes for turkey, one boiled with oyster 

sauce; the other stuffed with sausage or veal and roasted. And it is in Randolph’s book 

that we find an abundance of recipes for root vegetables and squashes:  

Boiled potatoes, potatoes mashed, potatoes mashed with onions, roast potatoes, 

roast potatoes under meat, parsnips, carrots, turnips, mashed turnips, puree of turnips, 

ragout of turnips, potato pumpkin, sweet potato, sweet potato stewed, sweet potato 

broiled, squash, winter squash…And that’s before we even get to the puddings (sweet 

potato, apple, Indian meal, pumpkin. As for squash, the kind may vary, but the method 

was much the same: 

SQUASH OR CIMLIN. 

Gather young squashes, peel, and cut them in two; take out the seeds, 

and boil them till tender; put them into a colander, drain off the water, and rub 

them with a wooden spoon through the colander; then put them into a stew pan, 

with a cup full of cream, a small piece of butter, some pepper and salt--stew 
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them, stirring frequently until dry. This is the most delicate way of preparing 

squashes.9 

WINTER SQUASH. 

The crooked neck of this squash is the best part. Cut it in slices an inch 

thick, take off the rind, and boil them with salt in the water; drain them well before 

they are dished, and pour melted butter over--serve them up very hot. 

The large part, containing the seeds, must be sliced and pared--cut it in 

small pieces, and stew it till soft, with just water enough to cover it; pass it 

through a sieve and stew it again, adding some butter, pepper, and salt; it must 

be dry, but not burnt. It is excellent when stewed with pork chops.10 

 

We might also expect an African-American influence on Thanksgiving dining in 

ante –and post-bellum Virginia (and throughout the south). Although it was the 

plantation mistress who ran the kitchen, it was the slaves before the war and the 

servants after, who did the actual cooking. They brought with them vegetables (among 

other foods) that inevitably made their way to the dinner table like squashes and okra. 

As these items became staples in Virginia dining, they could have also made their way 

to the holiday dinner table.  

Some classic Thanksgiving desserts can even reveal influential Virginia roots! In 

1846, Catherine Beecher (New England cookbook author and sister of author Harriet 

Beecher Stowe), published a recipe for “Marlborough Pudding” that she used as a pie 
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filling. (For the record, this is the same year that Sarah Hale began her letter writing 

campaign.) Catherine’s recipe calls for: 

Six tart apples 

Six ounces of sifted sugar 

Six ounces of butter, or a pint of thick cream 

Six eggs 

The grated peel of one lemon, and half the juice 

 

Grate the apples after paring and coring them. Stir together the butter and sugar as for 

cake. Then add the other ingredients, and bake in a rich paste. Some persons grate in 

crackers and add rosewater and nutmeg. It is much better to grate than to stew the 

apples for this and all pies.11  

 

 More important to the topic today is the small note at the end of the recipe: From 

Mary Randolph’s The Virginia Housewife (1824). Beecher, a well-known and influential 

cookbook author in her own right, was promoting Mary Randolph’s recipes in New 

England 20 years later. What’s interesting is that Beecher’s interpretation is close to the 

original, it incorporates an element of Randolph’s apple pie recipe (rosewater), too:  

Take well flavoured apples, bake, but do not burn them, rub them through 

a sieve, take one pound of the apples so prepared, mix with it, while hot, half a 

pound of butter, and half a pound of powdered sugar; the rinds of two lemons 

grated--and when cold, add six eggs well beaten; put a paste in the bottom of a 
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dish, and pour in the apples--half an hour will bake it; sift a little sugar on the 

apples when baked.12 

 

 If we take a further step back, we’ll see some similarities to Amelia Simmons’ 

apple pie, even if it contains even less direction for the process:  

Stew and strain the apples, to every three pints, grate the peal of a fresh 

lemon, add cinnamon, mace, rose-water and sugar to your taste—and bake in 

paste No. 3.13 

 

 Both Simmons and Randolph offer up a host of sweet and savory puddings that 

would have a place on the Thanksgiving table: apple, potato, carrot, squash, pumpkin, 

and Indian meal (corn meal).  

If we look at these 18th and 19th century recipes, their influence on the modern 

Thanksgiving tradition is undeniable. Oyster stuffing may not be as common today, but 

you’ll still find it in many regions and families, just as you will sausage or bread stuffings. 

Indian meal pudding, especially in certain regions may be replaced by corn bread. We 

may indulge in not one, but sometimes two kinds of potatoes in our feasting. If you’re 

like either of my parents’ families, there will often be at least two (apple and pumpkin), 

and often three, pies on the table. (Pecan, if I’m lucky.)   

We could talk about dishes all afternoon, but hopefully, the point is clear: Even 

before it was a recognized or official holiday, Thanksgiving’s roots were established in 

America, and with at least a little help from Virginia.  
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 Today, there are LOTS of Thanksgiving cookbooks and recipes, but the majority 

of them modern. They often contain classic recipes, but nowadays they also explore the 

creative, the uncommon, and sometimes, the all out odd. As a personal example, about 

10 years ago, my stepfather found an Ancient Roman recipe in Archeology magazine 

for stuffing. The Romans would have used it to stuff pheasant, but my stepfather 

decided he was going to use it in our Thanksgiving turkey. It was a bread stuffing that 

included both chestnuts and catnip. Don’t get me wrong, I love chestnuts. But that 

catnip… 

Certainly, Thanksgiving cookbooks have a place, as any other themes ones do, 

but at its heart, this is a family holiday. Many families still emphasize tradition, whether 

that means reading classic recipes, trying new classic recipes (green bean casserole 

comes to mind), or relying on the recipes cooked year after year by previous 

generations. Kitchens and recipes may change, but somehow, the fourth Thursday in 

November has established itself as a day for giving thanks. Oh, and eating a lot of pie.14  
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Over the River and Through the Woods15 

Over the river and through the wood  
To Grandmother's house we go.  
The horse knows the way  
To carry the sleigh  
Through white and drifted snow. 

 
Over the river and through the wood  

Oh, how the wind does blow!  
It stings the toes  
And bites the nose,  
As over the ground we go. 

 
Over the river and through the wood  

To have a first-rate play.  
Hear the bells ring,  
Ting-a-ling-ling!  
Hurrah for Thanksgiving Day! 

 
Over the river and through the wood,  

Trot fast, my dapple gray!  
Spring over the ground  
Like a hunting hound,  
For this is Thanksgiving Day. 

 
Over the river and through the wood,  

And straight through the barnyard gate.  
We seem to go  
Extremely slow~  
It is so hard to wait! 

 
Over the river and through the wood~  

Now Grandmother's cap I spy!  
Hurrah for fun!  
Is the pudding done?  
Hurrah for the pumpkin pie!  
 

Lydia Maria Child 
 

                                                
15 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Over_the_River_and_Through_the_Wood 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Over_the_River_and_Through_the_Wood

