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Introduction

When people think of Thanksgiving, the image that often comes to mind is a single, joyous day of family, gratitude,

and a massive turkey feast. Yet the origins of this holiday are rooted in a far older, more complex celebration that

took place in the year 1621. Historians have long debated the exact nature and duration of the first Thanksgiving,

and the question “the first thanksgiving lasted how many days in 1621?” has sparked curiosity among scholars and

history buffs alike. In this article we will explore the historical context, the events that unfolded over the course of

the celebration, and how the modern holiday evolved from those early days. By the end, you’ll have a clear

understanding of why the first Thanksgiving was more than a single day and how it lasted for several days in 1621.

The Historical Snapshot of 1621

In 1621, a group of English settlers known as the Pilgrims had just arrived in the New World aboard the Mayflower.

They had endured a harrowing winter, faced harsh conditions, and struggled to establish a foothold in the unfamiliar

terrain of the New England coast. The arrival of the first successful harvest in the spring of 1621 marked a turning

point. It was a moment of relief, celebration, and gratitude for both the Pilgrims and their indigenous allies, the

Wampanoag people, who had taught them vital survival skills.

Key Players: The Pilgrims and the Wampanoag

The Pilgrims, led by John Carver and later by William Bradford, were a group of separatists seeking religious

freedom. Their journey had been fraught with peril, and the early years in Plymouth were marked by disease,

famine, and isolation. In contrast, the Wampanoag, under the leadership of Massasoit, had a more established

presence in the region. Their knowledge of the land, fishing techniques, and agricultural practices proved

indispensable to the settlers’ survival.

Preparing for the Harvest

Before the harvest, the Pilgrims worked tirelessly to clear fields, plant crops, and build shelters. The Wampanoag

assisted by teaching the settlers how to cultivate corn, beans, and squash— the “Three Sisters” that became

staples of the New England diet. The cooperation between the two groups was essential, and it laid the groundwork

for a shared celebration of gratitude.

The Feast Itself: A Multi-Day Celebration

Contrary to popular belief, the first Thanksgiving was not a one-night event. Historical accounts, including John

Winthrop’s journal and the writings of William Bradford, indicate that the celebration spanned several days.

Scholars agree that the festivities lasted approximately three days, beginning on the 3rd of September and

concluding on the 5th of September, 1621.

Day 1: A Welcoming Assembly

The first day of the celebration began with a communal gathering where both the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag

came together to express thanks. According to Winthrop, a “great feast” was held in the open fields outside

Plymouth. The Pilgrims, in their modest attire, offered thanks to God for the successful harvest, while the



Wampanoag shared stories of their own seasonal abundance. The day was marked by speeches, prayers, and a

sense of unity that transcended cultural differences.

Day 2: The Main Feast

On the second day, a more elaborate banquet took place. The Pilgrims brought roasted deer, fowl, and fresh fish,

while the Wampanoag contributed corn, beans, and squash. The feast was a testament to the cooperation between

the two groups. The meal itself was simple by modern standards— no turkey, no stuffing, no cranberry sauce—but

the shared experience was rich in meaning. The Pilgrims also enjoyed traditional English dishes, such as boiled

potatoes and bread, which were made from the crops they had cultivated.

Day 3: Games, Music, and Reflection

The final day of the celebration was dedicated to recreation and reflection. The settlers engaged in games of

football, which were played with a pig’s bladder and a wooden ball. They also sang hymns and recited prayers,

expressing gratitude for the safety of their community. The Wampanoag shared their own music, and the day ended

with a joint prayer for continued cooperation and prosperity.

Why the Celebration Spanned Multiple Days

Several factors contributed to the extended duration of the first Thanksgiving:

•  Logistical Considerations: The Pilgrims had a limited supply of food and needed to ensure that everyone had 

enough to eat. Spreading the feast over multiple days allowed them to distribute resources more effectively.

•  Cultural Practices: Both the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag had traditions that emphasized communal 

gatherings and extended celebrations. A multi-day event was in line with their cultural norms.

•  Religious Observances: The Pilgrims, deeply religious, incorporated prayers and hymns into the festivities. 

These religious observances required time and were often conducted over several days.

Comparing 1621 to Modern Thanksgiving

The modern Thanksgiving holiday, as observed in the United States today, is a single-day event celebrated on the

fourth Thursday of November. The holiday has evolved significantly since the 1621 celebration, influenced by

political leaders, cultural shifts, and commercial interests. However, the core themes of gratitude, community, and

shared meals remain consistent with the original celebration.

Key Differences

•  Timing: The first Thanksgiving took place in September, while the modern holiday is in November.

•  Participants: The original celebration included both Pilgrims and Wampanoag, whereas contemporary 

Thanksgiving is largely a family-centric event.

•  Food: The 1621 feast featured deer, fish, and indigenous crops, whereas modern tables are dominated by 

turkey, stuffing, and cranberry sauce.

•  Duration: The first Thanksgiving lasted three days; today’s celebrations are typically a single-day affair.

The Legacy of the 1621 Celebration

Despite the differences in scale and scope, the 1621 Thanksgiving set a precedent for the holiday’s future. It

established the idea of a communal feast to express gratitude for a successful harvest and for the cooperation

between diverse groups. The celebration also highlighted the importance of cooperation, mutual respect, and

shared resources— values that continue to resonate in modern society.



Historical Significance

The first Thanksgiving is often cited as a foundational moment in American history. It symbolizes the early attempts

at peace and cooperation between European settlers and Native American tribes. While the relationship between

the two groups would later become fraught, the 1621 celebration remains a poignant reminder of the potential for

mutual respect and collaboration.

Educational Impact

Teachers and educators use the 1621 Thanksgiving as a teaching tool to discuss topics such as colonial history,

indigenous cultures, and the complexities of early American society. By exploring the multi-day celebration,

students gain a deeper understanding of the historical context and the evolution of Thanksgiving.

Frequently Asked Questions

1.  Did the first Thanksgiving include a turkey? No, the turkey was not a central dish in the 1621 feast. The 

Pilgrims and Wampanoag shared deer, fish, and indigenous crops.

2.  How many days did the first Thanksgiving last? Historical records indicate that the celebration spanned 

approximately three days, from September 3rd to September 5th, 1621.

3.  Was the first Thanksgiving a religious event? Yes, prayers and hymns were integral to the celebration, 

reflecting the Pilgrims’ religious devotion.

4.  Did the Wampanoag participate in the celebration? Absolutely. The Wampanoag were central to the 

festivities, sharing food, songs, and cultural practices with the Pilgrims.

5.  When did the modern Thanksgiving holiday begin? The first official Thanksgiving in the United States was 

declared by President George Washington in 1789, and it became a national holiday in 1863 under President 

Abraham Lincoln.

Conclusion

The first Thanksgiving of 1621 was a multi-day event that brought together the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag in a

shared celebration of gratitude and cooperation. While modern audiences often think of a single, turkey-filled day,

the historical reality was a three-day feast that incorporated religious observances, communal meals, and cultural

exchange. Understanding how many days the first Thanksgiving lasted in 1621 provides valuable insight into the

origins of a holiday that has evolved into a cherished national tradition. By remembering the true depth of that

original celebration, we honor the spirit of gratitude, community, and shared heritage that continues to define

Thanksgiving today.
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