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As a former teacher, I am always amazed at the amount of misinformation we propagate as fact. For example, how many times were you told not to use the word “ain’t” because it was not a word?


Now, for the record, as a former English teacher, I preached long and hard against the use of ain’t, but I never said it wasn’t a word. It is a word; it has meaning, and it is never misunderstood. What it lacks is social acceptance. Educated people do not use it.


But I digress. I am thinking about the myths that we accept as factual history, particularly those about the early years of our nation. Most of us think that our national history really began when the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock.

 
We have seen the pictures of men dressed in black suits and tall black hats and wearing black square-toed shoes with gold buckles while the women were dressed in long grey dresses and white starched collars and caps.


Well, the Pilgrims probably did not dress like that. Black and white clothing was seldom worn except on Sundays or other formal occasions. Buckles were not a fashion accessory until the late 1600’s.


While women did not wear bright cheerful clothing, neither was their clothing drab. They sometimes even wore red, though it was a dark red. Other colors they used were lavenders, blues, browns and dark greens.


Under the best of conditions, these first settlers in the new world were not likely to make a fashion statement when they met the Indian’s welcoming committee. After weeks of togetherness on that small boat, their clothes were dirty and unkempt, to say the least, and probably very fragrant. The fact that they shared the ship’s space with pigs and chickens for their new home could only have added to their dishevelment.


I suspect that, while other white men had visited the new world before and a few Indians could speak some English, that first meeting between the colonists and the Wampanoag Indians might have resembled a meeting of today’s American cowboys and space men from Mars at Roswell.


Artists have recreated the occasion with paintings showing tables heaped with food and blanket-clad Indians chatting with congenial Pilgrims. Close your eyes and imagine what the conversations might have been like.


Pilgrim: “Before we left England, the Queen came from London in her carriage to wish us God Speed.”


Indian: “Oh really! And what’s a carriage? What’s London? For that matter, what‘s a queen?” 


One thing is probably true. They did have a grand feast, but it did not resemble today’s Thanksgiving dinner, nor did it include many foods the Pilgrims would have eaten had they been in England.


Turkey could have been served, though it would not have been the big fat roasted bird of today. It would have been thinner and not as tasty as what we eat now.


There would have been lots of offerings from the sea--eels, cod, clams and oysters. The forests would have yielded venison and a variety of fowls like duck, goose, swan, partridge and eagle. Surprisingly, they might have dined on seals also.


The Indians were familiar with most of the vegetables we know, but whether they were all in season or not is another matter. One thing they did not have was potatoes. Neither sweet potatoes nor white potatoes were native to the area. They did have pumpkins, a vegetable unfamiliar to the Pilgrims. Also they probably had lots of nuts, including acorns, which the Indians considered edible.


Boiled eggs were also missing. The Indians had no chickens, though they ate birds’ eggs. The colonists had brought chickens with them from England, but some were eaten on the voyage, and we have no record of whether or not these they had left were in egg-laying season.



Today Thanksgiving dinner would rationally conclude with a big piece of pumpkin pie and a cup of coffee. Culinary history has no record of pumpkin pie being served at that first Thanksgiving dinner, though they might have had boiled pumpkin sweetened with honey.


Tea probably accompanied the colonists from England and the Indians brewed various beverages gathered from plants in the forests. Both likely had some form of alcoholic beverages. Later they danced, played games, told stories and sang together.


That first Thanksgiving celebration didn’t likely conclude after the dishes were all cleaned up and put away. The celebration probably lasted for about three days. Talk about eating leftovers.


The group that gathered that first Thanksgiving Day probably wasn’t aware that they were creating America’s unique celebration. At the time, they had no plans to repeat the event. If they were to come back and see what Thanksgiving is like to day, they might be surprised, but I think they would approve.
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