Primary Sources

Two Accounts of the First Thanksgiving
Edward Winslow and William Bradford, 1621
The little we know about the First Thanksgiving comes from only two
primary sources. The most extensive account is Edward Winslow’s. Winslow
provides most of the details of the menu. Surprisingly, turkey is not mentioned.
However, shortly after the festival, William Hilton arrived on the Fortune. He later
mentioned turkeys in a letter he wrote to his cousin in England.
Edward Winslow, 1621
“Our harvest being gotten in, our governor sent four men on fowling, that so we
might after a special manner rejoice together, after we had gathered the fruits of
our labors; they four in one day killed as much fowl, as with a little help beside,
served the Company almost a week, at which time amongst other Recreations, we
exercised our Arms, many of the Indians coming amongst us, and amongst the rest
their greatest king Massasoit, with some ninety men, whom for three days we
entertained and feasted, and they went out and killed five Deer, which they brought
to the Plantation and bestowed on our Governor, and upon the Captain and others.
And although it be not always so plentiful, as it was at this time with us, yet by the
goodness of God, we are so far from want, that we often wish you partakers of our
plenty.”

William Bradford, 1621
“They began now to gather in the small harvest they had, and to fit up their houses
and dwellings against winter, being all well recovered in health and strength and
had all things in good plenty. For as some were thus employed in affairs abroad,
others were exercised in fishing, about cod and bass and other fish, of which they
took good store, of which every family had their portion. All the summer there was
no want; and now began to come in store of fowl, as winter approached, of which
this place did abound when they came first (but afterward decreased by degrees).
And besides waterfowl there was great store of wild turkeys, of which they took
many, besides venison, etc. Besides, they had about a peck of meal a week to a
person, or now since harvest, Indian corn to that proportion. Which made many
afterwards write so largely of their plenty here to their friends in England, which
were not feigned but true reports.”
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William Hilton, 1621
Loving Cousin,
At our arrival in New Plymouth , in New England, we found all our friends and
planters in good health, though they were left sick and weak, with very small
means; the Indians round about us peaceable and friendly; the country very
pleasant and temperate, yielding naturally, of itself, great store of fruits, as vines of
divers sorts in great abundance. There is likewise walnuts, chestnuts, small nuts
and plums, with much variety of flowers, roots and herbs, no less pleasant than
wholesome and profitable. No place hath more gooseberrries and strawberries, nor
better. Timber of all sorts you have in England doth cover the land, that affords
beasts of diverce sorts, and great flocks of turkey, quails, pigeons and partridges;
many great lakes abounding with fish, fowl, beavers, and otters. The sea affords us
great plenty of all excellent sorts of sea-fish, as the rivers and isles doth variety of
wild fowl of most useful sorts. Mines we find, to our thinking; but neither the
goodness nor quality we know. Better grain cannot be than the Indian corn, if we
will plant it upon as good ground as a man need desire. We are all freeholders; the
rent-day doth not trouble us; and all those good blessings we have, of which and
what we list in their seasons for taking.
Our company are, for most part, very religious, honest people; the word of God
sincerely taught us every Sabbath; so that I know not any thing a contented mind
can here want. I desire your friendly care to send my wife and children to me,
where I wish all the friends I have in England; and so I rest.
Your loving kinsman,
William Hilton

This letter is a secondary, rather than a primary source.
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