
In grade-school, most of us be-
came familiar with the amicable 
story set in 17th century New 

England where European Pilgrims 
came together 
with Indians to 
feast over a meal. 

We recognize this event as the origin 
of modern-day 
Thanksgiving. This 
myth was then wo-
ven into American 
school curricula 
and made its way 
into textbooks in 
the 20th century as 
a largely unchal-
lenged fact. Most 
teachers to this 
day fail to explain 
why we actual-
ly celebrate the 
holiday. So why do 
we? Who shall we 
credit?

Credit should 
be given to Sarah 
Josepha Hale, a novelist and poet, 
who successfully lobbied President 
Abraham Lincoln to make Thanksgiv-
ing a national holiday in the spirit of 
acknowledging and finding joy and 
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He is a wise man 
who does not grieve 
for the things which 
he has not, but 
rejoices for those 
which he has.

 – Epictetus
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”
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gratitude for the blessings of the year. 
Through Hale’s role as the editor 

of Godey’s Lady’s Book, a women’s 
home journal, she began a relentless 
17-year campaign for a national hol-
iday called Thanksgiving. From 1847 
on, Hale published a yearly editorial 
calling upon states and territories 

to institute Thanks-
giving. She wrote 
thousands of letters 
to prominent citi-
zens, ambassadors, 
military commanders, 
governors, and seven 
presidents to call for 
a national celebration 
of the holiday.

Hale’s reasoning 
for the holiday—and 
tireless advocacy 
promoting it—had 
nothing to do with 
the Pilgrims and 
Indians, rather, it was 
about the goodness 
of humanity and 

gratitude for abundance:
“Autumn is the time when the 

overflowing garners of America call 
for an expression of joyful gratitude. 
When it shall be observed, on the 
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“Autumn is the 
time when the 
overflowing garners 
of America call for 
an expression of 
joyful gratitude. 
When it shall 
be observed, on 
the same day, 
throughout all 
the states and 
territories...”


