
Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade
History

Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade history is a rich tapestry woven with the
threads of tradition, community spirit, and celebration. As one of the oldest Thanksgiving
Day parades in the United States, it has become a cherished part of the city’s cultural
fabric. This article will explore the origins, evolution, and significance of the Philadelphia
Thanksgiving Day Parade, highlighting its impact on the city and its residents.

Origins of the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day
Parade

The Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade began in 1920, making it one of the oldest
Thanksgiving parades in the country. The inception of the parade can be traced back to a
group of department store employees from Gimbels, a prominent Philadelphia department
store. The first parade was designed to promote the store’s Christmas shopping season,
but it quickly evolved into a celebration that brought the community together to give
thanks.

The First Parade

- Date: The inaugural parade took place on November 24, 1920.
- Participants: The first parade featured a modest lineup of floats, bands, and a small
number of community groups.
- Route: The parade’s route started at 16th Street and ended at City Hall, showcasing



some of Philadelphia’s most iconic landmarks.

This initial event attracted a crowd of approximately 50,000 spectators, highlighting the
community's enthusiasm for celebrating Thanksgiving in a festive manner.

Evolution Through the Decades

As the years went by, the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade grew in size and
popularity. The following sections outline the key developments and changes that shaped
the parade over the decades.

1920s to 1940s: The Golden Age

During the 1920s and 1930s, the parade flourished, featuring larger and more elaborate
floats, as well as a diverse range of entertainment. The introduction of giant balloons in
the 1930s marked a significant turning point, drawing inspiration from the Macy's
Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City.

- Key Highlights:
- The introduction of themed floats that reflected popular culture and significant events.
- The addition of live performances from local schools and organizations.
- The inclusion of celebrity appearances, which helped to draw larger crowds.

By the end of the 1940s, the parade had become a beloved annual tradition, cementing its
place in the hearts of Philadelphians.

1950s to 1970s: Challenges and Changes

The post-war era brought challenges to the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade. In the
1950s and 1960s, changing social dynamics and competition from other entertainment
options led to a decline in attendance.

- Key Challenges:
- The rise of television as a primary source of entertainment.
- Economic changes that affected sponsorship and funding for the parade.

Despite these challenges, the parade adapted by incorporating more modern elements,
such as live broadcasting. In 1965, the parade was televised for the first time, allowing
viewers from across the country to participate in the festivities from the comfort of their
homes.

1980s to 2000s: A New Era of Resurgence



The 1980s marked a revitalization period for the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade.
With renewed community interest and support, the parade began to evolve once again.

- Key Developments:
- The introduction of new floats and larger balloons, including popular characters from
children’s television shows.
- Enhanced collaboration with local schools and community organizations to promote
participation.
- The incorporation of a diverse array of musical performances, including marching bands
and choirs.

By the late 1990s, the parade had regained its status as a significant cultural event in
Philadelphia, drawing hundreds of thousands of attendees each year.

The Modern Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day
Parade

Today, the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade is a vibrant celebration that reflects the
city's rich cultural diversity and community spirit. The event typically takes place on the
morning of Thanksgiving Day, starting at 8:30 AM and lasting for approximately two
hours.

Key Features of the Modern Parade

- Floats and Balloons: The parade is renowned for its imaginative floats and giant
character balloons. Each year, new designs are introduced, often inspired by popular
culture and current events.
- Performances: A wide variety of performances, including local dance troupes, choirs, and
musical acts, make the event lively and entertaining.
- Community Involvement: The parade includes participants from various local schools,
organizations, and businesses, fostering a sense of community and local pride.
- Television Broadcast: The parade is broadcast live on local television, allowing those who
cannot attend in person to partake in the celebration.

Significance of the Parade

The Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade holds significant cultural and historical
importance for the city. It serves not only as a celebration of Thanksgiving but also as a
symbol of community unity and resilience. The parade fosters a sense of belonging and
pride among Philadelphians, as families gather to witness the spectacle together.



Challenges and Adaptations in Recent Years

In recent years, the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade has faced challenges similar to
those encountered in the past. The COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, forced the
organizers to rethink the format of the event.

Adapting to Change

- Virtual Events: In 2020, the parade was held virtually to ensure the safety of participants
and attendees, showcasing pre-recorded performances and floats.
- Health and Safety Protocols: As the world began to recover, the parade implemented
health and safety measures, allowing for a return to in-person attendance while
prioritizing public safety.

Despite these challenges, the parade has continued to evolve and adapt, ensuring that it
remains a beloved tradition for generations to come.

Conclusion

The Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade history is a testament to the city's
resilience and community spirit. From its humble beginnings in 1920 to its status as a
modern-day celebration of diversity and unity, the parade has become an integral part of
Philadelphia's cultural identity. As it continues to evolve, the parade will undoubtedly
remain a cherished tradition that brings together families and friends to celebrate the
spirit of Thanksgiving. Whether in person or through the television screen, the
Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade promises an unforgettable experience filled with
joy, gratitude, and community.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year did the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day
Parade first take place?
The Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade first took place in 1920.

What was the original name of the Philadelphia
Thanksgiving Day Parade?
The original name of the parade was the 'Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade,' but it was
later renamed to reflect its Philadelphia roots.



What are some traditional elements featured in the
Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade?
Traditional elements of the parade include giant character balloons, marching bands,
floats, and performances by local artists.

How has the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade
evolved over the years?
The parade has evolved from a small local event to a major televised spectacle,
incorporating diverse cultural performances and community participation.

What notable performances have occurred during the
Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade?
Notable performances have included appearances by Broadway casts, musical acts, and
local dance troupes showcasing various genres.

Is the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade the oldest
Thanksgiving parade in the United States?
No, while the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade is one of the oldest, the oldest is the
Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City, which began in 1924.

How is the Philadelphia Thanksgiving Day Parade
significant to the local community?
The parade is significant as it brings together families and communities to celebrate the
holiday, showcasing local culture and fostering a sense of unity and tradition.
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