
The First Thanksgiving By Jean Craighead
George

The First Thanksgiving by Jean Craighead George is a beautifully illustrated children’s book that
captures the essence of one of America’s most cherished holidays. Through vivid storytelling and
engaging illustrations, Jean Craighead George brings to life the historical events that led to the first
Thanksgiving celebration in 1621. This article delves into the themes, characters, and historical
context of the book, as well as its significance in American culture and education.

About the Author

Jean Craighead George was an acclaimed American author known for her children's books that often
centered on nature and the environment. Born in 1919, she had a deep love for wildlife and spent her
childhood exploring the outdoors. This passion is reflected in her writing, and she often incorporated
themes of nature, survival, and the relationship between humans and animals.

Some notable aspects of her background include:

- Educational Background: George earned a degree in English and a master's degree in literature,
which laid the foundation for her writing career.
- Prolific Writer: She authored over 100 books, many of which have won prestigious awards and are
beloved by children and adults alike.
- Environmental Advocate: George was an advocate for environmental preservation, and her books
often encouraged young readers to appreciate and protect nature.



Her love for storytelling, combined with her dedication to nature, makes her an influential figure in
children's literature.

Overview of "The First Thanksgiving"

"The First Thanksgiving" is a narrative that focuses on the events surrounding the inaugural feast
shared between the Pilgrims and the Native Americans, specifically the Wampanoag tribe. The book
illustrates the hardships faced by the Pilgrims during their first winter in America and their eventual
collaboration with the Native Americans that led to a successful harvest.

Plot Summary

The story begins with the arrival of the Pilgrims on the Mayflower in 1620. The harsh winter that
followed was brutal, resulting in the loss of many lives. As spring arrived, the remaining Pilgrims were
introduced to the Wampanoag tribe, who taught them vital survival skills, including fishing, farming,
and hunting.

Key Plot Points:

1. The Arrival: The Pilgrims arrive in an unfamiliar land, full of hope but soon faced with dire
challenges.
2. Struggles: The winter proves devastating, leading to illness and starvation among the settlers.
3. Alliances Formed: The Pilgrims meet the Wampanoag tribe, led by Chief Massasoit, and learn how
to cultivate the land.
4. The Harvest: After a successful harvest, the Pilgrims decide to hold a feast to celebrate their
newfound friendship and gratitude.
5. The Feast: The narrative culminates in the gathering of both the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag,
representing unity and shared gratitude.

Thematic Elements

The book explores several important themes, including:

- Gratitude: The overarching theme of thanksgiving emphasizes the importance of gratitude for the
support and friendship received.
- Cultural Exchange: The interaction between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag highlights the value of
sharing knowledge and traditions.
- Survival and Resilience: The story depicts the struggles of the Pilgrims and their ability to adapt and
survive in a new environment.
- Unity and Cooperation: The feast symbolizes a moment of unity and cooperation between two
distinct cultures, which is a significant aspect of American history.



Illustrations and Artistic Style

Jean Craighead George collaborated with illustrator Thomas Locker, whose artwork adds a rich visual
layer to the narrative. Locker’s watercolor illustrations are known for their vibrant colors and ability to
evoke the natural beauty of the landscape.

Key Characteristics of Locker’s Illustrations:

- Nature-Centric: The illustrations beautifully depict the flora and fauna of the New World, reinforcing
the book's themes of nature and survival.
- Emotional Depth: Locker captures the emotions of the characters, allowing readers to connect with
their struggles and triumphs.
- Historical Accuracy: The art also reflects a commitment to historical accuracy, portraying the attire
and customs of the time.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate "The First Thanksgiving," it is essential to understand the historical context of the
events described in the book. The year 1620 marked a significant moment in American history as it
saw the arrival of the Pilgrims, a group of English settlers seeking religious freedom.

The Pilgrims’ Journey

- Religious Persecution: The Pilgrims fled England due to persecution for their religious beliefs,
seeking a place where they could practice their faith freely.
- The Mayflower Voyage: The journey across the Atlantic was fraught with difficulties, including rough
seas and limited provisions.
- Settlement in Plymouth: Upon landing, the Pilgrims established Plymouth Colony, facing immediate
hardships in their new environment.

Relationship with Native Americans

The interactions between the Pilgrims and Native Americans were complex and often marked by
misunderstanding and conflict. However, the first Thanksgiving represents a moment of cooperation
that is often celebrated.

- Wampanoag Tribe: The Wampanoag were instrumental in the Pilgrims’ survival, demonstrating
generosity and knowledge of the land.
- Mutual Respect: The alliance formed between the two groups was crucial for the success of the
Pilgrims’ settlement.



Significance of "The First Thanksgiving" in Education

Jean Craighead George’s "The First Thanksgiving" serves as an educational tool that introduces young
readers to essential aspects of American history. Its engaging narrative and vivid illustrations make it
an excellent resource for educators and parents alike.

Teaching Themes

Educators can utilize the book to teach various themes, including:

- The Importance of History: Understanding the past helps children appreciate the present.
- Cultural Awareness: The book encourages discussions about different cultures and the significance
of respecting and learning from one another.
- Gratitude and Community: The themes of gratitude and community can lead to meaningful
discussions about the values that contribute to a harmonious society.

Activities and Discussion Questions

To enhance the reading experience, educators can incorporate activities such as:

1. Art Projects: Encourage students to create their own illustrations of the first Thanksgiving or design
a feast menu based on the book.
2. Role-Playing: Organize a role-playing activity where students can reenact the events of the first
Thanksgiving.
3. Discussion Questions:
- What challenges did the Pilgrims face, and how did they overcome them?
- Why is it important to celebrate diversity and cultural exchange?
- How can we show gratitude in our daily lives?

Conclusion

Jean Craighead George’s "The First Thanksgiving" is more than just a children’s book; it is a poignant
reminder of the values of cooperation, gratitude, and the power of cultural exchange. Through its
engaging narrative and stunning illustrations, the book brings history to life, making it accessible and
enjoyable for young readers. As families gather to celebrate Thanksgiving, this book serves as an
essential tool for reflecting on the holiday's origins and the importance of unity and respect among
diverse cultures.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who is the author of 'The First Thanksgiving'?
The author of 'The First Thanksgiving' is Jean Craighead George.

What is the primary theme of 'The First Thanksgiving'?
The primary theme of 'The First Thanksgiving' is the celebration of cultural exchange and gratitude
between the Pilgrims and Native Americans.

In what year was 'The First Thanksgiving' published?
'The First Thanksgiving' was published in 1971.

What age group is 'The First Thanksgiving' intended for?
'The First Thanksgiving' is intended for young readers, typically in the elementary school age range.

What historical event does 'The First Thanksgiving' depict?
The book depicts the 1621 harvest feast shared between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag people.

How does Jean Craighead George portray the Native American
perspective in the book?
Jean Craighead George portrays the Native American perspective by highlighting their role in the feast
and their contributions to the Pilgrims' survival.

What type of illustrations accompany 'The First
Thanksgiving'?
The book features detailed and engaging illustrations that complement the text and bring the story to
life.

What educational aspects does 'The First Thanksgiving'
cover?
The book covers educational aspects such as early American history, the significance of cooperation,
and cultural traditions.

How does 'The First Thanksgiving' address themes of
friendship?
The book addresses themes of friendship by showing how the Pilgrims and Native Americans came
together to celebrate and support each other.

Is 'The First Thanksgiving' a fictional or non-fictional account?
'The First Thanksgiving' is a fictional account based on historical events and incorporates elements of
storytelling to engage young readers.
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