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Upcoming Events 

 
August 20  

Green Corn Celebration 
Plimoth-Patuxet Museums 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

August 24 
GSMD Online Lecture 

“Beefing up an Ancestor’s 
Timeline”  

with Jeanette Sheliga 
Virtual Event 

 
 

November 5 
Compact Day 

Time and Location 
TBA 

 
 
 
 

  

Plymouth Hall Museum and Plymouth 

Antiquarian Society to Host  

Burial Hill Tour 

 

Burial Hill is located just west of Plymouth's 

Main Street, which parallels the shoreline of 

Plymouth Bay, and is at the southwest end 

of Leyden Street, which parallels Town 

Brook to the south, and was the first street laid 

out when the Plymouth Colony was founded in 

1620. The hill rises 165 feet (50 m) above sea 

level, and provides commanding views over the 

surrounding landscape and coastline.  

 

To learn more about the historic site, read Amy 

Whorf McGuiggan’s feature on page 3. Infor-

mation about the upcoming tour is on page 4. 

(Photo by Amy Whorf McGuiggan). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leyden_Street
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Town_Brook_(Massachusetts)
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It is hard to believe that 
we are now into the 
summer months of 
2022. The year has gone 
by quickly, but our 
MSMD officers have 
worked hard to make 
decisions that will 
strengthen our society.  
 
I was happy to fill in as 
interim Governor and 
now that I have been 
elected Governor, I have 
solid goals I hope to 
accomplish with our 
newly elected officers.  

 
We will be working on three challenges during my first year.  
 
One challenge will be to perfect our new system of application 
verifications. Historian Deb Brownell is working hard on this 
pilot program. At the last board meeting, the officers voted to 
outsource our applications and after doing the math, we will 
save a considerable amount of money to do it.  
 
Next, the board will begin discussing limited terms of office, in 
a way that keeps those who engage with our society the most 
with plenty to contribute once they have completed their terms.  
 
It is important to elect new people into office on a regular basis. 
It brings us new ideas and gives a chance for many members to 
contribute to the overall health of the society. 
 
Last, with the help of the board, I hope to examine all our 
sources of revenue and come up with some new ones to add. 
We are now closing in on 4000 members in the MA Society 
and we owe it to our members to offer as many benefits as pos-
sible to keep our mission strong.  
 
Telling this foundational story through the years requires keep-
ing everyone interested in staying on as members and encour-
aging family members to follow. 
 
I am always interested in your thoughts or ideas, so please feel 
free to contact me anytime at governor@massmayflower.org or 
(508) 245-6003.  
 
Hug a family member today. It will do as much for you as it 
will do for them! 
 
 

 

 

 
Governor                         Lea Sinclair Filson  
 
Deputy Governor  Lisa Pennington  
 
Secretary                         Linda R. Coulsey 
 
Treasurer                         Edith  G. Bridges 
 
Captain                           Thomas A. Woislaw, Jr.   
 
Surgeon                          Bruce R. Bistrian, MD, PhD 
 
Historian                       Deborah C. Brownell 
 
Elder                             Rev. Nancy Allen  
 
Counselor                    James J. Wheaton, Esq.  
 
    

Assistants to 2023:     Donna B. Curtin, PhD, 

   Roseann Doten Pratt 

   Vacancy 

 

Assistants to 2024:  Christopher C. Child 

   Francis J. O’Brien 

   Christine S. Tissot 

 

Assistants to 2025:       Beth Anderson-Godfrey 

   Amy Whorf McGuiggan 

   Cynthia M. Tinney 

    

 

 

OFFICERS AND BOARD  

OF ASSISTANTS  

2022—2023 

 

The Compact is published by:  

 

 

 

 

  

The Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants 

 175 Derby Street, Suite 13 

Hingham, MA 02043-4036 

(781) 875-3194 ▪ info@massmayflower.org 

 

 Editor:  Kristin J. Russo 

 kristinjrusso@gmail.com

 

GOVERNOR’S MESSAGE 

LEA SINCLAIR FILSON 

Governor Lea Sinclair Filson 

mailto:governor@massmayflower.org
mailto:info@massmayflower.org
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Burial Hill: The Face of the Pilgrim Legacy 

Amy Whorf McGuiggan 

 

Old Burial Hill, an original landmark and designated Na-
tional Register of Historic Places property, was an integral 
part of the 1620 Pilgrim village and the site of the Pil-
grims’ first fort/meetinghouse. It is believed to be the final 
resting place of several Mayflower passengers, including 
Elder William Brewster and his wife Mary (marked by a 
cenotaph), Gov. William Bradford (marked by an obelisk) 
and John Howland (marked by an 1897 monument with an 
elegant bas relief of the Mayflower). Criss-crossed by 
paths, the sacred ground was an active burial ground for 
nearly 300 years. The headstones and monuments in this 
outdoor museum number nearly twenty-three hundred, 
many of which are irreplaceable works of folk art. 

Exploring the burial ground, one cannot help but be capti-
vated by all the quaint epitaphs and charming faces, full 
faces, some stern, some contemplative, many playful, that 
stare back from the headstones. The interplay of light on 
the stones can seem to make the soul effigies and portraits 

come alive, interactive. Eyes twinkle, lips turn up in wel-
coming and mischievous Mona Lisa-esque expressions. 

Psychologists tell us that the face, across which life and 
lessons are etched, is something of a truth teller. Facial 
nerves and muscles are the physical part of the body that is 
the least able to be fully controlled. The face, therefore, 
cannot be fully disengaged from the body’s psychology. 
We heard a lot about faces during the many months when 
face coverings were the social norm, how unrecognizable 
even our friends and family members could be and how 
the important cues as to a person’s friendliness and ap-
proachability were obscured by the coverings. Contem-
plating the emotions and nonverbal messages that the gen-
eral tradesmen of the 17th century were able to effectively 
express by their rudimentary, though beautiful, slate carv-

ings surely is a testament to the communicative power of 
the face. 

But historic Burial Hill is more than a gathering of delight-
ful individual faces. It is, in a sense, the face of Plymouth, 
the realized promise of the Pilgrim colony whose tangible 
legacy is represented by generations of Plymouth residents 
buried there who could trace their ancestry to the May-
flower Pilgrims.  

From Burial Hill, one can fully embrace the panorama of 
the Pilgrim experience, gazing across the bay to Province-
town where the Mayflower first anchored and where four 
passengers had died, to Clark’s Island in Plymouth Harbor 
where the first Sabbath in Plymouth was celebrated, north 
along the coast – and beyond – to where passengers mi-
grated to begin a future and new Pilgrim towns. It is a 
view not to be missed. 

All pictures by Amy Whorf McGuiggan 
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Homeschool Adventure: Growing the Wampanoag Way 

Join us as we celebrate Green Corn the 
Wampanoag Way! Homeschoolers and their 
families will learn about planting, harvesting, 
and cooking with heirloom flint corn and plant 
their own Wampanoag-inspired garden to take 
home.

Ticket includes admission to Plimoth Patuxet 
only. Admission to Mayflower II and the 
Plimoth Grist Mill are an additional fee

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

“Beefing up an Ancestor’s Timeline” with Jeanette Sheliga

Wednesday, August 24, 2022
7:00 pm to 8:00 pm EST

So often there are unanswered questions and brick walls surrounding a person on your family tree.
This presentation focuses on techniques and good practices on how to obtain and organize all of the information that you can locate 
on a person and, hopefully, help to answer your questions and break through the brick walls.

“Disease and Epidemics in Colonial New England” with Shellie Karol-Chik

Thursday, September 29, 2022
7:00 pm to 8:00 pm EST

Since the earliest European settlements in New England, diseases and epidemics were a regular part of colonial life.
Join Shellie Karol-Chik as she explores the types of diseases affecting colonists, the timeline of New England’s early epidemics, and 
how colonists viewed and reacted to this unwelcome part of their lives. The event will also review a case study of an outbreak affect-
ing Plymouth Colony in 1747 and provide tips on how to identify outbreaks in your own genealogical and historical research.

“The Mayflower and Its Crew: a Nautical and Societal History” with Geoffrey Gamble 

Thursday, November 10, 2022
7:00 pm to 8:00 pm EST

A rollicking travel in time to the 17th century, including a biography of the Mayflower as a ship, and a societal history of some of its 
crew and passengers with a hint of forbidden religion.

Geoffrey Gamble is the Governor of the Mayflower Society of Delaware, a retired lawyer and diplomat, who has had a lifelong 
interest in studying the 17th century.

For Zoom links, visit: https://themayflowersociety.org/history/lecture-series

General Society Online Lecture Series Announced 

Join us as we celebrate Green Corn the Wampanoag Way! Homeschoolers and their families will learn 
about planting, harvesting, and cooking with heirloom � int corn and plant their own Wampanoag
inspired garden to take home.

Ticket includes admission to Plimoth Patuxet only. Admission to May� ower II and the Plimoth Grist 
Mill are an additional fee.



VOLUME 43, ISSUE 2, P. 5  SUMMER 2022 

Massachusetts Society of Mayflower descendants• 781-875-3194• www.massmayflower.org  

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Governor General Jane Groves Riddell Hurt is planning an official visit to 

Massachuetts.  

 

When: October 9, 2022 at 1:30 p.m.  

 

Where: Pilgrim Hall Museum, 75 Court Street, Plymouth, MA  

 

Cost: $15.00 per person 

 

Registration deadline: October 3 

 

A magnificent tapestry telling the story of the settlement of the New World 

will be on display. The beautiful needlework was done by numerous volun-

teers.  

 

The event is $15.00 per person.  

 

Sandwiches and refreshments will be served.  

Registration form and information below.  

 

 

The deadline to register is October 3, 2022. 

 

 

Governor General to Visit in October  

Governor General Jane Groves Riddell Hurt poses 

with Richard Pickering, assistant executive director 

of Plimoth-Patuxet Museum, during her last official 

visit to Massachusetts in 2019.   

Registration for Governor General Reception 

October 9, 2022 

1:30 p.m. at Pilgrim Hall, 75 Court Street, Plymouth, MA 

 

Name: __________________________________________________________________ 

Address: ________________________________________________________________ 

    ________________________________________________________________ 

Check to request gluten-free meal: ___________________ 

 

Phone number: ___________________________________________ 

Email address: ___________________________________________ 

 

Number of attendees: _____ x $15.00       Total: _______________________________ 

Please send check made out to MSMD  

 

     Mail to: 175 Derby St, Unit 13 

     Hingham, MA 02043.  
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Name   Passenger 

Mrs. Douglas Anderson Princeton MA John Howland 

Ms. Sara F. Annese Duxbury MA John Alden 

Mr. Tony P. Annese Duxbury MA John Alden 

Mr. David Bakstran Natick MA William White 

Mrs. Janice Barney Plymouth, MA Samuel Fuller 

Mr. Andrew D. Bartmess Revere MA John Billington 

Mr. Roy W. Batchelder Franklin MA Myles Standish 

Ms. Letitia Beauregard Marblehead MA William Bradford 

Ms. Sue Anne Billings Lancaster MA Stephen Hopkins 

Mr. Richard C. Bissell Barre MA John Alden 

Mr. George S. Briggs, Jr. Dallas TX William Bradford 

Ms. Sarah P. Burke Scituate MA John Howland 

Mr. Bradley D. Chapman East Boston MA Edward Fuller 

Mr. Robert Chardon Hokowhito CANADA Edward Doty 

Ms. Marti Christophe Chatham MA James Chilton 

Ms. Jill Crafts Cohasset MA Stephen Hopkins 

Ms. Frances E. Dalmolen South Chatham MA Francis Cooke 

Mr. Glenn F. Davis Longmeadow MA William Bradford 

Mr. Arthur R. Doty West Springfield MA Edward Doty 

Ms. Margery S. Dwyer Reading MA Richard Warren 

Ms. Erica E. Edwards Beverly MA William White 

Mr. John G. Everett Watertown MA John Howland 

Ms. Janelle Fairbrother North Andover MA Mary Chilton 

Mr. Cornelius G. Fitzpatrick Mansfield MA Stephen Hopkins 

Mr. Paul W. Flagg Hubbardston MA John Howland 

Mr. Lucan C. Francisco Scottsville, VA Edward Fuller 

Mr. Peter F. Francisco Scottsville, VA Edward Fuller 

Mr. Patrick W. Freeman Reading MA William Brewster 

Ms. Kathleen Gillis Milton MA Edward Doty 

Ms. Elaine Hawkes Lincoln, MA Richard Warren 

Mr. Timothy M. Heffernan Whitinsville MA Richard Warren 

Mr. Andrew W. Herendeen Danvers MA William Brewster 

Ms. Karen Hodsdon South Boston MA John Howland 

Mr. Gary J. Holmes St Pete Beach FL Richard Warren 

Ms. Lauren Hubbard Melrose MA William Bradford 

Ms. Kathleen Ioan Littleton MA Stephen Hopkins 

Ms. Mary C. McHugh Wrentham MA Francis Cooke 

Mr. Edward C. Lake Hingham MA Isaac Allerton 

Ms. Melissa Lamrissi Raeford NC John Howland 

Ms. Mary E. Lane Needham MA William Bradford 

Mr. Nicholas M. Lane Seatle WA William Bradford 

Mr. Richard P. Lane Seatle WA William Bradford 

Mr. Roger A. Lane Needham MA William Bradford 

Ms. Melanie H. Larson Weston MA William Brewster 

Ms. Carolyn Lavallee Uxbridge MA Edward Fuller 

Ms. Jacquelyn Lyons-Heffernan Whitinsville MA William Brewster 
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Welcome New Members! 

Continued from page 8 

Mr. Edward G. Marshall Tigard OR William Brewster 

Mr. William T. McTeague Amesbury MA Isaac Allerton 

Mr. Jeffrey D. Miller Stow MA Richard Warren 

Dr. Teri Munroe Newport Beach CA John Alden 

Mr. Joseph H. Penrod Piedmont CA John Alden 

Ms. Karen Renaud Tyngsboro MA Giles Hopkins 

Ms. Sarah M. Richards Belmont MA John Alden 

Ms. Paula J. Richotte Springfield VT Isaac Allerton 

Ms. Sarah E. Ryan New Albany OH William Bradford 

Ms. Cheryl A. Soares Plymouth MA Stephen Hopkins 

Ms. Brooke Stevens Canton MA Richard Warren 

Ms. Cheryl H. Thomas Clermont FL Richard More 

Ms. Mary Trivett Foxborough MA Edward Doty 

Rev. Robert G. Windsor West Newton MA John Howland 

Mr. David A. Yucavitch Northfield MA William Bradford 

 

How to Apply for a Junior Membership 

The Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants joins 47 
other states in offering the Junior Member Affiliation. 

As stated in our bylaws, "Anyone from birth to age 25 may be 
awarded an undocumented membership through an application 
submitted by an adult family member of the Society who has 
already been admitted to membership and whose membership is 
active.”  

These Junior Members are not members of the General Society: 
they themselves have not filed documented lineage papers. They 
are not assigned a General Society or regular State Society num-
ber, only a Junior State Number (e.g. MSMD J-52). The State 

Society determines what annual dues or fees are charged. No 
fees are paid to the General Society. Junior members do not re-
ceive the Mayflower Quarterly [but they do receive 
the Junior Compact and Compact newsletters]. 

Junior members may convert to Life Membership at any age as 
long as the usual lineage papers are executed by the sponsor 
member on their behalf and the papers are approved by both the 
State and General Historians.  

They may not vote or hold office until they reach 18. At age 18 a 
Junior Member may transfer to Regular membership in the State 
Society where Junior Membership is held provided the usual 
lineage papers are completed and approved.  

Transfer is encouraged at least by age 25 because if they don’t, at 
that age they will be dropped by the State Society. While full life 
membership is available to every lineal descendant, the for-
mation of this program will allow a member of the Society to 
apply for Junior Membership on behalf of any minor who is a 
blood relative of any current member of the State Society. There 
will be a one time fee of $100.00 to enroll a Junior Member.  

Activities for juniors, sponsored by the MSMD and/or the 
GSMD, will be advertised regularly in the Compact. Since chil-
dren in our public schools generally study the Mayflower Story 
in the primary grades, this program will help foster an early in-
terest in their ancestry and also foster an interest in life member-
ship in the Society. 

Please visit www.massmayflower.org for more information and 
an application form.  
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Every year, the MSMD awards 

scholarships from three groups. 

The first scholarship is from the 

Sears Foundation. This year two 

students were awarded $1,050. 

each. The winners were Abigail 

McDonough, who was also a 

previous winner. She will contin-

ue her studies at Salve Regina, 

and Emily Coulsey, who will 

continue her major in the Nursing 

program at the University of 

Massachusetts, Amherst. 

The second award is the Thanks-

giving Day Scholarship, given to 

members of the Wampanoag 

Tribe to thank them for the help they gave the Pilgrims in that 

terrible year of 1621. This year, two winners received $1,500 

each. Hunter Tobey will be attending Massachusetts Maritime 

Academy and will major in Emergency Management. Jayline 

Steiding will be attending the University of Connecticut. 

The third award is the MSMD Scholarship. It gives the winner 

$1,620 per year, for four years, as long as the winner gives proof 

of their successful completion of the previous semester and en-

rollment in the next semester.  

This year, the award went to Nathaniel 

Kerr who will be attending Indiana Uni-

versity Bloomington and will major in 

Accounting and Finance.  

 In addition, for just this one time, we 

awarded $1000 to Parker Allen. She has 
been admitted to the Honors College at 
Texas State University. 

Each scholarship asks the applicant to 

write an essay of not more than 1,000 

words detailing the importance and influ-

ence their ancestors has had on them.  

The final paragraphs of Nathaniel Kerr’s 

essay certainly express the influence his 

ancestor has had on him: 

“I took pride in worshipping at the Church of the Pilgrimage in 

Plymouth, as we know that this church has the legacy of the faith 

Cooke brought with him on the Mayflower…and I am proud to 

carry on that legacy 400 years later. 

When I visit Burial Hill, overlooking the church and the town of 

Plymouth, I am grateful for Francis Cooke’s example. I hope one 

day I can pass along the gifts that Cooke has given to me and my 

family as I seek to be mindful and take care of the historic and 

monumental town of Plymouth.” 

  

Scholarship News
 

 

Being a member of the Mashpee Wampanoag tribe has brought 

me great pride in allowing myself to educate my peers about our 

heritage and spiritual connection to Mother Earth. As a Native 

American, I feel a personal connection to our environment and 

the organisms that live in it. I have an emotional bonding with 

my native Wampanoag  culture. I strive to protect and enhance 

my traditions through education at school and to include the tra-

ditions, cultures, principles, and practices that originate from our 

Mashpee Wampanoag heritage. 

People often inquire what it means to be a Mashpee Wampanoag 

native. I inform them of our traditions and culture. My native 

father has shared his knowledge in native traditions such as hunt-

ing, fishing, shell fishing and tribal culture the same way that he 

was taught by his father, an elder and gatekeeper.  

I continue to learn about our traditions by spending time with my 

father and observing. His teachings have enabled me to fully  

understand my culture and what my ancestors had done in pre-

colonial times. 

Specifically, through his teachings, I have learned the value of 

living off the land. Giving thanks to those that have given their 

lives so that I can be granted sustenance to survive. This speaks 

directly to the tribal connection to our environment and how we 

as tribal members serve as stewards to the land, conserving its 

resources and protecting it from harm so that future generations 

will have the same land quality that we have now.  I will teach 

my children about Mashpee Wampanoag culture, language, and 

heritage that my father has shared with me and continue the trib-

al traditions for many years to come. 

The Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants is not 

only providing myself with an opportunity to continue higher 
studies, but I also know that my grandfather would be proud of 

me and is with me in spirit. It would be an honor to accept.  

Award-Winning Essay by Hunter Tobey 
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A Romantic Comedy based on Hysterical Events 
 

Young Pilgrims features the Pilgrims John Alden and 
his friends, as they follow their hearts all the 
way to the New World. 
 
Written by former sitcom writer Sydney Blake, who 
wanted to imagine the story of her family’s Pilgrim 
ancestors in a new way.  
 
When the show premiered in an Off-Broadway theater 
festival, the New York Times declared it:  
 

“The most moving part of the festival.” 
 
Tickets:  
$28 General Admission 
$23 Seniors and Students 
$18 Children under 18 
 
Shows are Thursdays through Saturdays until  
August 13, at 7:30 p.m. 
 
Location: Theater in the Historic First Parish Church 
842 Tremont Street, Duxbury, MA 
 
For more information, visit: youngpilgrimstheplay.com 

Live Production of Young Pilgrims  

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

JUNIOR     SPONSOR     ANCESTOR 
Beckett Bogart Collins   Brian Victor Collins    William Bradford 
Samuel Joseph Hogan   Joan Marie Sharkey Jacobs   John Alden 
Charles Douglas Richmond  Arthur Pratt Richmond    Thomas Rogers 
Charlotte Rose Richmond   Arthur Pratt Richmond    Thomas Rogers 
Logan Fairbrother   Janelle Fairbrother    Mary Chilton 
Rhiannon Aurora Wilkinson  James Wilkinson     Mary Allerton 
Nancy Elizabeth Hull Mueller Mary Hull    Richard Warren  

Welcome New Juniors 

George Ernest Bowman Society 
Scott Barcelo 
Benefactors 
Scott Barcelo 
Christopher M. White 
Patrons 
Juliette R. Kerr 
Supporters 
Marion M. Dodd 
Penelope S. Hare 
 
 

Donors 
Anonymous 
Josephine H. Bero 
Lisa A. Brown 
Douglas Griswold 
Randall Hammond 
Mark E. Jenkinson 
Amy McGuiggan 
Joan Motta 
Jane E. Wu imo Nancy Coletta  
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Anne Aftuck 

Marie J. Anderson, 96 years old 

Stacy Latham Angle 50 yr member 

Ann Draper Arthur 

E. Nicki Benson 104 yrs old 

William B. Bloom 

Robert Alan Bundy 

R. Irene Clarke 

Alice Ann Copp 

Emily Elizabeth Davis 

Arthur J. Garfield 

Lawrence Elliott Harden 

Mary T. Hiebert 52 yr member 

Margaret Hellman 

Dorothy Holcomb 

Wheaton A. Holden, Jr., 62 year member 

Naomi Haskins Hopkins, 97 years old 

John M. Howells 

Philip Lehto 

Warren M. Little 

Mary Anna Nairn- 99 yrs+11 months 

Judith Munroe Palmer 

Joseph S. Parker 

Dorothy Richardson 

Alton B. Sherman, Jr. 

Dr. Jean L. Southern 

Edmund C. Tarbell 96 yrs 68 yr member 

Elizabeth B. Taverner 102 yrs old 

Joy H. Watkins 

Ruth A. Yesair 

In Memoriam 

WHAT: Plimoth Patuxet Museums 75th Anniversary 
WHEN: September 29 from 7 to 8 p.m. 
WHERE: In person at the museum and online 
 
Typically exclusive to Plimoth Patuxet Museums members, this 
month we invite everyone to join the Museum for our monthly 
virtual/in-person program that offers a deeper look into topics 
relating to 17th-century New England. 
 
2022 marks the 75th anniversary of Plimoth Patuxet Museums, 
and in this month’s program Tom Begley, Director of Collec-
tions and Special Projects will share the fascinating story and 
vision of the Museum’s founder, Henry Hornblower II. Through 
seldom seen archival materials, Begley will highlight the Muse-

um’s growth from a single, reproduction Pilgrim home to an in-
ternationally recognized museum, celebrating 75 years of living 
history. 
 
Thanks to the generous support of the Bridge Street Fund, the 
July, August, and September 2022 Members-Only programs 
(offered in person and online) are free and open to the public. 
When registering for this program, select “In-Person” or 
“Virtual/Zoom” to ensure you receive the correct information for 
attending the program. 

 
For those attending in person, 
the doors will open to the 
Maxwell Theater at Plimoth 
Patuxet Museums’ Visitors 
Center at 6:30pm. 
 
For those participating online, 
a Zoom link will be emailed 
to you three hours prior to the 
program with a Zoom link for 
joining. 
 
For more information, call: 
(508) 746-1622 or email: 
info@plimoth.org. 

Plimoth Patuxet Museums to Celebrate 75th Anniversary 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



VOLUME 43, ISSUE 2, P. 11  SUMMER 2022 

Massachusetts Society of Mayflower descendants• 781-875-3194• www.massmayflower.org  

 
 
 
 
Julie Lesnik 
Assistant Professor of Anthropology 
Wayne State University 
 
Most Americans probably don’t realize that 

we have a very limited understanding of the first Thanksgiving, 
which took place in 1621 in Massachusetts. 
 
Indeed, few of our present-day traditions resemble what hap-
pened 400 years ago, and there’s only one original account of the 
feast. 
 
As an anthropologist who specializes in reconstructing past diets, 
I can say that even though we don’t have a definitive account of 
the menu at the first Thanksgiving, letters and recorded oral his-
tories give us a pretty good idea of what they probably ate. And 
we know for a fact that it didn’t include mashed potatoes and 
pumpkin pie. 
 
A main course of waterfowl and venison 
The main course is the one scholars can speak about with cer-
tainty. 
 
The only eyewitness account of the first Thanksgiving comes 
from a letter written by Edward Winslow on Dec. 11, 1621. In it, 
he describes how the Puritans, after utilizing fertilization meth-
ods imparted by Tisquantum (also known as “Squanto”), had 
their first successful harvest. To celebrate, Governor William 
Bradford “sent four men on fowling” and they returned later that 
day with enough food to feed the colony for almost a week. 
Since waterfowl was plentiful in the Massachusetts Bay area, it’s 
widely accepted that they were eating goose and duck rather than 
turkey. 
 
The letter also recounts that the Wampanoag leader Massasoit 
Ousamequin was present, along with “some ninety men,” and 
that they gifted five deer to the governor. Therefore, venison 
likely had a prominent place alongside waterfowl on the first 
Thanksgiving table. 
 
Not cranberry sauce, but sobaheg stew 
The natural bogs of the the region contained wild cranberries 
that could be dried and used all winter to bring variety and vita-
min C into the diets of the Wampanoags. They even have their 
own holiday, Cranberry Day, that resembles our Thanksgiving. 
However, there’s no account of cranberries at the first Thanks-
giving, nor is there any mention of cranberries in other records 
of foods introduced to people who arrived on the Mayflower. 
This may be due, in part, to the location of Plymouth Plantation 
relative to the boggy regions of Massachusetts, which are several 
miles away. 
 
If bogs were not in the immediate area, then the fruit may not 
have been as readily used by the Wampanoags of this region as 
they were in other places with Wampanoag settlements, like 
Martha’s Vineyard. 
Instead, for a side dish to the main course, a stew called sobaheg 

was most likely served. An easy way to make use of seasonal 
ingredients, the stew often included a mixture of beans, corn, 
poultry, squash, nuts and clam juice. All are used in 
the traditional dish today, and all would have been available in 
1621. In fact, clams, fish and other seafood were abundant in the 
area, so they were probably present in some form, whether in 
sobaheg or another dish. 
 
For carbs, look to cornbread, not potatoes 

 
Historians attribute the first New Eng-
land crop of potatoes to Derry, New 
Hampshire in 1722, so there’s no way 
mashed potatoes could have made an 
appearance during the first Thanksgiv-
ing. 
 

Corn, on the other hand, was the staple starch of the time, and in 
the published notes of William J. Miller on the Wampanoag 
tribe, he indicates that among the foods introduced to them, the 
corn bread, called maizium, was “kind.” European settlers didn’t 
often speak favorably of indigenous food, so mazium stands out 
as a recipe that likely made it onto the table at this first feast. 

Potatoes weren’t around in 17th-century New England, but corn 
was plentiful.   

A ‘green sauce’ gravy 
 
Although the settlers may have made a gravy out of the drip-
pings from the meats procured for the feast, a common staple for 
these early colonizers was a dish known simply as “green 
sauce.” 
 
Although the best accounts of this sauce come from later rec-
ords when households had their own gardens of European crops, 
recipes also utilized crops introduced to them by the Wampa-
noag. In addition to the corn (and barley) mentioned in Wins-
low’s letter, the harvest of 1621 likely included beans, squash, 
onions, turnips and greens such as spinach and chard. All could 
have been cooked at length to create a pulpy sauce that later be-
came a staple in early New England homes. 

What about dessert? 
 
A regular supply of sugar or maple syrup wasn’t available in the 
area until much later. Sugar, which was the major export of Car-
ibbean plantations, didn’t become popular in New England until 
the 18th century. 
 
As for maple syrup, Native Americans of the Northeast are cred-
ited as the first to procure it; however, it’s believed that Europe-
an settlers didn’t begin harvesting it until 1680. 
Although it is tough to think of Thanksgiving without decadent 
sweets, at least the first attendees were spared the awkwardness 
of having to refuse dessert after such a large feast. 
 
Reprinted with permission from theconversation.com 
 
Photo credit: Natalija Sahraj 

What the First Thanksgiving Dinner Looked Like 

By Julie Lesnik 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/julie-lesnik-415761
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FCTnaQU9X2g
http://mayflowerhistory.com/letter-winslow-1621/
https://www.cranberries.org/sites/default/files/uploads/images/cranberry_acreage_map.jpg
http://www.manyhoops.com/wampanoag-food-and-recipes_1.html
https://www.derrynh.org/discover-derry/pages/history-derry
https://archive.org/stream/notesconcerningw00mill/notesconcerningw00mill_djvu.txt
https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/115/3/688/41267
https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/115/3/688/41267
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1919609
http://www.worldcat.org/title/twains-feast-searching-for-americas-lost-foods-in-the-footsteps-of-samuel-clemens/oclc/466335788
http://www.worldcat.org/title/sweetness-and-power-the-place-of-sugar-in-modern-history/oclc/610320390&referer=brief_results
http://www.fao.org/3/a-y4351e.pdf
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/corn-bread-193544999?src=1iQh09sx1O7Ws4QjpBBavw-1-16
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