




 

GIVING THANKS 
s Thanksgiving draws near, I suspect many of us have a great deal to be thankful for.  While we’re counting 
our blessings (an act, by the way, that has been shown to have many health benefits)—let’s take a moment 
to consider something we have the Victorians to thank: Thanksgiving itself! 

 While George Washington was the first president to proclaim an official Thanksgiving day, Abraham Lincoln is 
best known for making it a regular, official “thing.”  In the midst of the divisions of Civil War in 1863, Lincoln noted 
the many things that Americans had to be grateful for, “the gracious gifts of the Most High God,” and set aside the 
last Thursday of the month as a day of Thanksgiving.  Lincoln’s proclamation asks that on this day, Americans 
“fervently implore the interposition of the Almighty hand to heal the wounds of the nation, and to restore it, as soon 
as may be consistent with the Divine purposes, to the full enjoyment of peace, harmony, tranquility, and union.” 
 At this point, however, Thanksgiving Day was still something that had to be officially “proclaimed,” year after 
year; it was not an official federal holiday.  In 1872, the editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book joined a growing movement 
to make Thanksgiving a national holiday rather than a day subject to presidential proclamation.  This editorial asks— 
 

That the ties of home should be strengthened; that families should gather, after the harvest season, around a single 
board, and renew those sweet remembrances that bind to each other children of one household in bonds of love; 
that the poor, and the sick, and the prisoners, should have one day of peace and plenty in the year—these are 
surely reasons enough for the establishment of one holiday as a season of rejoicing over the blessings poured upon 
us, and of thankfulness that we are permitted to enjoy them…  Our festival is not secure so long as it depends 
upon the yearly inclination of the Executive and the varying customs of several States. We ask Congress… to 
enact that, henceforth evermore, the last Thursday in November shall be an American Thanksgiving Day… a day 
which more than any in the annals of national festivity, heralds peace on earth and good-will to men. 

 
 Thus did Victorians give us a day meant to unite us in peace, prayer, and a desire to bring healing to a divided 
nation—all things that would surely give us a great deal to be thankful for today!  As for the date, well, it wasn’t 
until 1941 that the government finally set “the last Thursday in November” in stone—but it would never have 
happened if not for the Victorians! 
 Of course, in addition to all that, Thanksgiving Day is a day for food, and Victorian magazines recognized this as 
well.  I can’t resist working this in: A bill of fare from Demorest in 1880 offers this menu: Oyster Soup • Baked Bass 
with Sauce Piquante • Chicken Pates • Olives • Roast Turkey • Cranberry Sauce • Mashed Potatoes • Asparagus with 
Cream Sauce • Lobster Mayonnaise • Plum Pudding • Mince and Pumpkin Pies • Ices (optional) • Fruit, Nuts, Coffee 
 So whether it’s family, food, friendship, or reconciliation that means the most to you at Thanksgiving, may yours 
be a happy one! 
 Read Lincoln’s proclamation at tinyurl.com/4ave47bd and the Godey’s 1872 editorial at 
https://www.victorianvoices.net/ARTICLES/Godeys/G1873-Thanksgiving.pdf  
 

—Moira Allen 
 editors@victorianvoices.net 
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