This Day in History... December 18, 1777
First National Thanksgiving

On December 18, 1777, the United States celebrated its first national
Thanksgiving. The celebration was in reaction to the recent victory at the
Battle of Saratoga.

Since the earliest settlement of the American colonies, there were days
set aside for thanksgiving, prayer, and fasting in response to important
events. These days of thanksgiving would be held on different days
throughout the year and would vary between the colonies. Issued in 2001, this was the

On October 7, 1777, the British General John Burgoyne led his army first US Thanksgiving stamp.
in the Second Battle of Freeman’s Farm. General Burgoyne’s defeat
there was the conclusion of a series of empty victories in which
British troops took ground, but suffered heavy losses. He decided
to retreat, but soon found himself surrounded by the American
army commanded by General Horatio Gates. On October 17, 1777,
Burgoyne surrendered to Gates. The Americans took nearly 6,000
prisoners and a large supply of arms.
This 1927 stamp pictures the The British surrender at Saratoga
surrender of Burgoyne at Saratoga. (HOW Schuylerville), New YOI‘k, marked

a major turning point in the war. It
showed that the British could be defeated and that their strategies
were failing. This helped to convince France that it was possible to
enter the war on the American side.

In response to this major victory, the Second Continental Congress
issued a National Thanksgiving Day Proclamation on November
1. The proclamation announced that all Americans should celebrate This 1977 stamp also pictures
that December 18 as a day of Thanksgiving. They recommended all Bu8ene’s surrender.
people stop and give thanks to God for blessing
America and their troops in their mission to achieve independence and their
victories in the Revolutionary War.

On December 18, 1777, General George Washington led his troops in
observing the day of thanksgiving. They were nearly at Valley Forge, where
they would spend the winter, but he chose to take the day off from marching

. so his men could give thanks. They spent the day encamped,
This 1928 stamp .
pictures  George Dreparing for Valley Forge, and attended a sermon. The men
Washington in prayer also received a special meal that included rice and roasted pig.
at Valley Forge. .
In the years to come, Congress would call for similar days
of thanksgiving and in 1789, George Washington would be
the first president to proclaim a Thanksgiving Day. In 1863, Abraham Lincoln
proclaimed Thanksgiving Day as the final Thursday in November. Then in
1941, Franklin Roosevelt signed legislation that declared Thanksgiving would This rotary press
be held on the fourth Thursday of November (this changed the years where there fli‘;";gﬁecsoo’j’fe]sg 2’;3’6"
are five Thursdays that month).
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