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THANKSGIVING FOODS & HERBS

By Linda T. Collins, Master Gardeners Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Thanksgiving is here. Delightful aromas of the delicacies that are cooking waft through the house as you watch the Thanksgiving Day Parades and prepare for a relaxing day at home with family, friends and football! Here is a look at the fascinating history of the foods and herbs associated with Thanksgiving.

In September and October 1621, a variety of both dried and fresh vegetables were available to the Pilgrims. The produce from their house-gardens were likely to have a number of herbs which included wild onions, wild garlic, leeks, sorrel, yarrow, lettuce, carrots, radishes, currants, liverwort, watercress, parsnips, collards, turnips, spinach, cabbages, parsley, marjoram, sage, rosemary and thyme. Also it is thought that dried cultivated beans and dried wild blueberries may have been available as well as native pumpkins, grapes, nuts and cranberries which were a favorite of the Wampanoag, the Native American Tribe that occupied the area where the Pilgrims settled in the New World. 

The following is a more detailed list of foods that were available to the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag for their 1621 feast: 

· FISH:  cod, bass, herring, shad, bluefish, and lots of eel. 
· SEAFOOD:  clams, lobsters, mussels, and very small quantities of oysters 

· BIRDS:  wild turkey, goose, duck, crane, swan, partridge, and other miscellaneous waterfowl; they were also known to have occasionally eaten eagles (which "tasted like mutton" according to Winslow in 1623.) 

· OTHER MEAT:  five deer were brought by the Wampanoag, possibly some salt pork or chicken. 

· GRAIN:  wheat flour, Indian corn and corn meal, barley (mainly for beer-making). 

· FRUITS: raspberries, strawberries, grapes, plums, cherries, blueberries, gooseberries (these would have been dried, as none would have been in season). 

· VEGETABLES:  small quantity of peas, squashes (including pumpkins), beans 

· NUTS: walnuts, chestnuts, acorns, hickory nuts, ground nuts 

· HERBS and SEASONINGS: wild onions and garlic, leeks, strawberry leaves, currants, sorrel, yarrow, carvel, brooklime, liverwort, watercress, and flax; from England they brought seeds and probably planted radishes, lettuce, carrots, onions, and cabbage.  Salt was available on the table, but pepper was used only during cooking. Olive oil in small quantities may have been brought over, although the Pilgrims had to sell most of their oil and butter before sailing, in order to stay on budget. 

· OTHER:  pumpkin pudding, there wasn't pumpkin pie at the time, Indian pudding, served as a warm or cold dessert, maple syrup, honey, small quantities of butter, Holland cheese, English cheese pie and eggs. 
Furthermore, it is thought that the Pilgrims used many spices, some of which they brought over to the New World, including cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, pepper, and dried fruit, which was used in sauces for meats. In the seventeenth century, cooks did not use proportions or talk about teaspoons and tablespoons, but rather they just improvised.  Also they dried Indian corn, ham, fish, and herbs.

According to some food historians, they can only guess as to what favorite herb seeds and cuttings were brought from the English gardens. Although medicinal herbs would have been a priority, basic culinary herbs in use at the time by English "goodwives" included mint, sage, parsley, thyme, marjoram, tansy, pennyroyal, rosemary and chamomile. Rooted cuttings were most likely stuck into root vegetables to help them survive the 66-day trip.

Although today our Thanksgiving celebration occurs about two months later in the year than the Pilgrims' celebration, we still season our dishes with many of the same herbs they used, especially sage, thyme and rosemary. These are all woody perennials which, in late November, are not yet completely dormant in the northern gardens of the U.S.A. However, in south Texas this is when they thrive, and come summer the sage and thyme will die back due to our intense heat and humidity. The rosemary can and does thrive year round here in south Texas providing it has excellent drainage. 

In addition to adding sage, rosemary, thyme, oregano, Mexican Mint Marigold (sometimes referred to as Texas Tarragon and is a replacement for French Tarragon), and other herbs to turkey dressing, the leaves can be placed in the cavity of the Thanksgiving turkey. And for a great presentation, slide your hands between the turkey breast meat and skin to loosen the skin. Rub butter on the breast meat and arrange the leaves under the skin. Pat the skin down and roast, and when finished, the leaves will show through the browned skin.  

So go ahead and be creative in the kitchen this Thanksgiving by learning to use fresh herbs which add wonderful flavors to many dishes. It can change an ordinary so-so Thanksgiving Day dinner into a WOW dinner! When you add fresh herbs, you can decrease your intake of salt and oils without losing flavor. And when you substitute fresh herbs for dried herbs, triple the amount of fresh herbs. Dried herbs need to be kept in a cool, dry area, away from sunshine and keep them no longer than six months. Try putting them in a zip-lock bag and store them in the freezer. And remember to throw out that old jar of sage because it can and does go rancid after more than a year and try using fresh sage for a great change.
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