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As November is on its last couple of days, I would like to look back on what these past few weeks have 
left us international students, living in our surrogate home. Many of us Student Union bloggers will 
probably be talking about Thanksgiving, a truly American holiday, and I will too, but I believe there are 
a couple of November traditions that are less discussed, that also deserve some space in these pages. 
 
As Nareg pointed out in a previous post, Americans can find pretty interesting ways of turning 
insignificant dates into slightly more festive days... 
 
But let’s start with the obvious one first. As you might know already, the fourth Thursday of the month is 
celebrated in America as Thanksgiving, when people get together with their families and are thankful 
for all the things they have. This day, also known as Turkey Day due to the major consumption of said 
bird, is characterized by family gatherings, large amounts of food ingestion, and a relaxed and jolly 
atmosphere all around (and, as Jessica let us know before, some other, weirder happenings). 
 
Now, whether the story it comes from is real or not, this holiday is a favorite for a lot of Americans. It’s 
especially a favorite for college students who, in their first years living alone, have an excuse to spend 
some time with their families again (leaving small college towns like Lawrence totally deserted!). 
 
And Thanksgiving Day is immediately followed by another big American tradition, Black Friday. The 
Friday after Thanksgiving is a day when many retail stores cut their prices by as much as even 60%. 
Considering those ridiculous deals and America’s big consuming culture, it’s no surprise to see the 
shopping craze that happens on this day. 
 
Another holiday that is celebrated during this month, each November 11th, is Veteran’s Day. 
November 11, 1918 marked the signing of the armistice to end World War I. Since then, America pays 
respect to war veterans on that date in many ways, including services in church, flying flags at half-
mast and even observing minutes of silence. Without trying to be controversial, I would say that even if 
you disagree with the war (being an international student I’d rather not take any side) you would 
probably agree with the statement “hate the war, not the soldier.” 
 
Veteran’s Day landed on a very special day this year – 11/11/11, something that happens only once 
every 100 years. For those who make a wish every time they see their clock at 11:11, those waiting for 
the apocalypse, and those who can see something mathematically meaningful in that date, 11/11/11 
didn’t pass unnoticed. 
 
Finally, a slightly less serious holiday … holiday? The month of November is also marked as “No Shave 
November.” As the name clearly states, brave souls who dare to show their faces full of ungroomed 
hair celebrate by going the whole month without shaving. Mostly popular among college students, 
due to their still-developing capability of growing facial hair and their lack of responsibility to look 
professional, November sees many students showing off various states of wannabe-beards... 
 
So, No Shave November might not be as well-known as Thanksgiving or as widely revered as Veteran’s 
Day, but it is both a responsible and fun month-long event that unites people from all over the country 
in a very particular tradition … and, sometimes, in constant and prolonged embarrassment. 
 
Questions for Understanding: 
1. What are the November holidays mentioned by the article? 
 
 
2. Which of the holidays do you think is most interesting? Why? 
 
 
3. Which of the holidays do you think is most significant? Why? 
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My American Thanksgiving was a truly wonderful 
experience and gave me a glimpse into what the 
holiday means for Americans and those living in America. 
I was privileged to have two Thanksgiving feasts with all 
the traditional foods, turkey, apple pie, green bean 
casserole, and the works! The first was at my church the 
week of Thanksgiving where the whole church sat down 
for a meal cooked by the ladies’ group. The second was 
a more intimate affair with my pastor and his family in 
their home. 
 
What I loved about the Thanksgiving holiday: 
 

• Turkey and apple pie are wonderful foods; either I ate food made by really good cooks or I just love 
food, but I am thinking it’s the cooks. The overindulgence of Thanksgiving is quite enjoyable and the 
truth is you can’t help but be overstuffed after digging into a lavish Thanksgiving feast! 
 
• The significance of sharing with those without, including people far from homes or their families, is the 
best part of the holiday. Communities, churches and individuals don’t just make a huge meal and eat 
on their own, in a way they seek out those with whom they may share with so that the true meaning of 
the holiday is celebrated. I remember seeing multiple signs at churches for free thanksgiving dinners to 
all. 
 
The hospitality from my church and the pastor’s family on a holiday that I could have otherwise been 
left out of made me appreciate the meaning of Thanksgiving. Even at school there were students from 
far-off states being invited to enjoy Thanksgiving with fellow students who live close by. That was truly 
touching. 
 
• At my pastor’s house, I loved the fact that after we were stuffed beyond words with delicious food 
and dessert we played a word game that included everyone, even the smallest child. Of course I 
discovered just how insanely competitive I was as the “Monica” in me (from the Friends sitcom) 
emerged, claws and all! 
 
• It’s a unifying American tradition that isn’t just for white Americans or natives or black Americans, but 
also for immigrants that have made America their home. The holiday gives a unique identity to 
Americans and their way of life and beliefs that I think they should be extremely proud of. 
 
My Christmas was not quite as American as my Thanksgiving. I spent the day with some Kenyan and 
Tanzanian friends eating roasted goat, vegetable rice and a sweet treat called mandazi! The sense of 
community was equally enjoyable to what I had felt on Thanksgiving, as was the roasted goat, but I 
also wish I could have seen what typical Americans do for Christmas. 
 
The impression I got was that while Thanksgiving is about sharing and inviting friends and 
acquaintances into your home, Christmas is more of a private family affair. In Zimbabwe Christmas is 
celebrated with community instead of just the small nuclear family, although in all truth most festivities 
in Zimbabwe are communal affairs. This cultural difference is probably because the extended family is 
a big part of African culture. 
 
If you do not have fellow international students or friends, the winter break can be a very lonely time. 
But having a community of people from your country off campus can make it better. They often know 
the holidays that will inevitably leave you stranded and will always make sure you are not alone and 
you get a taste of home and America! I am thankful to my church and my African friends for helping 
me celebrate these two big American holidays. 
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The fourth Thursday of November is the American holiday of Thanksgiving.  It’s one of America’s most 
deeply-held national traditions, and one that we love to show off to foreign students.  A day to eat 
good food in the company of loved ones and give thanks for what we have – what could be nicer? 
 
But Thanksgiving has developed a whole bunch of other traditions around it that don’t make quite as 
much sense. Here are some of the weirdest things that happen on American Thanksgiving: 
 
1) Christmas starts 
 
Yup, it might be Thanksgiving, but in America, it’s also the kickoff to the “holiday season.” 
 
Nowhere is that more obvious than in the annual Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, which features 
giant balloons and elaborate floats marching down the streets of New York, and ends with Santa on his 
sleigh ringing in the start of Christmas 
 
The day after Thanksgiving – called “Black Friday”– kicks off the holiday gift-buying season and is one of 
the biggest shopping days of the year. Stores often offer huge deals on popular items like electronics, 
and some open in the wee hours of the morning to maximize their hours.  The mania around Black 
Friday can get more than a bit intense – people have actually died in the rush to be first into the stores. 
 
Thanksgiving is also when Christmas comes to America’s radios. Some music stations start playing 
nothing but holiday-themed music around Thanksgiving and continue until the end of December.  
According to one website, there are currently well over 100 stations playing 24/7 Christmas music.  
 
2) Alcohol sales skyrocket 
 
The day after Thanksgiving may be one of the biggest days of the year for retail sales, but the night 
before Thanksgiving is one of the biggest for alcohol sales. 
 
Some bars say their revenues can go up as much as 100 percent compared to an ordinary 
Wednesday night... It’s a particularly big party night for college students, since many will head home 
and reunite with high school friends. 
 
3) Football mania (American football, of course)  
In real football the players tackle each other to the ground. Flag 
football is a bit kinder - you grab one of those flags hanging from 
the player's belt. 
 
One of the first things an American may think of when you 
mention Thanksgiving is not food or family, but football.  Watching 
(and playing) football on Thanksgiving has been a tradition since 
the 19th century.  
 
The modern custom is traced to Michigan’s pro football team, the 
Detroit Lions, whose owner decided in 1934 that holding a game 
on Thanksgiving would increase ticket sales. It did, and the 
practice continued from there. 
 
4) Creative eating 
 
Turkey is the main Thanksgiving dish, but there are other foods considered traditional parts of the feast 
that are a bit on the stranger side: 
 Green bean casserole – a baked mix of green beans, cream of mushroom soup, and fried onions  
 Sweet potatoes with marshmallows – a gooey, sweet dish that tastes like dessert  
 Stuffing – cubes of bread that you stick inside your turkey  
 
What might be weirdest about the foods eaten on Thanksgiving is that almost none of them would 
have been eaten at the first Thanksgiving… 


