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Fifth-grade students enjoy First
Thanksgiving event at Wagner
Ranch Nature Area

Toris Jaeger and students prepare the adobe oven for baking cornbread

By Sora O'Doherty

A part of the fifth-grade cur-
riculum at Orinda elemen-
tary schools is a “First
Thanksgiving” event at Wag-
ner Ranch Nature Area. On
different weeks, the students
join naturalist Toris Jaeger in
the event, during which they
prepare a Thanksgiving feast,
along with enjoying sports
and crafts that Native Ameri-
cans would have practiced.
On Nov. 21, it was the turn of
the students from Wagner
Ranch Elementary School.

The nature area was a
blur of busy students that
morning along with a natu-
ralist who seemed to be
everywhere, giving instruc-
tion and inspiring quiet at-
tention when she called for
it. Jaeger never sat down as
she oversaw the event, which
involved the students making
fires, using sharp knives and
bows and arrows. A good
number of parents were on
hand to help, as well as the
nature area staff that assists
Jaeger. When it came time to
eat, Jaeger suggested that the
aides and parents should be
served first, as a mark of re-
spect and appreciation for all
they do for the students. The
students were bursting with
pride as they served the
foods they had prepared.
Wagner Ranch Principal Jim
Manheimer joined the stu-
dents for lunch, sitting and
chatting with them as he en-
joyed the meal.

Jaeger, who has been the
naturalist at the nature area
for 41 years, inherited the
First Thanksgiving event, and
has made significant changes
to it over the decades she has
been in charge. In fact, she
muses, she might seek to
change the name of the event
from “First Thanksgiving” in
the future. This year one

ADOBE

student who attended the
event, Harrison Fuesier, was
accompanied by his mother,
Leigh Fuesier, who had at-
tended First Thanksgiving
when she was a fifth-grader
in Orinda.

Back in the day, students
dressed in costumes as “pil-
grims” or “Indians.” Jaeger
put a stop to the costumes.
Jaeger had believed that she
had Native American ances-
try, but was proved wrong by
a DNA test. Still, she is ac-
cepted, she says, as a “spiri-
tual” member. Her views on
the real “first Thanksgiving”
differ greatly from the rosy
view sometimes presented in
school plays. Early immi-
grants, she says, stole from
Native American stores of
food and even robbed graves.
“It was arrogant of the set-
tlers to call the event the
“First Thanksgiving,” Jaeger
says. It might have been
their first Thanksgiving, but
Native Americans had a long
cultural history of gratitude
and harvest celebrations.

At the nature area event,
students prepare and serve
everything for the meal, ex-
cept the main course offer-
ings of sliced roast turkey or
salmon. For appetizers, they
cut up carrots, celery and
apples, popped corn, and of-
fered trays of dried fruit.
They made fresh cranberry
sauce, roasted corn on the
cob, and prepared cooked
pumpkin, stewed apples, and
pilgrim beans. Corn bread
was prepared from scratch,
baked in the adobe oven and
served with honey and but-
ter that the students churned
themselves and formed in
decorative molds. They also
prepared the beverage: apple
cider.

For about four hours the
students took turns working
on the food preparation.
They scrubbed their hands at

For more on the native American perspective on the first
Thanksgiving, Jaeger recommends
www.oyate.org/index.php/resources/43-resources/thanksgiving

Home-made cornbread baked in the adobe oven and butter
churned by the students.
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the sinks in the outdoor
kitchen at the nature area,
and followed instructions
scrupulously. Jaeger gave
detailed instructions on
everything from how to wipe
down a work area to how to
prepare the adobe oven for
baking. In addition to parent
volunteers, Jaeger is assisted
by paid staff members Kim
Curiel, Laura Lowell and Lil-
iana Spindler. There have
been young people who have
wanted to work at the nature
area, Jaeger says, but they
cannot afford to work at the
low pay offered. Jaeger
hopes that one day the na-
ture area will be put in trust
with an endowment to pay
staff.

Katie White was a parent
volunteer, there with her
identical twin boys. She was
delighted by the weather,
and echoed comments of
other parents who all ex-
pressed gratitude that the
children have this great op-
portunity to learn outdoors
in the nature area. Bill Real
is an instructional assistant
at Wagner Ranch. He was
especially impressed with the
opportunity offered to the
fifth-graders to build rela-
tionships with students in
different classes, while also
learning history.
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Live Nativity
DEC 7, Drop by between 5:30-8 pm

Christmas Carol Sing-Along
DEC 15, 5 pm




