
Discuss & Recall 
Discussions and reminiscence programs 

Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade 
Preparations and How-to’s 

• This is a copy of the complete activity for the facilitator to present. 
Use the Discussion Starters to help get a conversation going. 

• Make large-print copies of the Parade in Review Quiz to 
distribute to participants to complete independently or use to 
follow along if the questions and answer choices are being 
presented by the facilitator as a group exercise. 

• Check the Additional Activities section for more information to 
bring to the activity. 

Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade 
Introduction 

Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is an annual parade held on the morning of Thanksgiving in  
New York City. The parade features many different balloons and floats, including those of famous 
characters. Presented by Macy’s department stores, the parade is a highly anticipated event, with 
more than 50 million TV viewers tuning in to watch the festivities each year.  

History 

The first Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade was held in 1924 and featured Macy’s employees 
marching in colorful costumes, festive floats, marching bands, and animals like elephants, camels, 
donkeys, and even tigers borrowed from the Central Park Zoo. The parade ended with Santa 
Claus—a tradition that continues today. That initial parade was a huge success—over a quarter of 
a million people attended—leading Macy’s to declare it would be an annual event. 

In 1927, large helium-filled balloons shaped like animals, designed by the Goodyear Tire and 
Rubber Company, were used in place of the live animals from the Central Park Zoo. These 
balloons were originally released into the air, where they would float for several days before 
descending back to land.  

From 1931 through 1951, New York City radio stations would broadcast live coverage of the 
festivities to the local populace so those who could not be present could be entertained by the 
colorful descriptions of the activities. 

The annual parade underwent a hiatus from 1942 to 1944 due to the rubber and helium rationing that 
was required to support the United States’ efforts in World War II. After the war, the rationing was 
lifted, and in 1945 the annual parade was held once again, with over two million people attending. 

The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade achieved further nationwide renown after it was featured 
prominently in the 1947 Christmas movie Miracle on 34th Street. 
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In 1938, the parade was first broadcast on local TV stations—something that occurred periodically 
until 1948, when nationwide television broadcasts of the parade began. Originally, coverage of the 
parade included only one hour of the three-hour parade, but this was expanded to cover the whole 
parade starting in 1969. 

Many famous personalities have provided television hosting coverage of the parade, including 
Lorne Greene (Bonanza), Betty White (The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Golden Girls), Ed McMahon 
(The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson), and many hosts of The Today Show. 

Discussion Starters 

• Have you ever attended the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in person? Do you ever watch 
it on television? 

• When do you first remember seeing the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade? What stood out 
most to you? 

Balloons and Floats 

A famous and distinctive aspect of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade is the large variety of 
balloons and floats featured in the parade. Originally, the balloons were on sticks like giant 
puppets, but they were eventually filled with helium to allow them to float independently. In some 
early parades, as balloonists experimented with varying amounts of helium, sometimes balloon 
handlers would float off the ground!  

The character balloon, Felix the Cat, was introduced in 1927. Today, giant licensed character 
balloons are likely the most well-known feature of the parade. The largest of these balloons, known 
as “full-size balloons,” are each handled by teams of up to 100 individuals.  

Beginning in 1926, Macy’s focused on making the floats more artistic, including beautiful renditions 
of Cinderella’s Coach, Humpty-Dumpty, and Santa’s Sleigh. 

Starting in 1929, the balloons were released at the end of the parade. These balloons had address 
labels sewn into them, to allow individuals who found them to return them for a $25 gift card, which 
was a large amount of money at the time. However, many balloons suffered puncture damage, as 
people shot them out of the sky to collect the gift card. There were even daredevil aviators who 
plucked them from the air. This led to Macy’s discontinuing the practice in 1932. 

In 1933, balloons with sound effects were introduced. They included a large dachshund that 
barked, a pig that oinked, a baby that cried, and even a hissing alligator. 

In 1934, Eddie Cantor—a famous vaudeville star—became the only non-fictional person to get his 
own likelihood memorialized in balloon form. 

Due to the war effort, 650 pounds of rubber from the various balloons were donated to the U.S. 
government, while the parade was put on hiatus from 1942 through 1944. However, with the 
ending of the war, the parade resumed with nine new supersized balloons. 

In 1958, the nation faced a helium shortage, so balloons were once again filled with natural air and 
lifted by cranes to float above the crowds. 

In 1964, a new development in floats emerged: The sculptor Manfred Bass designed floats using 
hydraulics, which allowed dog’s tails to wag, birds wings to flap, and other movements that brought 
the previously static floats to life. 
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An unusual occurrence characterized the 1971 parade—there were no balloons! Several 
thunderstorms on Thanksgiving morning in New York precluded balloons from participating in  
the parade. 

Beginning in 1984, Macy’s began designing balloons in-house and hiring 
special teams to control the balloon’s flight. The team is led by a captain who 
organizes the handlers and ensures they are in costume and marching in the 
correct position. The team also employs pilots who, through a system of 
whistles, hand signals, and verbal commands, ensures the balloon moves 
safely along the route. One pilot even walks the route backward, ensuring 
that the balloon is floating at the appropriate altitude. Finally, the bulk of the 
labor is provided by the team of balloon handlers who guide the balloon. 

In the beginning of the 1990s, the number of balloons doubled from nine to 18, 
introducing a slew of new balloons, including Bart Simpson and the Teenage 
Mutant Ninja Turtles. 

All balloons are still designed in-house by Macy’s. These balloons are not cheap; they cost at least 
$190,000 for their first appearance, and then an additional $90,000 per year for subsequent years. 
These balloons take 90 minutes to inflate and contain an average of 12,000 cubic feet of helium, 
capable of lifting 750 pounds. The deflation process is much quicker and takes only 15 minutes. 

The balloon character that has appeared the most is Snoopy from the comic strip Peanuts. As of 
2018, Snoopy has flown in 39 different parades and has been represented by eight different balloons. 

Some balloons featured in the iconic parade have been met with controversy. Two balloons—
Ronald McDonald and the Pillsbury Doughboy—were criticized by those who felt that they 
encouraged consumption of unhealthy food. Shamu’s appearance was also questioned by those 
who oppose Sea World’s treatment of aquatic mammals. 

Discussion Starters 

• Which float or balloon do you look forward to most per year and why?  

• Are there any additional floats or balloons that you wish Macy’s would feature in the parade? 
If so, what are they, and what are your reasons? 

The Parade in Review 

After listening to the information presented in this activity, how many of these questions can  
you answer? 

1. What was the first character balloon featured in Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade? 

A. Mickey Mouse 
B. Superman 
C. Felix the Cat 
D. Bullwinkle 

Answer: C. Felix the Cat 
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2. Where is the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade held? 

A. New York City 
B. Chicago 
C. Washington, D.C. 
D. Philadelphia 

Answer: A. New York City  

3. Which movie prominently features the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade? 

A. It’s a Wonderful Life 
B. Miracle on 34th Street 
C. White Christmas 
D. A Christmas Story 

Answer: B. Miracle on 34th Street 

4. What caused the lack of balloons in the 1958 parade? 

A. A rubber shortage 
B. Severe weather 
C. A helium shortage 
D. A balloon handler union strike 

Answer: C. A helium shortage 

5. What balloon was 100 feet long, marking the longest balloon in the parade’s history? 

A. Spiderman 
B. Popeye 
C. Bart Simpson 
D. Superman 

Answer: D. Superman 

6. What balloon has appeared more than any other balloon? 

A. Snoopy 
B. Charlie Brown 
C. Mickey Mouse 
D. Donald Duck 

Answer: A. Snoopy 

7. What caused the parade to not be held for three years? 

A. Macy’s bankruptcy 
B. World War I 
C. World War II 
D. Severe snowstorms 

Answer: C. World War II 
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8. Who has been the only real-life person to have a balloon likeness? 

A. Shirley Temple 
B. Eddie Cantor 
C. Ed McMahon 
D. Neil Armstrong 

Answer: B. Eddie Cantor 

9. Which of these stars has hosted the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade? 

A. Betty White 
B. Betty Grable 
C. Johnny Carson 
D. Jimmy Stewart 

Answer: A. Betty White 

10. Before the introduction of balloons, what was featured in the parade? 

A. Airplanes 
B. Live zoo animals 
C. Stuffed animals 
D. Farm equipment 

Answer: B. Live zoo animals 

11. When balloons were released at the end of the parade, what incentive were finders offered 
for returning the balloons? 

A. A 15-minute shopping spree 
B. A $25 gift card 
C. A ride on a float in the next parade 
D. An all-expenses-paid trip to the next year’s parade 

Answer: B. A $25 gift card 

12. How many balloons are currently featured in the parade? 

A. 9 
B. 18 
C. 27 
D. 36 

Answer: B. 18 
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Additional Activities: 

1. Watch YouTube videos on various Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parades.  

2. Explore the history of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade on this interactive site.  

3. Watch this time-lapse video of a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Balloon being inflated. 

4. View these historic pictures of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. 

 

©ActivityConnection.com – Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade – Page !  of !6 6

https://www.youtube.com/user/TheWickedlyamazing
https://www.macys.com/social/parade/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V9ZwER7L8-A
http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,2100160,00.html


Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade 

1. What was the first character balloon featured in Macy’s Thanksgiving 
Day Parade? 

A. Mickey Mouse 
B. Superman 
C. Felix the Cat 
D. Bullwinkle 

2. Where is the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade held? 

A. New York City 
B. Chicago 
C. Washington, D.C. 
D. Philadelphia 

3. Which movie prominently features the Macy’s Thanksgiving  
Day Parade? 

A. It’s a Wonderful Life 
B. Miracle on 34th Street 
C. White Christmas 
D. A Christmas Story 

4. What caused the lack of balloons in the 
1958 parade? 

A. A rubber shortage 
B. Severe weather 
C. A helium shortage 
D. A balloon handler union strike 

5. What balloon was 100 feet long, marking 
the longest balloon in the parade’s history? 

A. Spiderman 
B. Popeye 
C. Bart Simpson 
D. Superman 
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6. What balloon has appeared more than any other balloon? 

A. Snoopy 
B. Charlie Brown 
C. Mickey Mouse 
D. Donald Duck 

7. What caused the parade to not be held for three years? 

A. Macy’s bankruptcy 
B. World War I 
C. World War II 
D. Severe snowstorms 

8. Who has been the only real-life person to have a balloon likeness? 

A. Shirley Temple 
B. Eddie Cantor 
C. Ed McMahon 
D. Neil Armstrong 

9. Which of these stars has hosted the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade? 

A. Betty White 
B. Betty Grable 
C. Johnny Carson 
D. Jimmy Stewart 

10. Before the introduction of balloons, what was featured in the parade? 

A. Airplanes 
B. Live zoo animals 
C. Stuffed animals 
D. Farm equipment 

11. When balloons were released at the end of the parade, what 
incentive were finders offered for returning the balloons? 

A. A 15-minute shopping spree 
B. A $25 gift card 
C. A ride on a float in the next parade 
D. An all-expenses-paid trip to the next year’s parade 
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12. How many balloons are currently featured in the parade? 

A. 9 
B. 18 
C. 27 
D. 36 
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