Pop culture adds another layer to the
magic. Fans of the film “Hocus Pocus” are
sure to recognize filming locations tucked
among the historic streets. Shops lean play-
fully into the lore, bartenders mix autumnal
“potions,” and window displays glow long
after sunset. Salem’s walkable charm adds
to the ambience: brick sidewalks, sea air
drifting up from the harbor, and centuries-
old homes leaning into the story.

When it’s time to eat, Mainstay Social
delivers easy dining with flexible menus and
a welcoming atmosphere. Want to turn up
the thrills? Attractions like Haunted Neigh-
borhood and the live-action drama of “Cry
Innocent” bring Salem’s legends to life. After
a full day, properties like the Salem Water-
front Hotel & Suites and Hampton Inn Salem
make overnight logistics easy with group
blocks and reliable amenities.

In the heart of New Hampshire's Lakes
Region, Laconia offers a Halloween cele-
bration grounded in creativity and com-

Salem, Massachusetts munity pride. PumpkinFest’s signature

GITIES THAT
CELEBRATE

Halloween, harvest, and holiday glow
define the fun in these New England towns

BY MICHAEL C. MCLAUGHLIN

centerpiece—a 37-foot Pumpkin Tower
constructed from more than 1,000 carved
pumpkins—rises above Main Street as both
artwork and gathering place. Around it
unfolds a full festival atmosphere: local art-
istry, parades, juried crafters, food trucks,
beer tents, and live music. The evening con-
cludes with a laser show projected onto the
glowing pumpkin display, turning carved
jack-o-lanterns into a luminous spectacle.

THE STORY OF
THANKSGIVING

If October belongs to Salem, November
belongs to Plymouth, Massachusetts.
Here, Thanksgiving is not a single meal
but a layered story told across waterfront
streets, living history sites, and one of
ome cities don’t just celebrate the season—they define it. In New  the country’s most distinctive holiday
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In Salem, Massachusetts, Halloween begins long before Oct. 31.
Since 1982, Salem Haunted Happenings has transformed the city
into a month-long celebration that draws more than a million
visitors. Throughout October, the streets pulse with costume balls,
haunted harbor cruises, psychic fairs, live music, ghost tours,
street performers, and parades. On Essex Street, capes swirl,
witches pose for photos, and entire friend groups coordinate elab-

close enough to touch. Adult groups
often divide their time between the main
campus and the downtown waterfront,
where they can step aboard Mayflower I1
and consider the Atlantic crossing that
changed two worlds forever.

In November, the experience shifts.
Although the English village typically inter-
prets life seven years after the Pilgrims’
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landing, during the Thanksgiving season
the site turns the calendar back to the day
before the 1621 harvest celebration. Histori-
cal interpreters prepare for the feast. Guests
aren't just observers—they are drawn into a
moment still unfolding.

For groups, the experience can be as
tailored as it is immersive. Guided visits
ensure that travelers arrive at the right
moment for demonstrations and hands-on
interpretation. Garden clubs might spend
time with the head gardener. Faith-based
groups can request deeper discussions
of the settlers’ religious community. The
museum’s staff designs visits that move
beyond the familiar tableau and into
meaningful engagement.

Evening programs invite guests to
explore by candlelight, the village aglow
against the November sky. “Visitors step in
from the harvest to the hearth,” shares Kim
VanWormer, deputy director of education
and public engagement, “warming them-
selves beside open fires while interpret-
ers offer another perspective on gratitude,
endurance, and coexistence.”

And then there is the meal. “The New
England Harvest Feast draws on historical
recipes reimagined for modern palates,”
VanWormer says. “We also offer a classic
Thanksgiving dinner with turkey, autumn
vegetables, and cranberries native to Mas-
sachusetts. Groups leave not only full but
also with a richer sense of the complexity
behind this signature American story.”

Beyond the museum grounds, the town
itself joins in. The annual America’s Home-
town Thanksgiving Parade unfolds as what
organizers describe as “the only parade in
the nation that presents our history chrono-
logically.” Director Olly DeMacedo explains
that the parade floats form “a visual tap-
estry of the American story,” celebrating
ingenuity, sacrifice, and defining national
moments. “It’s our hope that they’ll have
had fun and learn something too.”

A GILDED AGE CHRISTMAS

In Newport, Rhode Island, Christmas
arrives in grand style. The city’s iconic
mansions are festooned with holly, ivy, and
towering Christmas trees. Inside, groups
wander opulent rooms and take in concerts
or immersive performances staged in grand
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ballrooms. Rosecliff presents “The Nut-
cracker” with dancers weaving through the
entrance foyer and ballroom, creating an
immersive experience.

Outside, the mansions continue to
enchant. The Breakers’ grounds host a spar-
kling light display, where groups stroll past
illuminated gardens, sip hot cocoa, and
toast marshmallows. Bowen's Wharf offers
seasonal indulgences, including cookies at
the Cookie Jar. For a more tailored expe-
rience, groups can book private dining in
the newly renovated Carriage House at The
Elms or in the Chinese Tea House on the
grounds of the Marble House.

Thanksgiving Parade,
Plymouth, Massachusetts

“The Nutcracker” at Rosecliff,
Newport, Rhode Island

“Newport truly comes alive for the sea-
son,” says Pam Blauvelt, group tours man-
ager for Discover Newport. “From the illu-
minated boat parade kicking off the season
to a full calendar of concerts, theater, and
holiday programming, there’s a sense of
magic everywhere. Groups can experience
the elegance of the mansions and discover
activities suited to every interest.”

The holidays in New England are stories
visitors step into. For groups, it’s a chance
to discover new layers, witness traditions
in motion, and gain perspectives that trans-
form the familiar into something immersive
and unforgettable: a living celebration. ©
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