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OPINION

Of all the holidays, I love Thanksgiv-
ing most.

That started in my youngest years,
when my family’s custom was to have
the children create a play to perform just
before the feast. My high-minded yet
pragmatic mother believed this would
fulfill two essential purposes: remind-
ing us of the meaning behind the holi-
day and keeping the kids out of the
kitchen.

But our theatrics got more irreverent
every year, leaving behind the convic-
tion that Thanksgiving was more about
liveliness and laughter than prayers and
pie.

When, 12 years ago, I moved far from
family to join the Herald-Tribune staff, I
couldn’t bear the thought of celebrating
Thanksgiving alone. So I started gather-
ing “strays” – young reporters far from
home, old reporters recently divorced,
singles and seniors with nowhere to go –
to sit around my table.

I called it the “orphans’ Thanksgiv-
ing” but one of my first orphans – who
adopted the tradition herself after leav-
ing Sarasota – calls it “Friendsgiving”
and that’s a better name. The first year I
had to borrow chairs to seat 22 and the
last guest left at 2 a.m. 

Eventually, the usual guests married,
moved away or had better offers and the
numbers dwindled until there wasn’t
the degree of chaos I feel a truly first-
rate Thanksgiving requires. By then I
was writing this column, so I decided in-
stead to invite my readers who had no-
where else to go. Many people asked if I
had lost my mind and the New York Post
wrote a story about the deranged col-
umnist from Sarasota who had appar-
ently forgotten the meaning of bound-
aries.

In the end just a half dozen people,
none of whom I had ever met, respon-
ded – and by the time the last piece of
pie was consumed, I was six friends
richer.

Soon thereafter, I got a flood of emails
that said, “Oh, I would so love to have
come, but we had a commitment at
noon” . . . or at 3 . . . or at 6. So the follow-
ing year I decided to forego a sit-down
meal in favor of a drop-in open house so
that those who had other commitments
could come and have a mimosa before –
or a piece of pie after – their other obli-
gations.

That was 2019 and nearly 150 people
dropped by for the “First Annual
Thanksgiving Day Open House and
Reader Appreciation Day.” Some stayed
for a few minutes, others stayed for a
few hours. Most arrived with a bottle of
wine, a “covered dish” to share or gifts
that left me feeling humbled and un-
worthy. (But I will be using my Corning-
ware dish again this year, Mary!)

I had such fun, and it was so well re-
ceived that I couldn’t wait for the second
annual gathering. When Covid arrived
the following spring, I thought – as we
all did back then – that surely it would
“all be over by November!” When it
wasn’t, I reluctantly conceded that a su-
per-spreader event wasn’t a great idea.

“Next year,” I sighed.
But when November rolled around

again, it brought a new variant and an-
other cancellation.

This year I was already making
plans for a revival when Hurricane Ian
dropped a massive banyan tree on my
house. It’s almost funny that one of my
first thoughts after seeing the wreck-
age was “Oh no! What about Thanks-
giving?!”

The tree damaged my roof and an-
nihilated everything else in my back
yard; in front, the winds ripped off the
porch railings and the largest limb of
my beloved mango tree. A crew of six
that spent an entire day hacking down
the fallen tree dumped a 15-foot pile of
debris on what was left of my front
landscaping, where it died a tortured
death waiting for pickup. 

A week later, my son, his dog and all
his “stuff” moved (temporarily) into
my too-small house.

I can’t possibly have the party now, I
wailed. What a mess! Where would
people park? What would people
think? And then I thought again and
said, “To hell with it.” I decided I’d
rather be known for my hospitality
than my housekeeping.

That brings me to the reason for this
column. (Talk about “burying the
lede”!)

Which is to invite all of you, my
readers – and anyone else who doesn’t
have a better offer – to the “Second
(not-quite) Annual Thanksgiving
Open House and Reader Appreciation
Day” this Thursday, anytime from 3 to
7 p.m. (Or outside those hours if you
don’t mind helping with setup or pol-
ishing off the last bottle.) In the vener-
able Seidman tradition, there will be
an excess of food, drink and merri-
ment and a healthy sprinkle of chaos.

While I may be courageous enough
to invite perfect strangers and my
5,000 Facebook “friends” to my house,
I’m not quite brave (or foolish) enough
to print my address in the paper. (I
have Facebook enemies, too.) So
please shoot me an email, call or text,
and I’ll share the address/directions.

We have so much to be thankful for
this year – emerging from the pan-
demic, surviving Ian, maybe even see-
ing the first glimmers of hope for the
health of our democracy. As for me, I
am especially grateful to my editors for
allowing me this platform and, espe-
cially, to those who scroll the Herald-
Tribune’s website or flip through the
paper each Sunday and think,
“Where’s Carrie?”

To be able to deliver in person my
thanks for your support, encourage-
ment and readership would make this
a memorable Thanksgiving indeed.

RSVP to Carrie Seidman at
carrie.seidman@gmail.com or call or
text to 505-238-0392.

Columnist Carrie Seidman’s son, Keaton Williams (at the piano), and his music
partner, Chris Cournoyer – aka “The Jazzberries” – serenade the 22 guests at
the 2016 Friendsgiving. PROVIDED BY CARRIE SEIDMAN
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Every year, magic happens. 
More than 47,000 of the most im-

portant people in Sarasota County
come together for a complex dance
that, for the younger members of this
cohort, will help chart the course of
their lives. 

Forty-two thousand students flood
the halls, classrooms and playgrounds
of dozens of Sarasota County schools
in what for some could be a pivotal
year in their life’s journey. 

They are the precious and sacred
charge of the 5,000 employees of the
Sarasota County School District, ded-
icated people whose sole aim is to help
make every one of those children as
successful as possible. 

This force for knowledge includes
the superintendent and his trusted ad-
ministrators who guide the district like
a giant fleet, making sure the slower
ships are protected by their stronger
peers. They always keep an eye on the
weather. They plan an extremely long
voyage and the best routes, though al-
ways heading for the same place. 

Principals nudge along their indi-
vidual schools like great ships, making
sure the crew’s morale is strong and
that they have all the tools they need to
sail – and that the delivery of the ship’s
critical services to passengers is effec-
tive and seamless. Not every captain
sails in the same way, but that is the
beauty of this art: shoring up weak-
nesses and playing to strengths. 

Teachers are resolute sailors. Most
are simply drawn to the sea – in this
case the wavy expanse of learning –by
a passion some find hard to describe.
Teachers make all other professions
possible, and in this work they only
chart one course: student success. 

As we approach Thanksgiving, we
are so very thankful for the people who
make this miracle happen every year,
every month, every school day. 

It has not been smooth sailing for
much of the last three years. 

The COVID-19 pandemic – still with
us though less disruptive than when
that storm was most strongly raging –
tested the mettle of everyone in our
district, including our students. They
were buffeted by waves that forced
them to learn in different ways, and
not always in an ideal setting.

Principals and teachers were forced
to rethink the way they sailed – some-
times switching to an entirely different
ship – and that proved both worrisome
and exhausting. 

There were more insidious threats
along the voyage of the last three years
– threats that nevertheless had real
world impact upon our precious teach-

ers and students. 
Though they didn’t always get

enough rest or find enough time to take
care of themselves, they survived and
thrived, despite all the powerful head-
winds both real and imagined that con-
tinue. 

COVID and the loss of learning time
made themselves felt, but the Sarasota
School District, as it almost always has
because of the skill of its employees and
the staunch support of the community,
performed above the state as a whole
and ranked high in many subject areas. 

In further proof of the dedication and
skill of the district’s employees, Saraso-
ta County maintained its “A” grade for
the 2021-22 school year, continuing a
streak that dates back to 2004 when the
state first started assigning grades. That
is 18 years of continued success. 

Sarasota County was one of only 14
counties in Florida to achieve an “A” rat-
ing, and it tied for fifth as the most suc-
cessful of Florida’s districts. We are
thankful that all the hard work of our
district staff and students continues to
pay dividends – and we look forward to
more success. 

Another storm recently battered our
district, this one literal and not figura-
tive. Hurricane Ian did considerable
damage to schools in south Sarasota
County, but once again our district ad-
mirals and captains and sailors leapt
into the fray on behalf of their passen-
gers and others. 

School leaders spent many sleepless
hours staffing schools that doubled as
shelters. And when the storm passed –
and through a heroic effort – they were
able to open even heavily damaged
schools within two weeks. That is light-
ning speed for those of you who remem-
ber past storms in our region. 

Teachers, including some who had
lost their homes or seen them damaged,
hardly lost a beat. 

And there was an outpouring of sup-
port for our teachers from the communi-
ty – because we all know how important
our educators are, and we wanted them
back in front of their students as quickly
as possible. 

We are so thankful for a district that
places such a premium on its teachers.
And we are so thankful for a district that
performs minor miracles to get its edu-
cators back aboard their ships. 

Charles Dickens wrote, “It was the
best of times, it was the worst of times.”

We have never been prouder of a
group of students, teachers, support
staff, principals and administrators
than those who have endured the tu-
mult of the last few years, which have
truly been the best and worst of times.
They are heroes, and we all should be
thanking and supporting them. They
were heroes before the pandemic and all
that followed. 

We should all remember them on this
upcoming day of thanks, and we should
count them among the multitude of
blessings that we enjoy in this special
community. 

Carol Butera is CEO of William G. and
Marie Selby Foundation. Teri A Hansen
is CEO of Charles & Margery Barancik
Foundation. Debra Jacobs is CEO of The
Patterson Foundation. Roxie Jerde is the
CEO of Community Foundation of Sara-
sota County. Mark Pritchett is the CEO
of Gulf Coast Community Foundation.

Give thanks for our heroes
in county school district

Fruitville Elementary kindergarten teacher Kari Johnson talks to her students
before a school event. Johnson was named Sarasota County’s 2020-21 Teacher
of the Year. Community members Carol Butera, Teri A Hansen, Debra Jacobs,
Roxie Jerde and Mark Pritchett write, “We are so thankful for a district that
places such a premium on its teachers. And we are so thankful for a district that
performs minor miracles to get its educators back aboard their ships.” 
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