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Juneteenth, Explained
Every year, on June 19, we celebrate Juneteenth—a holiday that honors the end of chattel slavery in the
United States. Widely considered the longest running African American holiday, Juneteenth originated in
Galveston, Texas in 1865, and it commemorates the anniversary of the day when Union Army general
Gordon Granger announced General Order No. 3, proclaiming freedom from slavery in Texas.

Slavery did not end with the Emancipation Proclamation
Although the Emancipation Proclamation, which went into effect on January 1, 1863, had attempted to
outlaw slavery in Texas and other states “in rebellion” against the Union, it could not be enforced without
the aggressive presence of Union soldiers. As a practical matter, therefore, emancipation came at
different times to various places in the southern United States.
In most southern states, slavery effectively evaporated after April 9, 1865, when Confederate general
Robert E. Lee surrendered to Union forces at the Appomattox Court House in Virginia. As news spread
of the Union victory, enslaved people abandoned plantations across the south and seized their freedom.
In Texas, however, emancipation’s arrival was painfully slow. As the most remote slave state in the
country, Union troops were scarce in Texas, meaning that slavery persisted throughout the state long
after the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect. Worse, even after the Confederacy surrendered,
the western Army of the Trans-Mississippi did not admit defeat until June 2, almost two months later.

What happened on June 19, 1865
It was not until Monday, June 19, 1865, when General Gordon Granger, accompanied by 2,000 Union
soldiers, arrived in Galveston, Texas, that freedom finally came to enslaved people in the Lone Star State.
By executive decree, known as General Order No. 3, Granger declared that the 250,000 enslaved
people in Texas were now legally free. “The people of Texas are informed,” he announced, “that, in
accordance with a proclamation from the Executive of the United States, all slaves are free. This involves
an absolute equality of personal rights and rights of property between former masters and slaves…” After
reading the executive order at Union Army headquarters, Granger and his troops marched through the
city streets and repeated the decree at the African Methodist Episcopal church.

What is Juneteenth?
Celebrating a “Day of Jubilee”
Throughout the city of Galveston, enthusiastic celebrations commenced, singing praises that the “Day of
Jubilee” had finally arrived. Even so, some slaveholders still tried to force Black people back to work, but
such efforts were short-lived, as newly emancipated people demanded their freedom. Months later,
slavery throughout the United States was formally abolished with the passage of the Thirteenth
Amendment.
The following year, on June 19, 1866, Black Texans held the first “Day of Jubilee” celebration—thereby
establishing a tradition that continues to the present day. By the late 1890s, the holiday became known
as “Juneteenth” (by combining June and nineteenth), but it is still sometimes referred to as “Jubilee Day,”
“Freedom Day” or “Emancipation Day.”
Juneteenth celebrations—which typically involved barbecues, music, dance, sporting events, and public
speeches emphasizing racial advancement—quickly spread across the South in the late nineteenth
century. In many cities, segregation laws prevented Black people from gathering in public parks, but they
used church grounds and private property to hold their commemorations, sometimes pooling their
resources to purchase sufficient land. In Houston, Texas, for example, Black leaders raised enough funds
to buy ten acres of land that today is known as Emancipation Park.
By the turn of the early twentieth century, Juneteenth celebrations had become larger and more
organized, often functioning more like a community festival. However, within a few decades, Juneteenth
almost disappeared entirely. In the wake of the Great Depression, the Great Migration, and the
strengthening of Jim Crow segregation, such gatherings fell into obscurity.

Juneteenth Regains Prominence
In the 1960s, however, Juneteenth gradually regained its prominence. Student demonstrators in the
Atlanta, Georgia civil rights campaign, for example, donned Juneteenth freedom buttons, and following
the 1968 March on Washington, a new wave of Juneteenth celebrations emerged across the country.
Juneteenth became particularly popular in the early 1970s, inspired by the cultural pride emanating from
the Black Power movement. By 1979, Juneteenth had become so widespread that the Texas Legislature
declared it a “holiday of significance,” making Texas the first state to establish Juneteenth as a state
holiday.
Today, Juneteenth celebrations proliferate across the entire United States—north, south, east, and
west—in nearly every state in the Union. It is also gaining recognition and appreciation in mainstream
society, as businesses and politicians recognize the fundamental value of acknowledging our nation’s
past and the resilience of generations of people who sought and claimed their right to freedom.

