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On January 1st, 1863, the Emancipation Proclamation was issued 
announcing the end of slavery in the United States. The proclamation 
declared an end to slavery in the Confederate States, it did not end 
slavery in states that remained in the Union. 

It wasn’t until June 19th, 1865 that the news reached every enslaved 
American. More than two and half years after the proclamation was 
issued, Gordon Granger, a Union army officer, reached Galveston, 
Texas where he announced to the last group of enslaved Americans 
the news that the Civil War had ended and slavery was abolished.

The 1863 Emancipation Proclamation had little effect in Texas until 
the arrival of Union troops to enforce it. As news spread in Texas, 
spontaneous and jubilant celebrations occurred.

Emancipation Proclamation. 
Lithograph by L. Lipman, 

Milwaukee, Wisc., Feb. 
26, 1864. Prints and 

Photographs Division. 
(Library of Congress)
https://lccn.loc.gov/ 

2003671404
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The day of Jubelo. 1865. Prints 
and Photographs Division 
(Library of Congress)

A year later, Juneteenth, the combination of June and nineteenth, 
became a celebration by the freed people of Texas. The Freedmen’s 
Bureau, the government agency created during Reconstruction to 
provide assistance to the formerly enslaved population, oversaw an 
1867 celebration of Juneteenth in Austin, TX.

Juneteenth celebrations first consisted of rallies that included 
historical reenactments, gospel music, singing of spirituals, and 
sermons championing racial uplift. The celebration evolved over 
time. Barbecues, baseball games, parades, musical performance, 
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picnics, speeches, and voter registration and instruction all became 
part of Juneteenth holidays. In 1872, residents of Houston and 
Black churches raised funds to purchase a parcel of land designated 
Emancipation Park, which is still used to celebrate Juneteenth today.

Juneteenth celebrates the anniversary of the emancipation of 
enslaved African Americans in Texas (the most Southern slave state). 
It is also known as Freedom Day, Jubilee Day, Liberation Day, and 
Emancipation Day.

Juneteenth Parade, Dallas, Texas, June 19, 1947, Photograph by Alexander 
H. Moore Sr., Courtesy Alan Govenar/Documentary Arts
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The American Folklife Center at the Library of Congress includes 
recorded interviews with former slaves including Billy McCrea, 
(pictured here), a former slave who remembered the Union troops 
coming into Texas in 1865 and being told that he was free.

As a “big boy” in 1865, Billy McCrea remembered the Union troops coming 
into Jasper, Texas. In an interview with John Lomax in 1940, he says he will 
be about 89 in October, so he would have been about 13. He recalls being 
impressed by the mules and horses, the cannons, and the blue uniforms of 
the soldiers, as any boy might be. He also remembers his master telling him 
and his mother that they were free. (Juneteenth by Stephanie Hall, June 17, 
2016 https://blogs.loc.gov/folklife/2016/06/juneteenth)

Photo by Ruby Terrill 
Lomax, September 
30, 1940. (Library of 
Congress)
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As freed slaves from Texas went to search for separated family 
members and as African Americans migrated north and west during 
the Great Migration, the tradition of Juneteenth followed.

The African American community has maintained its enthusiasm for 
Juneteenth celebrations over the decades. An essay “Juneteenth: 
A Red Spot Day on the Texas Calendar” by William H. Wiggins, Jr., 
included in the book Juneteenth Texas: Essays in African-American 
Folklore, highlights many of the newspaper advertisements by Texas 
retail establishments for dresses, shoes, and other special items to 
wear for Juneteenth as well as an “ad announcing that Bill ‘Bojangles’ 
Robinson, the ‘World’s Greatest Tap Dancer,’ would headline Dallas’s 
1937 Juneteenth in The Houston Informer with the call to: ‘Be in 
Dallas June ‘Teenth.’”

Juneteenth celebrations of African American freedom were 
celebrated unofficially until 1979 when Texas State Representative Al 
Edwards helped pass legislation to make Juneteenth an official state 
holiday.

In 2021, thanks to the efforts of advocates and activists like Opal Lee, 
Juneteenth officially became a federal holiday. Juneteenth is the first 
new federal holiday since Martin Luther King Jr. Day was signed into 
law in 1983.

So again, what is Juneteenth? It is a day where we celebrate freedom, 
hope, and progress in the United States. It’s a day where we can 
remember the end of an unjust era and celebrate the steps forward 
on a path of equality for African Americans.
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“I prefer to be true to myself, even at the hazard of 
incurring the ridicule of others, rather than to be false, 
and incur my own abhorrence.”

Frederick Douglass, abolitionist and author

“We are all bound up together in one great bundle of 
humanity, and society cannot trample on the weakest 
and feeblest of its members without receiving the curse 
in its own soul.” 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, abolitionist, 
suffragist, and author

“All that we ask is equal laws, equal legislation, and 
equal rights throughout the length and breadth of this 
land.” 

Richard Harvey Cain, minister, abolitionist, and 
politician

“We live in a society of an imposed forgetfulness, a 
society that depends on public amnesia.”

Angela Davis, political activist, academic, and author
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“If you want free, independent thinkers, people who 
can discern for themselves, people who want to 
actively participate in a democracy, you want them 
literate…For me, literacy means freedom. For the 
individual and for society.”

LeVar Burton, actor, television host, and reading 
advocate

“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in 
the service of my vision, then it becomes less and less 
important whether I am afraid.”

Audre Lorde, author and activist

“Ours is not the struggle of one day, one week, or 
one year. Ours is not the struggle of one judicial 
appointment or presidential term. Ours is the struggle 
of a lifetime, or maybe even many lifetimes, and each 
one of us in every generation must do our part.”

John Lewis, politician and Civil Rights activist

“Juneteenth has never been a celebration of victory or 
an acceptance of the way things are. It’s a celebration 
of progress. It’s an affirmation that despite the most 
painful parts of our history, change is possible—and 
there is still so much work to do.”

Barack Obama, 44th President of the United States
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QPL Honors Ms. Opal Lee, Who Turns 
100 Years Young in 2026!

Known as the “Grandmother of 
Juneteenth,” Ms. Opal Lee was present 
on June 17, 2021, when President Joe 
Biden signed the Juneteenth National 
Independence Day Act bill that established 
June 19 or “Juneteenth” as a federal 
holiday. Ms. Lee said on that day, “Now we 
can celebrate freedom from the 19th of 
June to the 4th of July!”

Opal Lee was born in Marshal, Texas, in 1926 and moved to Fort 
Worth, Texas, in 1937. At the age of 12, her family’s home was 
destroyed on June 19, 1939, but neither she nor her family allowed 
that to deter them from making an impact in the community. She 
has served on many boards and with many organizations, including 
Citizens Concerned with Human Dignity (CCHD), Habitat for 
Humanity, and the Tarrant County Black Historical & Genealogical 
Society dedicated to preserving the history of the Fort Worth Black 
populace. During her tenure as Chairman of the Community Food 
Bank, the organization received the 1.3-million-dollar 33,000 sq. ft. 
facility that now serves 500 families a day.

Ms. Lee is the oldest living board member of the National Juneteenth 
Observance Foundation (NJOF), a national movement started by 
the late Dr. Ronald Myers to have Juneteenth declared a national 
holiday. At 90 years of age, she started her walking campaign from 
Fort Worth, TX, to Washington, DC, to bring awareness to the need 
for celebrating Juneteenth nationally. She walked 2.5 miles in cities 
all across the country to represent the 2.5 years it took after Lincoln 
signed the Emancipation Proclamation for enforcement to reach 
Texas to free the enslaved. In 2019, she launched an online petition 
campaign that garnered over 1.6 million signatures to continue the 
crusade for holiday observance.
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Ms. Opal currently 
serves on the board of 
Unity Unlimited, Inc. and 
Transform 1012 N. Main 
Street and is a Board 
Member and Honorary 
Chair of the National 
Juneteenth Museum. 
She has received eight 
honorary doctorates, 
has been named 2021 
Texan of the Year by the 
Dallas Morning News 
editorial board, the 2021 Unsung Hero of the Pandemic, Fort Worth 
Inc.’s 2022 Person of the Year, is a Nobel Peace Prize nominee, and a 
Presidential Medal of Freedom Recipient. She is the second African 
American to have her portrait hung in the Texas State Senate.

Join us at Langston Hughes Library (100-01 Northern Boulevard in 
Corona) on Tuesday, June 16 at 5:45pm for a special conversation 
and movie trailer screening with QPL President & CEO Dennis M. 
Walcott, Dione Sims (the granddaughter of Opal Lee), and filmmaker 
Laura Williams. Hear inspiring stories about Opal Lee’s legacy and the 
women continuing the fight for freedom!

“What we’re trying to get people to understand is that Juneteenth is 
freedom. And I don’t mean just for Black people, or Texas people. It’s 
freedom for everybody.”

Dr. Opal Lee, activist, author, and the “Grandmother of Juneteenth”

LeVar Burton Photo Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LeVar_Burton_Photo_Op_
GalaxyCon_Raleigh_2023.jpg 
Audre Lorde Photo Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audre_Lorde#/media/File:Audre_lorde.jpg 
Opal Lee Photo Source: https://www.instagram.com/therealopallee/p/CKr3unMhDxd/ 

Dr. Opal Lee receiving the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom from President Joseph R. Biden Jr. (2024)
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