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On June 19, 1865, Union soldiers, led by Major General Gordon Granger, arrived 
in Galveston, Texas, to announce the end of the Civil War and slavery. It had 
been 2-½ months since Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered at 
Appomattox (Robin Washington) … and 2-½ years since President Lincoln’s 
Emancipation Proclamation that officially ended legal slavery of people in 
areas liberated by Union troops—but not, as historian Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
reminds us, for those in the border states in which slavery remained legal until 
the ratification of the 13th Amendment.  
 
And so, Juneteenth is observed each year on June 19th. Emancipation Day … 
Freedom Day … is celebrated by African-Americans—the descendants of 
people who were enslaved here—in the United States.  
 
For those among us whose skin looks like mine, who identify as White; whose 
ancestors were not enslaved, but were more likely to be slaveholders; 
Juneteenth is a day of learning, of listening, of acceptance, of commitment to 
being an ally.  
 
For those among us whose ancestors were enslaved, it is a day marked in part 
by celebration. But scholar Henry Louis Gates, Jr. reminds us that, “These days, 
Juneteenth is an opportunity not only to celebrate but also to speak out.” He 
quotes then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, who noted, along with the U.S. 
Department of State’s Trafficking in Persons Report in 2012 that, “Today we are 
celebrating what’s called ‘Juneteenth’ … But the end of legal slavery in the 
United States, and in other countries around the world, has not, unfortunately, 
meant the end of slavery. Today it is estimated as many as 27 million people 
around the world are victims of modern slavery.” 
 
But even without the very important acknowledgement of the ongoing realities 
of modern-day slavery, we acknowledge that Juneteenth is itself complicated 
as a holiday.   



 
 
In an essay published just two days ago, journalist Robin Washington—himself an 
African-American and descendant of people who were enslaved—expresses 
his outrage about how white supremacy continues to infect and diminish 
historical truths. In this case, he says, the “oft-repeated tale of Union soldiers 
arriving in Galveston, Texas, on June 19, 1865, to inform enslaved African 
Americans that they were free is pure fiction.”  
 

I now know, the big lie is the incessantly repeated canard that Galveston’s 
po’ ignant Black folks didn’t know they was free, and that U.S. Major Gen. 
Gordon Granger had to read a proclamation to spell it out for them. 
 
* * * *  
 
[But they did know already what was going on in the world around them. 
And…] 
 
If Galveston’s Blacks already knew they were free, obviously so too did their 
slaveholders, who nonetheless kept them in bondage — not by cunning or 
deceit or ignorance, but by the brute force and tactics of dehumanizing 
torture they had been using for 200 years. 
 
* * * *  
 
If you’re still clutching to any vestige of the popular myth, [Washington says,] 
consider that well before Lee’s surrender, with the Confederacy clearly losing 
the war, slaveholders from throughout the South relocated their human 
property to Texas in advance of Union troops to preserve slavery for as long 
as they could. 

 
If [the military presence that would remain in the South for the next decade 
sounds] benign, consider it analogous to UN Peacekeeping forces in places 
like Rwanda, who weren’t dispatched for the niceties of promoting civility, 
but to keep one side from committing genocide against another. 
 



 
And that’s exactly what happened after 1876, with the turnback of 
Reconstruction, the imposition of Jim Crow, and the mob rule of the Klan and 
the lynch mob for the next 80 years. 
 
Or really, to the present day, with Black voter suppression alive and well by 
the descendants of those slaveholders and their sympathizers, and the latest 
nonsensical assault on truth — the banning of critical race theory in schools. 
 
Reports show a good number of those advocating the ban don’t even know 
what critical race theory is. For them, I’ll explain: It’s called teaching what 
actually happened, and what didn’t. And what happened in Galveston on 
June 19, 1865, is that Gen. Granger arrived to forcibly liberate from 
intransigent slaveholders Black people who everyone knew were free. 
 
That’s the true history of Juneteenth — along with a message that somehow 
has eluded the South and their white supremacist inheritors today: 
 
You lost the damned war. Surrender already. 
 

Juneteenth is not a holiday for me or others like me whose ancestors were not 
enslaved, whose whiteness protects us from so many of the obstacles and the 
life-threatening violence that our Black neighbors face, and whose relative 
ignorance fuels the complicity and complacency and greed that continue to 
impede true liberation for all our human siblings.  
 
The fact of what happened on June 19th in 1865 is worth commemorating—as 
long as we don’t forget that what followed was Jim Crow and other re-
envisioned forms of racism and oppression. Similarly, the designation this week 
of this observance as a federal holiday is a nice gesture, but it is only a gesture. 
Juneteenth was not and is not enough. We must continue the work of 
dismantling systemic racism and white supremacy culture, we must talk about 
reparations, we must not rest on the laurels of past progress. 
 
In honor of Juneteenth, today we hear the voices of those whose lives are 
directly, still, informed and affected by the legacy of slavery in the United 
States. Thank you for sharing your truth, your stories. 
 


