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“Juneteenth” which is celebrated as “Black Independence Day,” has long been a day of celebration for African Americans.  Over the years, the tradition of celebrating June 19,th as a day of freedom traveled with African Americans who moved from Texas to 
Louisiana, Arkansas,  and Oklahoma

Then eventually  to Alabama, Florida, and California.


The celebrations were always a great deal like the Fourth of  July, with barbeques, games, reading of the Emancipation Proclamation, inspirational speeches, rodeos, dances, prayer services, and stories from and about former slaves.

Juneteenth celebrates freeing the slaves at the close of the Civil War. The celebration is based on events that took place in Texas  and takes its name from June 19, 1865, which is the day federal troops arrived in Galveston  to enforce the Emancipation Proclamation. Even though President Lincoln had issued the Proclamation on January 1, 1863, it freed few if any slaves.

Until 1821, Galveston was a pirate port,, but it had grown into the largest city in Texas. Traders came from all over the world to get rich dealing in cotton and slaves.
When the Civil War started, there were around 300,000 slaves in Texas, concentrated in the plantations along the coastal plain. Many thousands of them had come through Galveston.
Even though the Emancipation Proclamation took effect in January 1865, the news did not reach Texas until after the Civil War.  Texans were also unaware that the war had ended until well after General Lee had surrounded to Grant at Appomattox. In fact Texas continued fighting through May before they finally learned that the war was over.

There are several versions-  some even call them legends – of why it took so long for the news of the proclamation to reach Texas. Many believe that it was deliberately withheld to allow slave holders to continue to bring in                                                                      

crops: others thought that it was because the messengers traveled on a mule – still   others believe that the messengers were murdered before they could reach their destinations. After a battle near the end of the war, Union forces occupied Galveston. Colonel Gordon Granger, of the Union Army, later entered Galveston to take command of the military district of Texas.  One of his first acts was to go down the street from his headquarters on June 19, 1865 and read General Order No. 3 to the people of Galveston It included these words:  “The people of Texas are informed that in accordance with the Proclamation from the Executive of the United States,  all slaves are free. This involves an absolute equality of rights and rights of property between former masters and slaves, and the connection heretofore existing between them becomes that of employer and free laborer.” When this news was finally received, the former slaves, who represented over a third of  all Texans by the end of the war, celebrated in great fashion. They coined a term for June 19th – Juneteenth – and it became a symbol of freedom.        
African Americans worked hard and purchased in many parts of Texas for what they called   “Emancipation Grounds” which were public areas

where they could hold their Juneteenth Celebrations. Some of these areas remain today , including 
Emancipation Park in Austin and Houston. All were purchased by 1872.
During World War II observance of the holiday declined.             
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After undergoing periods of revivals and declines through the 1950s and 1960s it was revived again in the 1970s.  Houston has an annual “Juneteenth Blues Festival. The first one was held in 1976. The Texas Legislature declared June 19th as ” Emancipation Day”  in  Texas a legal state holiday as of  January 1, 1980.
In past years, the California legislature has passed Concurrent
Resolutions, declaring June 19th as Juneteenth Day, in California.  This year Assemblyman Longville has introduced Assembly Bill 1749 which will require the Governor to declare the third Saturday in June as Juneteenth Celebration Day. He has also introduced House Resolution 50,  which urges people of California to join in celebrating Juneteenth as a day to honor and reflect on the significant role African Americans have played in the history of the United States. They have enriched our society through their steadfast commitment to promoting brotherhood and equality. State Senator Ed Vincent has introduced a slightly different measure, State Bill 1498 that will declare June 19th as Emancipation Day in California.
 Today in California, as in cities and communities all across America, Juneteenth is celebrated with parades, barbeques, family gatherings, music speeches,  as a day of remembrance and reflection. The passage of either of these measures will make the declaration of Juneteenth the law in California.
Assemblyman Longville urges all Californian to participate in the celebration of Juneteenth in your community. Take a moment to reflect on the many contributions African Americans have made to our country. 
Please contact his office at 909 – 388 – 1413 with questions and comments.
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