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BLACK LIFE IN AMERICA is great art—despite often dire circumstances. Survival grounded in the ability to begin again. To come together to remember the past and imagine a better future. To uplift each other through words and songs. To make beauty. To craft a brilliant turn of phrase. To make delicious food. To smile. To make beautiful music. To take up space. To dance. To march and step high.

The historic celebrations of Black freedom have had many names: Juneteenth, Freedom Day, Emancipation Day, Watch Night, Jubilee. They’ve been observed on many different days and in different ways. These gatherings stretched across generations and geographies, from the rolling fields of Texas to the bustling streets of Oakland, from the steep hills of Richmond to the historic churches of Savannah. From marching bands and soaring oratory to barbecue and ice cream in the park, Black Americans came together to rekindle old bonds forged while surviving a plantation past. To honor what they had endured and memorialize those who didn’t live to see freedom. They were determined to pass down that history to future generations. They would not allow others to define who they were, what they had suffered, or how that history should be remembered. Instead, they insisted, generation after generation, that Black people would tell their own story, protecting their memories of struggle and survival. The moment of victory over the bondage of slavery would be not forgotten but celebrated.

When legal slavery in the United States ended at the close of the Civil War, its shadow remained. New systems of oppression in the form of sharecropping, racial massacres, lynching, and Jim Crow segregation arose to strangle the promise of freedom. The full-flowering promises of emancipation never came to bloom. But Black Americans refused to let these realities silence them. They kept their traditions alive. They kept the history before them, as the old gospel hymn said, to “tell the story of how we’ve overcome.” Wore their Sunday best. Festooned the streets. Gathered with family and play cousins, all their home folks. Ate good food and sipped on red drank. Played their own music loud. Laced wagon wheels with thousands of flowers. Made things beautiful, just for their own pleasure, even if just for a moment.

And so, even as their newfound citizenship rights were stripped away, even as proponents of the Lost Cause sought to rewrite history and cast the Confederacy as noble, Black communities commemorated their freedom with even greater urgency. History was their best weapon, a wedge to make an argument about the patriotism of Black Americans in spite of the injustices of white supremacy. The gatherings were reminders that the history of the fight for Black freedom was something that had to be remembered. Again and again, across the country, they came back together. It was claiming space, a reminder to those who wanted Black people consigned to a second-class citizenship that they belonged. So they took up space in public squares, in parks, along parade routes, in churches, and on Black college campuses. They continued to teach new generations the story of what they had survived as slaves. They continued to reunite with family and home folks. Even in the face of violent repression, Juneteenth and Emancipation Day celebrations were a way to speak the truth, to honor their memories and be inspired once again to continue the fight for full and equal citizenship, that shining moment of jubilee.

The history of these remarkable celebrations is a history of a people who knew what they deserved. Even as the rest of the nation sought to erase the meaning of their freedom, they continued to come together, to march, to speak, to fill the streets, to celebrate in their yards. They insisted: Freedom matters.

Bringing together the collection of photographs, etchings, and artifacts for Black Freedom has been both a privilege and a challenge. As a historian of the African American experience, I knew from the outset that images chronicling these celebrations would be scarce. Early emancipation celebrations—beginning as far back as 1808, when Massachusetts marked the end of the African slave trade—predated modern journalistic photography. Even after daguerreotypes became available for portraiture, most nineteenth-century newspapers relied on sketches and etchings to depict major events. The massive celebrations that erupted across the country from January 1, 1863, through June 19, 1865, were largely unphotographed, though artists captured glimpses of that joy.

By the turn of the twentieth century, when photography had become more common in newspapers, the biases of white photojournalists shaped the historical record. The era of Jim Crow—the period when segregation laws were cemented, Black voting rights were stripped away, and racial violence was wielded to uphold white supremacy—gave rise to an archival silence. White newspapers had little interest in documenting Black celebrations. White archivists did not preserve Black newspapers, and white institutions refused to collect the papers of prominent Black figures or organizations. The history of Black joy, resistance, and self-determination was deemed unworthy of preservation.

Instead, what we find in mainstream archives from this era are images of racial terror, black-faced caricatures, and portrayals designed to demean and dehumanize. Photographs of Black excellence, Black dignity, and Black public celebration were rare, precisely because they contradicted the racist ideology of the time. That is why the images included in Black Freedom are nothing short of extraordinary. Their very existence is an act of defiance. These photographs and sketches offer glimpses of Black communities standing tall, of families reuniting, of children absorbing the history of their ancestors. They show parades winding through city streets, bands playing triumphant marches, elders recounting the sacred story of freedom.

Black photographers, though few in number due to the financial and social barriers of the time, captured what they could. Black journalists chronicled these celebrations in the pages of Black newspapers, ensuring that their communities’ histories were not lost. Families preserved memories through oral histories, passing down stories of grand Emancipation Day parades, of the taste of barbecue and pound cake, of sermons that brought entire congregations to their feet.

So, given the history of exclusion, the images included in this book are truly precious artifacts of Black freedom. Capturing and preserving these historic images is a revelation, a reminder of the inherent value of remembering Black life. What remains of these celebrations is a testament to the determination of Black Americans to safeguard their history. Every image in Black Freedom—every preserved article, every firsthand account—is evidence of Black resilience. What a joy it is to see Black people facing down the threat of violence to enact their freedom. The very act of being free was resistance. So were the expressions of remembrance. Each of these images is a record of communities coming together to pass down their history to new generations. They would not let the truth of their experiences be whitewashed or erased.

Black people who had been denied resources, autonomy, and public recognition asserted their liberty through these celebrations. They demonstrated, through public gatherings, speeches, music, and performance, the significance of their freedom and their rightful place in American society. Juneteenth and other Black emancipation celebrations were not just moments of joy; they were acts of freedom-making.

White Americans, particularly in the South, used public commemoration to control historical narratives. Through statues, speeches, and regional and national holidays, they preserved a version of history that marginalized or erased Black contributions. In this context, emancipation celebrations were more than commemorative events; they were acts of cultural resistance, historical preservation, and self-affirmation. They countered racist narratives, reclaimed public spaces, and asserted Black belonging in America. Through faith, oratory, memory, performance, and beauty, these celebrations shaped the story of Black freedom—not just as a historical event but as an ongoing process of self-determination. As we continue to observe Juneteenth and other emancipation commemorations today, we honor the legacy of those who understood that celebrating freedom was a means of defending it.

Oh, what a time! Looking at these images, really looking at them closely, is a reminder that being free is an action, an assertion that must be made again and again. These generations gone by understood that freedom had to be celebrated in order to be preserved. Black Freedom reveals the history of those celebrations, the Black American reassertion of freedom, the insistence on an independent interpretation of a past, and the desire to commemorate their history accurately. Black Freedom builds on those glorious traditions of telling the truth about what we survived and making a guide about how we can survive in the future. Jubilee!
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THE HEADQUARTERS FOR THE PARADE on that brisk New Year’s Day in 1898 was the colored YMCA at 214 East Leigh Street, just next to the A. D. Price Funeral Home. Leigh Street was one of the busiest throughfares in Jackson Ward, the vibrant center of the Black community in postwar Richmond, but now it was packed with people coming together to celebrate thirty-five years since the emancipation.

Although the Black militia units that had first been organized during the Civil War were disbanded by Virginia state authorities after Reconstruction ended, threatened as they were by Black men continuing to serve their country in uniform, the Black men who had served remained insistent on donning uniforms. Hundreds of the former soldiers joined Black fraternal lodges and societies whose members wore dress uniforms for their formal ceremonies and parades.

On this day, the Uniform Rank of the Knights of Pythias marched behind the First Battalion Band. The band’s drum major, his uniform sashed in bright white satin, led the way, with the blaring trumpets and booming drums marking the tempo for the marchers who followed. The grand marshals of the parade—including anti-lynching newspaperman, banker, and former elected official John Mitchell Jr.—wore “glittering, heavily gold-plated uniforms” that were reported to include a “silk-folding… chapeaux, gold cord shoulder-knots, gold-cord aiguilette, gold plated belt and sword, gauntlets and the dark blue regulation suits… ornamented with gold-plated buttons.” Onlookers could see the glint of the winter sun shining off the enhancements to the uniforms from more than a block away. All the African American lodges in the city and surrounding communities turned out to march in uniform, with the parade stretching the length of several city blocks. It was the largest gathering of Black men in uniform since the Civil War. Women’s clubs, their members draped in white, followed the procession of men, and children wearing their Sunday best—boys in suits and overcoats, girls in stockings and lace dresses—followed along. People from throughout the city and several surrounding counties lined the sidewalk, cheering such a spectacle of pride, once unimaginable in the former capital of the Confederacy. They watched from every nook and cranny, some standing in the cold, others on chairs pulled outside, while more onlookers sat on porches or leaned out of windows to get a peek at the Emancipation Day parade. On that day thousands of Black Richmonders gathered, marched, and cheered, an outward expression of the freedom of movement and freedom to gather that they and their forebears had never been legally allowed to exercise as slaves.

The procession led to the historic First African Baptist Church, where congregants packed into the sanctuary. Those who could not fit into the building listened from out on the street. Every Sunday service at the historic Black church was long, but this was one that could not be missed. The program began with prayer and then an impressive solo from young Miss Belle Fitzhugh, whose high soprano reverberated off the walls. The president of the Emancipation Day committee, W. Isaac Johnson, gave a moving opening address welcoming the congregants and marking the historic nature of the occasion. His speech was followed by a formal reading of President Abraham Lincoln’s historic Emancipation Proclamation, ensuring that those in attendance who had been too young to remember would hear the historic decree. There was another solo from a Black seminarian from Richmond Theological that was so stirring that the crowd stood and cheered, demanding another song. The ceremony at First Baptist concluded with an address by Reverend Gregory W. Hayes, president of the Virginia Theological Seminary, who spoke stirringly on “true Negro independence”—a fitting subject on what could be considered the celebration of the Black Fourth of July.

The celebration of January 1 wasn’t the only Emancipation Day that historically had been celebrated in the city of Richmond. The question of when freedom should be marked had been a matter of spirited debate—was it April 3, the day that the city of Richmond fell to Union troops? Should it have been April 9, the date of Lee’s surrender at Appomattox? Or even September 22, the day Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation? The debate among Black city leaders went on for decades, a reminder of their deep investment in freedom’s meaning and the joyful urgency with which they claimed and commemorated it.

Emancipation Day celebrations, like the one held in Richmond on January 1, 1898, were deeply connected to a long and arduous struggle for freedom, one that stretched back to the earliest fights against American enslavement and surged forward through the Civil War and Reconstruction. Tracing the long arc of this struggle, from bondage to the Civil War, reveals the intergenerational roots of the fight for Black liberation. Emancipation stood as a powerful reminder that Black people themselves were always the architects of their own freedom. It was their faith and determination that transformed the Civil War from a battle over the Union into a fight for emancipation. It was their activism that pressured the nation to enshrine Black freedom and citizenship into the US Constitution.

IN THE SPIRIT


Such is the condition of every slave throughout the United States; he owns nothing—he can claim nothing. His wife is not his—his children are not his; they can be taken from him, and sold at any minute, as far as the fleshmonger may see fit to carry them. Slaves are recognised as property by the law and can own nothing except at the consent of their masters. A slave’s wife or daughter may be insulted before his eyes with impunity; he himself may be called on to torture them, and dare not refuse. To raise his hand in their defence, is death by law. He must bear all things and resist nothing. If he leaves his master’s premises at any time without a written permit, he is liable to be flogged; yet they say we are happy and contented.… My father taught
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WALKER’S APPEAL
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SLAVEHOLDERS’ FEAR
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THE PROCLAMATION


















BETRAYAL AT EBENEZER CREEK







FORTY ACRES AND A MULE
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