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            Proclamation 1

         
         
            Galveston, Texas

            June 19th 1865

            General Order No. 3

            The people of Texas are informed 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
               and the connection heretofore existing between them becomes that between employer and hired labor.
            

             

            The freedmen are advised to remain quietly at their present homes and work for wages. They are informed that they will not
               be allowed to collect at military posts and that they will not be supported in idleness either there or elsewhere.
            

            By order of Major General Granger

            F. W. Emery

            Major A.A. Genl.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Proclamation 2

         
         
            135 STAT. 287 Public Law 117-17

            117th Congress

            An Act

            To amend title 5, United States Code, to designate Juneteenth National Independence Day as a legal public holiday.

            [S. 475]

         

         
            Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, Juneteenth
               National Independence Day Act.
            

         

         
            SECTION 1. SHORT TITLE.

            
               This Act may be cited as the “Juneteenth National Independence Day Act.”

            

         
         
            SEC. 2. JUNETEENTH NATIONAL INDEPENDENCE DAY AS A LEGAL PUBLIC HOLIDAY.

            
               Section 6103(a) of title 5, United States Code, is amended by inserting after the item relating to Memorial Day the following:
                  “Juneteenth National Independence Day, June 19.”
               

               Approved June 17, 2021

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Foreword

            By Nikole Hannah-Jones

         
         
         I did not grow up with Juneteenth. I had never even heard of the date nor the holiday until I was a thirty-year-old living
            on the West Coast. I had moved for work to the whitest major city in the nation and that city, inexplicably, introduced me
            to Juneteenth.
         

         
         I had been a student of Black history most of my life and even earned a degree in African American studies. And yet, somehow,
            I had never been introduced to the story of Galveston, General Order No. 3, and this regional commemoration of slavery. Intrigued,
            I began researching the holiday and the historical circumstances that necessitated it. And in doing so, I came to understand—as
            is often the case—that the reason I did not know this history was due to yet another intentional act of erasure. 
         

         
         I discovered that the United States was one of the few countries in our hemisphere that did not officially recognize the end of chattel slavery with an Emancipation Day. That fact revealed so much about the determination to obscure our past. Ours was a nation so ashamed that it was founded on ideals of liberty while enslaving one fifth of the population, that it could not even celebrate the day that hypocrisy ended. 

         
         But as has always been the case, Black people did not wait for white Americans and government officials to validate our stories,
            to pass on our memories, to preserve our traditions, to tell the truth about this land born of the sweat, toil, and blood
            of our ancestors, as much as any of those who get credit for founding it. As Ms. Opal Lee writes, “July 4 freed the land.
            Juneteenth freed the people.”
         

         
         And that is what I thought A Committee of One was going to be about—the quest of our elder living in her tenth decade to make Juneteenth a national holiday and in doing
            so, much like my own work, forcing a reckoning with the year 1776.
         

         
         But as I settled in to read, it soon became clear that this book is about far more than the fight for a national holiday. It is a tome for dark times, full of lessons, love, and light. If you have lost your grandmothers like I have, this book is a chance to sit once more at their knees. To bask in their gentle storytelling, soaking in like so many rays of sun, a wisdom both forceful and kind. If you, like I do, worry for the future as we face a racist backlash unlike anything most of us alive today have experienced, Ms. Opal’s storytelling and guidance is calming and affirming as she recounts—not to lecture but to encourage—how our people resisted far worse with far less and how we can resist, too. 

         
         When you are nearing your hundredth year on this planet—but particularly as a Black woman born just sixty-one years after
            the end of slavery who survived the era of racial apartheid, pogroms, and lynchings to witness the first Black president only
            to see a white nationalist elected as his successor—well, you know some things about life and tragedy and perseverance. And
            you have earned the privilege of asking us to slow down and let you unfurl your story about your ups and downs, hardships
            and victories, and teach us a bit about how to survive and achieve our own. 
         

         
         Ms. Opal’s story, written in straightforward, plain-spoke prose, is a story of racism and racial terror, of injustice and
            the struggle against it, and one elder’s quest to force a nation to recognize the day of not just Black people’s emancipation,
            but its own. But it is also a story of living and loving, of hard work and ambition. It is a story of fortitude, overcoming
            loss, and making mistakes, and yet being determined to rise again.
         

         
         Her story is deeply personal and intimate—a young girl who grows into a woman who marries too young, leaves her husband, and struggles to raise several children while achieving her college degree. A grandmother who experiences the devastating death of a grandchild, a sister who experiences the devastating loss of a brother. A woman who loved powerfully—her family, her community, her self. 
         

         
         But Ms. Opal’s story is also in so many ways the story of Black America writ large, of how centuries of systemic violence
            and racism, spread across thousands of communities, compounds over time. 
         

         
         She opens the book by recounting how when she was just a young girl, a white mob forced her family out of the home her parents
            had scrimped and saved to buy. Living in the Jim Crow era, her family had no recourse, legal or otherwise, and so simply had
            to start over. For a period they were homeless, staying with friends and family who were kind enough to take them in.
         

         
         Later in the book we learn that decades after her family lost their home to a mob, Ms. Opal, a longtime Habitat for Humanity volunteer, was gifted a home by that organization on the land her family had been forced off long before. For Ms. Opal, it was a joyous full-circle moment. And it was. But I also could not help but feel a deep sorrow contemplating that had her family not had their home violently taken from them, what wealth might they have had all those decades later? Her parents had tried to achieve the American dream. They’d worked hard, saved and become homeowners, only to have that dream stolen away. 

         
         Ms. Opal should have never needed the intervention of an anti-poverty program to get the house on the land her parents had
            bought. All across Black America, there are so many stories such as this that explain so much about the lack so many of us
            experience now. 
         

         
         And yet, hers, like ours, is the story of the quiet resolve of generation after generation to keep striving in a society where
            too often that striving does not pay off as it should. Ms. Opal tells us it’s okay to feel anger, frustration, hurt; to even
            give up for a short period of time, she tells us. But then we must dust ourselves off, and do what needs to be done. “Even
            when we find ourselves seated in the ashes of our attempted destruction, we must find a way to shake the dirt and the grime
            of all the negative parts of life and forge ahead toward our dreams and purpose,” she writes. “I decided long ago that hardship
            would not name me. What names me is how I get up.”
         

         
         She understands why some women strive for the soft life and acknowledges there were times she should have rested more and treated herself better. At the same time, she pushes us to want and expect more of ourselves, telling us that sometimes we must endure things we don’t enjoy and work harder than we’d like, but any of us can sustain discomfort for short periods of time. We are a resilient people, she reminds us again and again, with each generation obliged to fight for the betterment of the next. 

         
         And that is this book’s highest calling. Ms. Opal shares her stories of struggle and success against tremendous societal odds
            not to shame those today who are still struggling, but to show us that our potential exceeds any obstacle in our path and
            that we are obligated to more than ourselves—we are obligated to a larger community. 
         

         
         As our society moves backward in time to an era of open white nationalism and inequality that Ms. Opal’s generation had fought
            so hard to banish, calling back to this sense of community obligation and resolve may be the only thing that saves us. While
            the odds may seem unbeatable, the title of the book reminds us, every single person has potential to make our society better.
            Ms. Opal reminds us: There is power in a single person who has a determination for change.
         

         
         At a time when our history is being systematically erased and hidden, denigrated and dismissed by federal mandate from the most powerful man in the world, Ms. Opal’s life, and its rendering on the page, stands as the living, breathing testimony of a truth that cannot be buried and a people who will not be denied. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1
Never Fold

         
         
            If you can’t fly then run, if you can’t run then walk, if you can’t walk then crawl, but whatever you do you have to keep
               moving forward.
            

            —Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

         

         When you’re twelve years old, you’re usually not thinking about too much except your friends at school and church. The chores you might hate to do but know you must. Your parents and siblings might even be your whole world. Nowadays, twelve-year-olds might be into video games or their favorite YouTube personality. And yes, adolescence is hard no matter what. Maybe there have begun to be issues with bullies at school. Or thoughts about what to do when one grows up. And I suppose I was no different. In 1939 we didn’t have YouTube or video games, but many of us did have family. We had friends. Some of us had school and church. If we were fortunate, we might even have had a bike or toys we loved and loved on until they were weathered and torn. But I was given something else at twelve: a memory, one in a near century of memories, that still sears itself into my brain to this day. The ever-present recollection of the awful day when my family lost everything. 

         
         After moving from Marshall, Texas, when I was ten, my family moved around quite a bit before settling at 940 East Annie Street
            in Fort Worth, Texas, when I was twelve. It was a house my parents had worked tirelessly to buy. In those first couple of
            days of living there, my mother, Mattie, had begun fixing it up so nice. We didn’t have much in the way of fancy furniture,
            but what we had was plenty of love. All along our street the scent of magnolia trees filled me with such peace. I certainly
            never imagined that any progress we may have been trying to make as Black folks integrating that nearly all-white neighborhood
            would very quickly and suddenly be shut down.
         

         
         On June 19, the summer after my seventh-grade year, after only being in our new home for four days, hatred marched right on
            down our street. 
         

         
          A group of people, white neighbors, started gathering outside the house. Reports would later say there were at least five hundred of them. A mob of white faces that were twisted with rage and fueled by racism and ignorance had descended upon our home. They stood outside at first, spewing nasty words. Telling my family we had no place there. Proving their own capacity for cruelty. My father, Otis Flake, a proud man with steel in his spine, confronted these barbarians with nothing but a gun and a determination to protect his family. But the police, who were supposed to protect and serve everyone, threatened him with violence instead of safeguarding our right to be in the home my parents had paid for. They essentially told him that if he used his gun to protect his family and property, they would let the mob have him. Of course the paper just said that the police couldn’t control the mob. This left my family no choice but to flee. Our parents sent us to friends, and they left under cover of darkness. 

         
         I imagine that night often. I hear my father.

         
         “Take what you can hold!”—the pain and anger in his eyes like an unquenchable fire.

         
         He knew we would not be back. Or rather, he knew that there would be nothing to come back to. And he was right. The mob destroyed
            our home and all our belongings.
         

         
         What happened to my family on that summer night was not an isolated incident. In Texas and all over the South, Black families who tried to move into white neighborhoods were often met with fire, mobs, and violence. Strong thriving communities were burned and broken down to the ground in places like Slocum, Texas, in 1910, where hundreds of Black people were killed or displaced. Not far from where we lived, the Ku Klux Klan was not just something people read about in books like nowadays, but a real force in the streets; behind those sheets were the police and city leaders at city hall. 

         
         Texas holds a brutal history of lynchings, bombings, and intimidation tactics, all designed to keep Black folks “in their place.” So when I say that the mob destroyed our home, they weren’t just attacking one family; they were attempting to break up communities and generations to come. They were sending a message to remind every Black person in Fort Worth that any progress we hoped to see would come with a cost. Just us being in that neighborhood was enough to spark rage. Enough for them to go after us in a mob five hundred strong. It was racial terror, plain and simple. We were stripped of everything we owned and forced to leave. What the mob failed to see was that, had we been allowed to stay in that neighborhood, they would’ve learned that my parents wanted the same things they wanted. A decent job with a decent place to stay. To be able to put food on the table and send their kids to school. 

         
         What they also could not have known was how deeply resilience ran through us. A fire that meant to kill my family lit something
            in me to keep pushing, not just for me but for my community. At twelve years old I got one of my first lessons on the evils
            of injustice in this world. And I’d spend the next eighty-five years doing everything I could to highlight the good I still
            believe exists in this world.
         

         
         After we were run out of our home, a kind of numbness that’s hard to explain took over. At least for me it did. I didn’t know
            what to feel, and my parents didn’t have time to talk to me or my brothers to help us make sense of things. They just went
            about the business of trying to find another place for us to live. I continued to watch Mom and Dad for cues on how to proceed.
            They were both stoic and resolved. That’s how I quickly learned that it wasn’t going to do us any good to feel the full weight
            of the terror that was wrought in our lives. My parents stayed busy working. My siblings and I focused on school. We all seemed
            to have buried it.
         

         
         I now think that’s the only way we were able to not let bitterness take root. My parents chose to focus on rebuilding our lives. They’d always worked hard, but now they worked harder. We were nomads once again. Finding temporary shelter here and there. We never stayed in one place too long during that season. We’d been here before, back when we first arrived, but even though we needed the help, we never wanted to wear out our welcome. Sometimes it was a cousin’s back room, sometimes a neighbor offered up their child’s room. I remember listening to the sound of the night like it was a lullaby. It was the sound of survival. We had a place to lay our heads and were together. We ate what we could, and Mama found ways to make it feel like a feast. But what stuck with me most wasn’t our lack, but the way people shared the little they had with us. Somebody would drop off a basket of bread. Someone else would let us wash up in their bathroom. Even when they didn’t have much themselves, folks still gave. That’s how we made it from one day to the next and then to the next. And that’s what I came to understand early: No matter how devastating life feels, there are always ways, small ways, that people hold you up. Slowly we were able to buy the things we needed and replace what was lost. And eventually, my parents bought a new home: 926 East Terrell. Still in Fort Worth. In fact, it was only a few blocks away from the one that was stolen from us. Oh, the irony, right? Apparently, those few blocks made a huge difference for the white folks who’d drawn the invisible lines in their neighborhoods. 

         
         No matter how close it was to our old house, we were safe in this new one. As safe as any Black family could be, that is.
            We lived in a part of the neighborhood where everybody knew everybody else. If I got into anything as a kid, I not only got
            in trouble with the neighbor who saw me do it but, before I’d get home, somebody would have told my mother what I did, and
            I’d get in trouble again. Back then, I was a full-out tomboy. I could climb trees and shoot marbles with the best of them.
            Listen, truth be told, I could even run faster than those boys on my street. But of course, all of that only lasted as long
            as it took for me to start liking those same boys. I’ll talk about that later on in the book.
         

         
         Again, my family didn’t talk much about what happened on that horrible day. But the emotional scars weren’t so easily hidden. There were times when I saw the distrust in my mama’s eyes when we were in what we called “mixed company.” As a teenager, I noticed the slight millisecond of hesitation in my father when we were outside of our safe spaces. Nevertheless, I learned steadfastness from my parents that day: No matter the disaster, we do not fold. Too many times we can get bitter behind things that have happened to us—or things that didn’t happen to us. But sometimes survival is the point. You can’t get to better if you don’t survive the present. So keep moving and stay alive. Over time, the wounds from that day might have healed, but the memories remained. Our bodies remembered. Thankfully, those memories weren’t all bad. More than a reminder of our pain, those memories are a reminder of the resilience that courses through my entire family’s veins. 

         
         It’s not lost on me that nearly a century after that fateful Juneteenth evening, I would find myself known as the Grandmother of Juneteenth. Ain’t that just like God? The Word doesn’t lie when it says that “he’ll make our enemies our footstool.” He has a way of putting you where he wants you to be when he wants you to be there. Of course, it would take a while before I could make the connection. I would go on to finish school, have children, get married, go to college, get degrees, and more. I’d have a full life before I realized how God would use that experience and me. It’s like my life made a circle, and the thing that was supposed to hurt me came on back around to heal. The very thing that was supposed to take us out, the violence that was designed to devastate and silence me and my family, is the very fuel God has used to bring an understanding of true freedom to the nation. Driven by a sense of purpose that seems to have transcended generations and decades of activism, I embarked on a mission in September 2016 to make Juneteenth a national holiday, a mission I successfully completed on June 17, 2021. 

         
         I suppose that’s the first nugget I’d like to offer you as you begin this journey with me. In the face of adversity, it is
            not our hardships that define us but rather our ability to rise above them. It takes courage to keep going—to keep living.
            But we must. Even when we find ourselves seated in the ashes of our attempted destruction, we must find a way to shake off
            the dirt and grime of all the negative parts of life and forge ahead toward our dreams and purpose.
         

         
         I decided long ago that hardship would not name me. What names me is how I get up. It’s what I do after the plan fails or
            someone’s cruelty takes my breath. I will certainly sit for a moment and feel what I feel, but then I act. I choose my next
            right step. That’s how you can turn something bad into something amazing.
         

         
         You see, resilience is a practice. Don’t sit around waiting for a special feeling to arrive before you get back up from whatever tried to take you out. Build small habits that help you rise from turmoil. Call a trusted friend before the weight pins you to the bed. Walk around the block and let your body remember movement. Pray before you speak so your words do not wound the wrong person. Set one goal for the day that matches your purpose. Remember, if the Lord says so, there’s always tomorrow. Taking these kinds of small actions allows your spirit to learn over time that you can be knocked down and still stand. That’s what my parents did. I’m sure they were sad and angry about losing their home. But they also took time to regroup. They reached out to their community for help. Then they finally got back on their feet. 

         
         Maya Angelou once said something that resonates: “You may not control all the events that happen to you, but you can decide
            not to be reduced by them.” That is the work. I cannot control what others do, but I can refuse to shrink. I will refuse to
            live small because someone tried to make me small.
         

         
         To be clear, when I speak about rising from the ashes and whatnot, I don’t mean pretending nothing happened. I mean looking straight at what happened and telling the truth about it. If a job disappears or a diagnosis arrives or someone we trusted breaks faith, it’s okay to cry. I’ve done that. I’ve cried until my head hurt. But then I washed my face, put on clean clothes, and took one step toward whatever was next. And to be truthful, that step rarely fixed everything, but it did remind me I was still here. 

         
         History always helps me remember what is possible. Mary McLeod Bethune began a school with $1.50, five little girls, and a
            little bit of faith. She gathered cast-off crates for desks and asked for help where she could. Eventually, what she started
            in a one-room schoolhouse became Bethune-Cookman University. She did not deny that she lacked certain resources in the beginning.
            She just worked until she got them. Her example teaches that starting small is not the same as staying small.
         

         
         The story of Tulsa hits home for a different reason: because it’s so familiar. In 1921 a white mob burned down much of Greenwood,
            a prosperous Black district in the city. Lives were taken and businesses were destroyed. What many don’t learn in school is
            that survivors rebuilt. They raised new walls and reopened shops. They did their best to restore the community in the face
            of deep hatred. That rebuilding did not erase grief, but it did show that destruction does not have the last word.
         

         
         My faith shapes how I rise. Scripture tells us that we can be pressed on every side and still not be crushed. We can be struck down and still not be destroyed. It does not promise that trouble will skip our address. It does promise that trouble will not have the final say (2 Corinthians 4:8–9, NIV). 

         
         Let me make this practical. When you feel like everything is falling apart around you, first tell the truth about what you
            lost. Name it. Second, decide what part of your purpose is still in reach. If your purpose is teaching, can you read with
            one child on a Saturday? If your purpose is healing, can you cook a meal that nourishes your own body or someone else’s?
         

         
         Third, build a small but specific plan for getting back on your feet. It’s very important that you don’t skip details. Something
            like, I will apply for jobs from 9 a.m. to 11 a.m. on Tuesday. Finally, share your plan with someone you trust. Accountability
            matters. You will need someone to help catch you if you start slipping.
         

         
         Listen, be sure to measure your progress by your faithfulness, and not necessarily by applause. Sometimes it’s easy to want quick proof that your effort is paying off. You applied for jobs, so you’d like to at least be contacted for a few interviews. But maybe it’s not time yet. Sometimes the proof comes in slower. Think of it like a garden. I have planted seeds that did not break the soil for a season. But I kept watering because watering was my part. Eventually, in their own time, they burst through and started to bloom. Results have their own calendar. We just have to stay ready. 

         
         Parents who earn a GED are modeling the desire for a different future for their children. Nurses who fight for a clinic in
            a health desert are keeping elders alive longer. Small business owners who reopen after a storm are making a commitment to
            remain an anchor in their neighborhoods. These folks aren’t letting devastation stop them from doing what they are called
            to do.
         

         
         Sometimes rising will require you to change your tools, though. I’ll talk more about this in future chapters, but there have
            been times when I’ve had to shift my approach to something in the face of rejection or destruction. After a loss, the method
            that used to work may not work now. That person
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