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The Union Army and Juneteenth, 1865

Introduction

This engraving depicts a White Union soldier reading the Emancipation Proclamation to an

enslaved family. It was published in 1864 by Lucius Stebbins, based on a painting by Henry W.

Herrick. According to Stebbins, the scene “represents the only way in which the glorious news

could reach the . . . slaves, viz.: through the faithful soldier.”1

On January 1, 1863, Abraham Lincoln used his wartime powers to issue the Emancipation

Proclamation, which declared that “all persons held as slaves within any State or designated2

part of a State . . . in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and

forever free.” However, on its own, the proclamation did not have the power to free anyone in

the Confederate states. It needed to be enforced by the United States Army. As US forces

advanced throughout the South, enslaved people acted upon the proclamation by escaping to

freedom in the army camps. In Texas, where there were very few battles and the Union Army

did not gain any territory, enslaved people did not learn about the Emancipation Proclamation

for more than two years.

The last battle of the Civil War was fought at Palmito Ranch, Texas, on May 13, 1865. Even

though the South won that battle, the collapse of the rest of the Confederacy and the capture

of Jefferson Davis on May 10 compelled Confederate General Edmund Kirby Smith to surrender

the last Confederate Army on June 2 in Galveston, Texas.

On June 19, 1865, Major General Gordon Granger arrived at Galveston and immediately issued

General Orders No. 3, declaring,

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.3

3 Michael Davis, “National Archives Safeguards Original ‘Juneteenth’ General Order,” National Archives News, June

19, 2020, https://www.archives.gov/news/articles/juneteenth-original-document.

2 Spotlight on a Primary Source: Emancipation Proclamation, 1863, History Resources, The Gilder Lehrman Institute,
gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/emancipation-proclamation-january-1-1863.

1Harold Holzer, “The Emancipation Proclamation in Art, Iconography, and Memory” in Harold Holzer, The

Emancipation Proclamation: Three Views, Social, Political, Iconographic (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University

Press, 2006), pp. 114–117.
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By the time Granger printed this order, the “Executive” who issued it, Abraham Lincoln, had

been assassinated by John Wilkes Booth, and the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery4

throughout the United States had been passed by both houses of Congress and sent to the

states for ratification.

In the years following the Civil War, June 19 was celebrated by Black communities in Texas, first

as Emancipation Day and later as Juneteenth. As people moved to other states, they brought

Juneteenth with them. The celebrations gained popularity during the Civil Rights Movement and

many states have followed Texas’s lead by making Juneteenth a holiday commemorating the

end of slavery.

Questions for Discussion
Teachers may discuss the information in the Introduction about Juneteenth and General Orders

No. 3 and share the image Reading the Emancipation Proclamation with students before using

the following questions to initiate a class discussion.

Questions for Grade K–2 Students

1. In Reading the Emancipation Proclamation, who is reading the document out loud? Why

do you think it is being read to the people in the room?

2. Take a close look at the facial expressions. What emotions do you think they are feeling

as the Emancipation Proclamation is being read?

2. General Orders No. 3 states that formerly enslaved people will have “absolute equality

of personal rights between former masters and slaves.” Later, it mentions that

“freedmen are advised to remain quietly at their present homes and work for wages.”

What do you notice about these two statements? Are you convinced that formerly

enslaved people will be treated fairly?

3. Juneteenth is a holiday in some states. Should it be a national holiday? Why or why not?

Questions for Grade 3–5 Students

1. What clues in Reading the Emancipation Proclamation show that the document being

read is important?

4 Spotlight on a Primary Source: Ratifying the Thirteenth Amendment, 1866, History Resources, The Gilder Lehrman
Institute, gilderlehrman.org/history-resources/spotlight-primary-source/ratifying-thirteenth-amendment-1866.
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2. Based on the people’s facial expressions in the image, what thoughts might be running

through their minds as the soldier reads the Emancipation Proclamation?

3. Why didn’t enslaved people in Texas know about the Emancipation Proclamation until

1865?

4. In General Orders No. 3, the last enslaved people in Texas were told they had “absolute

equality.” While hopeful, what evidence in the text of General Orders No. 3 foreshadows

that equality is not going to be as clearly defined?
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Image

Lucius Stebbins. Reading the Emancipation Proclamation, Hartford, Conn., 1864. After a painting by Henry W.

Herrick. (Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, GLC07595)
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