The institution of slavery is older than the United States.
Esteemed elected officials, members of our nonprofit community, neighbors and friends, I am deeply honored and privileged to be standing before you today to celebrate Juneteenth. For many of us, this holiday, formally recognized by the federal and state government, is new. After all, we are in Connecticut, in the northeast, where we often think of ourselves as part of the resistance to the Confederacy.  
In New England, we pride ourselves on being the home of the oldest and most colonial relationship to this vast, complex political project we have organized, called the United States. After all, this is the Constitution State.
However, in that history, it does, as any great narrative arc does, not just root itself in the aspirational and the majestic, but also in the painful and honest history of this country. The very men who fortified our life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness owned people. They traded, sold, and harvested human beings as capital.
In the shadow of celebrating the 250th anniversary of this country, it behooves us to also remember that for many people, their journey to America did not begin on Ellis Island or at the border separating our country from our neighbors to the south. For many Americans, the journey to becoming American began at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619 – in shackles. For many Americans, humanity was denied for nearly a century and a half. The compounding of that lack of humanity is made manifest by the need for the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments. That humanity would not even be considered in the full thrust of citizenship until the Voting Rights Act and the Civil Rights Act at the midpoint of the 20th century.
For many Americans, even the tolls of the bells of liberty not just eluded them in 1776 but eluded them once again, despite the enforcement of the Emancipation Proclamation in Texas during the American Civil War.
The taste of freedom, which could barely satiate the whip of the lash, the suffocation of bondage, and the centuries-long project that rendered formerly enslaved folks as Africans without memory and Americans without privilege, would come from General Order 3, issued by General Gordon Granger, who arrived in Texas to tell people who, for all intents and purposes, should be free – that they were free.
I will do us all the honor of reading our official recorded version of the order:
Headquarters District of Texas
Galveston, Texas, June 19th, 1865.
General Orders
  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 property rights between former masters and slaves, and the connection heretofore existing between them becomes that between employer and hired labor.
            The freemen are advised to remain quiet in 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
Delayed freedom. Delayed Justice. That has been an unfortunate legacy. If that does not capture the essence of the fight for justice in this country, I do not know what does. To be free in the letter of the law, yet still oppressed, suffocating from the vice grip of our nation’s original sin.
[My visit to Stonington Lighthouse - Venture Smith]
“My Freedom is Privilege which nothing else can equal.”
Venture Smith was kidnapped as a child from Africa and enslaved in the Northeast for much of his life. His published narrative provides an extraordinary record of his life as both enslaved and free man to Stonington. The narrative details his capture, the Middle Passage and his enslavement, but it also offers insight into his family and the economic successes he eventually achieved. In Stonington, Venture Smith purchased his freedom. He bought land and built a home here and later freed his wife and his children. After years of captivity and abuse, Venture Smith lived out his final years as a free man.”

For centuries, Black families, communities, and all over this country have celebrated Juneteenth with parades, live music, and vibrant displays of joy in the face of the darkest shadow of death. However, in the inverse, we in the north have now become acquainted with Juneteenth through a federal edict.
We owe it to ourselves to treat this holiday with the solemnity and seriousness it deserves. We owe it to the 12 million who were forced across the Atlantic. To those who toiled from the cotton fields of the delta to the plantations of men who are now on our currency – who we named schools after, who we uphold as the fathers of our nation.
We have a responsibility at this moment to tell the truth. At YWCA Greenwich, particularly in the center I lead, we operate under the ethos that Dr. King espoused: the arc of history bending toward justice. It is what informs our anti-racism and gender equity workshops and trainings. It informs our community education work, helping our community aspire to the spirit of our founding documents rather than to venerate the men who wrote them. It informs the advocacy and internship opportunities we will run this summer, enabling young people to have an honest and rigorous relationship with the civic process.
We are a small seed in the vast harvest of working toward justice. Albeit delayed, albeit deterred from doing all we can in a nation increasingly hostile to the truth of days like Juneteenth, we, but despite the challenges, bloodied but unbowed. We continue to bend the arc toward justice. So, I challenge you – each one of you. On behalf of those who never saw freedom in their lifetimes, their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren’s lifetimes, to work to bend the arc of history toward justice. We at the YWCA Greenwich work from our mission.
I thank you for taking the time. And as always, let’s get to work.




