
08. Juni 2025

Unveiling Florida&#039;s Hidden
History: Emancipation Day Celebrations

Shine!
Explore Franklin County&#039;s May 20 celebrations
honoring emancipation, featuring cultural events and

historical recognition in 2025.

Tallahassee, Florida, USA - As May draws to a close, Florida
has recently turned its focus on a significant date in its history,
one that not everyone is aware of but deserves to be celebrated.
The date in question is May 20, 1865, when enslaved Black
individuals in Florida first learned of their emancipation, a
momentous occasion that marked the end of bondage. This
year, downtown Tallahassee buzzed with life as locals gathered
for a reenactment commemorating Emancipation and Freedom
Days on May 20, an event dedicated to raising awareness of this
historic day.



However, many Floridians are still in the dark about the
importance of May 20. For the past three decades, a dedicated
group of Black historians—referred to as the „culture
keepers“—has tirelessly worked to shed light on this
underappreciated historical event. This year, the 20th of May
Culture Keepers of North Florida held a special awards
ceremony, honoring twelve individuals and four organizations
who have made significant contributions to preserving the
traditions tied to this important day. Among the honorees was
Dr. George Washington Pittman Sr., aged 98, recognized for his
over 60 years of commitment to education and cultural
awareness, particularly in Jackson and Jefferson counties.
Likewise, 91-year-old veteran and teacher Ira Galvin was
celebrated for his initiatives teaching Black history and cultural
traditions to students.

County Celebrations and Future Events

This year, festivities honoring May 20 spanned seven counties,
featuring a slew of events including parades, guest speakers,
and cultural activities. Franklin County particularly stood out,
commemorating the day at the historic Negro Fort, where
descendants of Free Black people and Indigenous groups
gathered to celebrate their shared heritage. In Wakulla County,
organizers cleverly connected their May 20 celebrations to the
upcoming Juneteenth events, ensuring that the community’s
spirit of freedom and history continues through June.

Juneteenth itself, celebrated on June 19, holds a vital place in
the ongoing narrative of freedom in America. This date marks
the announcement of freedom for the last enslaved Black
individuals in the United States, occurring nearly two and a half
years after President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation
Proclamation. While the significance of Juneteenth has long
resonated particularly in Texas, where the first celebration was
held in 1866, it has now become recognized nationwide.
Inadequate additional recognition in Florida reflects a history
and culture rich in significance but frequently overlooked.



Growing Recognition

Celebrations of Juneteenth typically include family gatherings,
picnics, and cultural events honoring African American heritage.
The holiday’s popularity surged after becoming a federal holiday
in 2021, thanks to advocacy from figures like Opal Lee, known
affectionately as the “Grandmother of Juneteenth.” This
expanding recognition has also encouraged locals, including
young authors like 14-year-old Vanae James-Bey, to share their
perspectives on Black and Indigenous heritage during these
events.

Through the ongoing efforts of community members and the
initiatives driven by culture keepers, the awareness of both May
20 and Juneteenth has grown. The State Library of Florida has
highlighted resources for Emancipation Day celebrations,
emphasizing how vital it is to keep these historical lessons alive.
Online resources and bibliographies on the Emancipation
Proclamation contribute to this educational effort, making it
easier for anyone in Florida to learn about this pivotal period.

As we approach Juneteenth, the spirit of unity and celebration
remains strong across Florida. Events like those on May 20 not
only educate but also resonate deeply with the ongoing quest
for equality and justice. There’s something to be said for
remembering where we’ve come from as we forge ahead into
the future.
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