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The U.S. Navy and Emancipation during the Civil War  

Black Texans attend Emancipation Day celebration in Aus-

tin, Texas, June 19, 1900. (Austin History Center, Austin 

Public Library).  

A band at Emancipation Day festivities in Austin, Texas, 

June 19, 1900. (Austin History Center, Austin Public Li-

brary) 

 On June 19, 1865, Major General Gordon 

Granger arrived in Galveston, Texas and issued Gen-

eral Order Number 3, declaring that the Emancipation 

Proclamation applied to Texas and that the 250,000 

enslaved people in the state were free. Black Texans in 

Galveston rejoiced when they received the news. The 

Emancipation Proclamation, issued on January 1, 

1863, was the official U.S. policy toward slavery in the 

Confederate states. Two and a half years passed before 

the military was able to emancipate enslaved people in 

Texas. Eventually, freed Black Texans referred to that 

day as “Juneteenth,” a combination of the words 

“June” and “nineteenth,” and held annual celebrations 

commemorating that event, and these celebrations con-

tinue to this day. Juneteenth remains an important mo-

ment in the history of emancipation and continues to 

gain more national recognition. As many historians 

have noted, emancipation was a long and complicated 

process that varied across time and space during the 

Civil War.1 Understanding that broader process offers 

an opportunity to explore the U.S. Navy’s role in 

emancipation along with the courage and skill of Black 

Americans who escaped from slavery during the Civil 

War.  

 Throughout the war, the constant movement of 

the U.S. Army and Navy in the South offered opportu-

nities for enslaved people to escape to Union lines. 

Even in the early months of the war, those who resided 

near the coast or inland waterways sought refuge on 

U.S. Navy ships. In July 1861, William Mervine, the 

commander of the Gulf Blockading Squadron, reported 

that the Huntsville, one of his ships stationed at Mobile 

Bay, received “three negroes on his vessel, who es-

caped from the shore in a canoe of their own construc-

tion.” Mervine asked the Secretary of the Navy, Gide-

on Welles, what to do with these refugees and what 

actions he should take in “future similar cases.”2 

Welles instructed Mervine to “let them remain on 

board and employ them as usefully as possible,” but he 

cautioned Mervine by also stating that “it is not the  
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An illustration in Harper’s Weekly of enslaved people fleeing to 

Union lines in North Carolina demonstrates the effects of the Eman-

cipation Proclamation in some parts of the South, February 21, 

1863. (Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-112158) 

policy of the Government to invite or encourage 

this class of desertions.”3 Welles’s response was 

indicative of the U.S. government’s disjointed pol-

icies towards enslaved people during the Civil 

War, especially in the war’s early stages. Despite 

the centrality of slavery to the war, many policy-

makers hoped to postpone resolving questions 

about the future of slavery and enslaved people’s 

status until after defeating the Confederacy. As the 

events on the Huntsville demonstrated, Black 

Southerners had other plans and through their ac-

tions, forced the U.S. government to reevaluate its 

policies. U.S. military personnel were among the 

first to confront the reality that Black Southerners 

refused to remain on the sidelines of the conflict. 

  As the U.S. government began adopting 

more concrete policies toward combating slavery 

in the rebelling states and word spread among en-

slaved communities, thousands escaped to and 

were emancipated by the U.S. Navy. From block-

ade squadrons stationed on the Southern coast to 

gunboats steaming along inland waterways, naval 

officers recorded their interactions with Black ref-

ugees who reached their vessels. As the gunboat 

Carondelet steamed south on the Mississippi Riv-

er, Commander Henry Walke noted, “The negroes 

were very numerous, standing under the banks of 

the river and making signals to us at night, asking 

to be taken away.”4 Another Navy officer off the 

coast of North Carolina wrote that “Nineteen fugi-

tive slaves-men, women, and children-were picked 

up, much exhausted at 7 a.m. in a small boat by the 

Ceres and brought on board at 10 a.m. They made 

their escape from Middletown, N.C. the previous 

night. They reported that others were coming.”5 

These smaller groups quickly grew into larger 

groups that needed military protection. In October 

1862, for example, a Navy officer serving on the 

Vermont with the South Atlantic Blockading 

Squadron stated that the Navy’s expedition on the 

St. Johns River in South Carolina resulted in 

“upward of 2,000 negroes,” seeking the protection 

of U.S. ships.6 

 Years after the Civil War, formerly en-

slaved people vividly recalled the details of their 

flights from slavery to U.S. Navy ships. During an  

interview with a writer from the Works Progress Admin-

istration in 1936, Richard Slaughter recounted how he 

and his family fled Hampton, Virginia to a fleet of U.S. 

gunboats operating on the James River in June 1862. 

Although Slaughter was 87 years old, the story of his 

family’s escape and the Navy’s role in freeing enslaved 

people in Virginia remained fresh in his mind: 

My father and mother and cousins went aboard 

the [Maritanza] with me. You see my father and 

three or four men left in the darkness first and 

got aboard. The gun boats would fire on the 

towns and plantations and run the white folks 

off. After that they would carry all the colored 

folks back down here to old Point and put 'em 

behind the Union lines. 

The Maritanza, the ship that picked up Richard Slaughter and his 

family during their escape, circa 1862-1865. (Naval History and 

Heritage Command, NH 46629) 
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 Slaughter fondly remembered the names of 

all the gunboats that steamed up the James River. 

“There was the Galena, we called her the old cheese 

box, the Delaware, the Y ankee, the [Mahaska], and 

the [Maritanza], which was the ship I was board 

of.”
7
 In a separate interview, Marie Hervey shared 

the story of how her recently deceased husband, Aa-

ron, along with several others, spent a night hiding 

in a swamp from dogs and slave patrols before 

crossing the Mississippi River on a makeshift raft to 

Helena, Arkansas to meet a U.S. gunboat.
8    

  African Americans had as much to offer to 

the Navy as they stood to gain from it. The escape of 

Richard Slaughter, Aaron Hervey, and thousands of 

others like them required courage, but their experi-

ences with seamanship and knowledge of local wa-

terways certainly aided them in their quests. Black 

Southerners who lived on the coast or near major 

waterways had experience with navigation, fishing, 

laboring on boats, and even serving as ship pilots.9 

Formerly enslaved people’s familiarity with naviga-

tion of local waterways, the location of enemy torpe-

does, Confederate troop positions, and fortifications, 

aided them in their escape, but that knowledge also 

translated into valuable naval intelligence.10 

A watercolor depicting the Galena, the “old cheese box,” 

operating on the James River in 1862. (Naval History and 

Heritage Command, NH 59541) 

 While Robert Smalls’ heroic deed is more well-

known, U.S. naval records reveal that many other lesser

-known Black Southerners served as guides and ship 

pilots for U.S. forces operating on Southern waterways. 

One Navy officer credited an “old negro” with piloting 

a Navy expedition to a Confederate encampment up the 

Altamaha River in Georgia, leading to capture of Con-

federate combatants and supplies along with the libera-

tion of seven enslaved people held at the camp.12 Sen-

ior officers sometimes recognized Black guides and 

ship pilots’ contributions. Rear Admiral Samuel F. Du 

Pont, the commander of the South Atlantic Blockade 

Squadron, ordered a subordinate commander to retain 

the services of Nelson Anderson and Thomas Mendigo, 

two formerly enslaved pilots, because of their familiari-

ty with navigating Bull’s Bay on the South Carolina 

coast.13 Some of these experienced mariners eventually 

enlisted in the U.S. Navy.14 

 Escaping to U.S. ships and aiding the Navy’s 

war effort did not mark the end of Black Southerners’ 

hardships. Whether in Union labor camps or in the na-

val service, Black refugees frequently confronted racist 

government officials, and Black Americans’ permanent 

status in the United States remained unclear.15 Moreo-

ver, military emancipation, which depended on the 

physical presence of U.S. forces that were willing and 

capable of liberating enslaved people, did not free eve-

ryone. Even after Confederate armies began surrender-

ing in the spring of 1865, large parts of the Confedera-

cy remained unoccupied, and most Black Southerners 

remained in bondage. Texas, for example, was mostly 

untouched by the forces that  dealt serious blows to the 

institution of slavery in other parts of the South. In fact, 

the state became a haven for slaveholders who forcibly 

relocated enslaved people to ensure that the U.S. Army 

and Navy could not liberate them.16 Even after Major 

General Granger arrived and declared an end to slavery 

in Texas, the U.S. Army had to move deeper into the 

state’s interior to compel white southerners to free en-

slaved people who they continued to hold in bondage.17 

Ultimately, the ratification of the Thirteenth Amend-

ment completed the abolition of slavery in the United 

States. 

 The unevenness of military emancipation is re-

flected in some of the distinct Emancipation Day tradi-

tions and ceremonies that developed in different parts 

of the United States and continue today. Juneteenth  
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has garnered greater national recognition in recent years, but for quite some time, this commemoration was 

largely concentrated in Texas. Richmond, Virginia observes Emancipation Day on April 3 in memory of the 

day U.S. troops first seized control of the Confederacy’s capital in April of 1865. At least one celebration in 

Eastern Mississippi, known locally as the Eight O’May, commemorates the arrival of U.S. troops in that part 

of the state on May 8, 1865 and the effective end of slavery that followed.18 Recently, Floridians advocated for 

establishing a more localized commemoration of Emancipation Day on May 20, the day in 1865 that U.S. 

troops arrived in Tallahassee, Florida and declared that the Emancipation Proclamation applied to the state.19 

Despite the distinctions in these traditions, they all illustrate how the courage and contributions of Black 

Americans along with the U.S. military’s efforts paved the way for the United States to begin addressing long-

standing questions about race, slavery, citizenship, and civil rights.   

Emancipation Day celebration in Richmond, Virginia, 1905. (Library of Congress, LC-D4-18421) 
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