
 
 

WHY WE COMMEMORATE THE 
JUBILEE OF FREEMEN PARADE 

 
 

 
National Equal Rights League (1864–1921) 
 
 
Founded in Syracuse, New York in 1864, the National Equal Rights League (NERL) promoted full and 
immediate citizenship for African Americans. Created during the Civil War, the League based its call 
for full citizenship as compensation for military service in the Revolutionary and Civil Wars. They 
argued that the sacrifices of African Americans on the battlefield entitled all black males to the ballot 
and all black men and women to full citizenship. 
 
The founders of the NERL included Henry Highland Garnet, Frederick Douglass, Octavius Catto, Ida 
B. Wells, the Hon. Marcus Garvey, Madam C. J. Walker and John Mercer Langston, among other 
prominent leaders. Although it began in New York, it quickly spread throughout the country 
immediately after the Civil War. Active local branches grew in Louisiana, Michigan, Pennsylvania, 
Massachusetts, Ohio, Missouri and especially North Carolina.  
 
The NERL quickly became associated with Republican politics at the local and national level. 
Although African American men were little more than 2% of the Northern population in 1870, they 
nonetheless worked toward full civil rights. In 1866, for example, the Pennsylvania League 
successfully brought lawsuits to end streetcar segregation. Their success led to similar NERL-inspired 
legal action in other Northern states. 
 
 
 
 



 
The League also recognized the importance of education in guaranteeing equal rights. At the first 
annual meeting of the NERL in 1865 in Cleveland, Ohio, League leaders called for integrated 
education but they were careful to note that such integration should not result in discrimination against 
African American teachers. NERL found little support for school integration even during the 
Reconstruction period in the South or the North. The Pennsylvania League, for example, petitioned that 
state’s legislature annually and unsuccessfully from 1876 to 1880 to integrate schools.  
 
By the beginning of the 20th Century, the League nearly disintegrated but in 1908 William Monroe 
Trotter revived interest by promoting NERL as an important vehicle for pursuing equal rights through 
the courts, arguing that these institutions were more sympathetic to black rights than federal or state 
governments.  
 
During the first decade of the 20th Century, W. E. B. Dubois, now a prominent leader of the League, 
attempted unsuccessfully to convince NERL members to include white Americans in the organization.  
When he failed, he joined the newly organized National Association For The Advancement of Colour 
People (NAACP). 
 
The League also debated women’s suffrage. Octavius Catto, Robert Purvis, and Elisha Weaver all 
favored women’s political equality. The majority of League members, however, feared that pressing for 
women’s suffrage would weaken the campaign to restore black male voting rights in the South. While 
women were members of the League’s auxiliaries from its early years, it was only in the first decade of 
the 20th century that NERL moved toward advocating gender as well as racial equality. Fifty years 
after its founding, Ida B. Wells, journalist and anti-lynching activist, became vice president of the 
League. Wells, a founding member of the NAACP, left that organization for the NERL.  
 
During World War I, the League called on the U.S. Congress to make lynching a federal crime. By 
1919, the NERL pushed to add to Woodrow Wilson’s “Fourteen Points,” a “fifteenth point” which 
called for the worldwide elimination of “civil, political, and judicial distinctions based on race and 
color.” However, as the NAACP grew in prominence, support for NERL declined. By 1921, most 
League members had joined the NAACP.  
 
(Article From: BlackPast.org) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



JUBILEE OF FREEMEN PARADE (April 26, 1870) 

   (Original 1870 Poster) 
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In February 1870 the United States Congress ratified the 14th Amendment giving Black men the right 
to vote, this voting rights victory was largely gained by the activism of NERL members who had 
fought for  Black suffrage since 1831, when many Northern States revoked Black Voting Rights as a 
result of Slave rebellions in the South.  
 
In celebration of the passage of the voting rights amendment, NERL and the Pennsylvania State 
Executive Committee, lead by Rev. Henry H. Garnet, held a national parade and festival in the City of 
Pittsburgh; this national event was attended by over 1,000 Leaders and Citizens across America. 
 
“Jubilee of Freemen: Commemorating a Triumphant Moment in African American History” 
--- By Samuel W. Black (Director of African American Programs at Senator John Heinz History 
Center)

“Tuesday, April 26, A.D. 1870 has pasted into the local history of old and loyal Allegheny 
County, laden with associations which will ever make it memorable. It was the occasion of jubilee, of 
public and marked thankfulness, of grateful and graceful acknowledgment, on the part of a people who 
have been called by God, and a remorseless nation to enjoy the blessings of full citizenship in a land 
where slavery once thrived.”

This quote from the opening paragraph of an article on the front page of the Pittsburgh Daily 
Gazette, Wednesday, April 27, 1870, recalls the events of the day where African Americans, whites, 
veterans, politicians, activists, poor, wealthy, men, women, and children paraded through the streets of 
Pittsburgh and Allegheny to celebrate the ratification of the 15th Amendment to the United States 
Constitution. Once again suffrage had been restored to a people who had suffered so much.

The procession was led by brass bands, with soldiers marching in formation, and women and 
children proceeding in wagons and carriages. Some men were on horse-back, and hundreds on foot as 
three divisions - one from Birmingham, a second from Allegheny and a third from Pittsburgh made 
their way from Smithfield Street, then moved into the Hill District only to return into town and march 
across the Allegheny River to Allegheny City. Remarks were made at the Allegheny Commons. 
Hundreds lined the streets of the procession to join in the celebrations. Houses were decorated with 
wreaths and flags to commemorate the new found enfranchisement for African Americans. President of 
the organizing committee, the Rev. John Peck opened the string of presentations at the Allegheny 
Commons with an address that placed into focus the reason for the Jubilee and the struggle to attain 
those freedoms. Peck renounced,  

“I almost hated that flag when its broad folds afforded no protection to me and mine...When it 
proudly floated over the dome of the national capital and cast its shadow on slaves driven in droves 
under its fold, when it withheld protection from the helpless and made strong the system of human 
slavery. But I thank the Lord God Almighty that I am a citizen today.” (Gazette, Wednesday, April 27, 
1870, page 1.)
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 The occasion was a crescendo for long suffering activists like Rev. Peck, Henry Highland 
Garnett, Louis Woodson, Edward Parker, Paris Burley, Charles Nighten, Samuel A. Neale, B. K. 
Sampson, Benjamin Pulpress, George Massey, Robert Jackson, and a community that had placed 
abolition and equal rights at the forefront of its agenda. Like building blocks stacked one on top of 
another, the Black Pittsburgh struggle in the antebellum period was constructed of militant 
underground activism and episodes of slave rescues, anti-slavery speeches, Black men convention 
meetings, migration of runaway slaves, emigration of those fed up with America, Civil War, and 
political activism, all capped by the 1870 procession.... 
 
As part of Pennsylvania's 2017 Juneteenth Celebration, Join Us on Saturday June 17, 2017, starting at 
10am, for a re-enactment of the historic Jubilee of Freemen Parade as we march from Freedom Corner 
(Hill District) down fifth avenue into Market Square, Pittsburgh Pennsylvania and honor the ancestors 
who have fought and suffered so much for Our human rights in this country. 
 
To be a supporter, participant or sponsor of this event, contact: 
 
724-205-9376 or email: 


