
Black Americans and the Vote:  Long Time Coming, Still in Progress! 

This is the second of four weekly installments of a Timeline Summary tracking the 
voting rights history of Black people in the United States. Week 1 gave background 
of events leading up to the start of the Civil War. From the beginning of the nation 
as a union in 1777 slavery was universally allowed by law. However, as antislavery 
sentiment grew over time and some states began to abolish and seek to further 
limit slavery, the conflict between slaveholding and non-slaveholding regions 
increased until a number of southern states seceded from the union and the Civil 
War began. Following is a timeline of important events related to voting rights 
occurring during the Civil War and up to President Lincoln’s death. 

• January 1, 1863 – The Emancipation Proclamation, issued by President 

Lincoln, freed enslaved people in the states in rebellion against the Union 

and made it possible for enslaved people to fight for their freedom. 

• January 31, 1865 – The House of Representatives passed the Thirteenth 

Amendment which states: “Section 1. Neither slavery nor involuntary 

servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have 

been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place 

subject to their jurisdiction. Section 2. Congress shall have power to 

enforce this article by appropriate legislation.” 

• March 3, 1865 – Congress established the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, 

and Abandoned Lands (‘Freedman’s Bureau’), with Union General Oliver 

Otis Howard in charge, assisted by one assistant commissioner for each 

Southern state. The principal aim of the agency was to provide assistance 

to the newly emancipated blacks of the South.   

• April 9, 1865 – End of Civil War (Lee surrenders to Grant at Appomattox) 

• April 15, 1865 – President Lincoln was shot by John Wilkes Booth on  

April 14th and died the next day. 
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