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 The Emancipation Proclamation was greeted with great enthusiasm by northern free 

blacks in 1863 whose enthusiasm was heightened by the Union’s final acquiesce to their 

demand for inclusion in the Union army’s two-year-old fight against the Confederacy. Black 

volunteers would no longer be turned away by recruiters and would play a significant role in 

their own liberation. By the end of the Civil War, ten percent of the Union Army was black. 

Freedom was not simply bestowed upon African-Americans, but rather is one of the great 

historic examples of a people participating in their own liberation from those southern blacks 

who earlier sought freedom  via the Underground Railroad in the ante-bellum years preceding 

the Civil War to the more than 180,000 blacks soldiers and sailors, many former slaves as well 

as northern free blacks, fighting not just to preserve the United States of America, but bravely 

engaging the Confederacy upon the battlefield even when that very  Confederate government 

threatened to summarily execute any black prisoners of war wearing Union uniforms and white 

officers commanding such companies or regiments. From Fort Wagner in South Carolina to the 

Battle of the Crater in Virginia, black Civil War troops engaged in a war of self-liberation.   

 The Emancipation Proclamation, while unanimously applauded today in public school 

textbooks and celebrated as one of Lincoln’s greatest accomplishments was not received with 

unanimous approval but with severe criticism by a significant part of the northern electorate.  

The nation was divided along party lines on the issue.  Northern Democrats were critical of the 



Emancipation Proclamation and condemned President Lincoln for issuing the Proclamation.  

New Jersey Democratic Governors, excoriated Lincoln, for the Proclamation, and predicted the 

North would be inundated with former southern slaves wandering about the state pillaging, 

stealing, going on the public dole, and in general threatening the security and stability of the 

state. Governor Joel Parker in his inaugural address denounced the preliminary Emancipation 

Proclamation as a perversion of the war which was to preserve the Union and denounced 

abolitionists as “fanatics.” State Republican leaders defended the Emancipation Proclamation 

primarily on the grounds of military necessity not on the grounds of morality or human rights. 

Assemblyman John B. Perry introduced a bill entitled, “An Act to prevent the immigration of 

negroes and to define the standing of the negro race in the State of New Jersey” in February of 

1863. Perry’s bill died in the House Judiciary Committee chaired by Assemblyman Jacob Vanatta 

of Morris County who introduced a black exclusion bill of his own which was not passed. Both 

bills reflect fears that emancipation would change the demographic composition of the 

northern population. Such bills and acts were not unique to New Jersey. 

The state legislature initially rejected the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments. However, 

enough states ratified these amendments and they became part of the Constitution. Thomas 

Mundy Peterson from Perth Amboy became the first African American to vote under the 15th 

Amendment to the Constitution in 1870. North or South, African-American acquisition of civil 

rights has always been a struggle and continues to be a struggle to maintain civil and voting 

rights.  


