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Presentation Notes
African Genealogy is difficult, as it requires the reconstruction of a lineage using limited official records. However, materials can be found in the existing family unit as well as in the many archives and facilities all over the country that house historical records. Beginning one generation at a time, starting with the immediate generation, and the localized area is the first step in African American research as the many paid databases and surname indexes will yield mixed results. I want to talk with you about the many varied resources that can be found in surprising places. To get started, it’s best to begin with what you know—specifically about yourself. How far back would you guess your American family goes? What is the cultural significance of your surname? Was the name ever changed in recent memory? What do you know about your parents and grandparents? To answer these questions, you can look for family heirlooms and journals or even chat with relatives. Then, you can decide how far back you want to research—to an immigrant ancestor, a possible slave owner, or you might want to extend your history back to Africa. 




Start Listening 
Start Collecting 
Start Recording 
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Genealogy for anyone starts with the basics
Critical eye
Detective’s determination
Time
Listening ear
looking for two things, the experience and the records and documents to verify and interpret that experience




 
 
 
 
 

• You are looking for names, dates, places, relationships 

• Document your immediate family and then collateral relatives 
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“When I was a little boy I lived in a little town which you probably never heard of called Henning, Tennessee, about 50 miles north of Memphis. And I lived there with my parents in the home of my mother's mother. And my grand-mother and I were very, very close. Every summer that I can remember growing up there in Henning, my grandmother would have, as visitors, members of the family who were always women, always of her general age range, the late forties, early fifties. They came from places that sounded pretty exotic to me---Dyersburg, Tennessee; Inkster, Michigan---places like that, St. Louis, Kansas City. They were like Cousin Georgia, Aunt Plus, Aunt Liz, so forth. And every evening, after the supper dishes were washed, they would go out on the front porch and sit in cane-bottomed rocking chairs, and I would always sit behind grandma's chair. And every single evening of those summers, unless there was some particularly hot gossip that would overrule it, they would talk about otherwise the self same thing. It was bits and pieces and patches of what I later would learn was a long narrative history of the family which had been passed down literally across generations. 
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 Newspaper clippings 
 Insurance policies 
 WW I and II discharge papers 
 School records 
 Club and organizational records 
 Scrapbooks 
 Employment records pre-1900 
 Black newspapers pre-1900 
 Family Records and documents 

• Cemetery Records 
• Church Records 
• City Directories 
• Cemetery headstones ( look for slave burial grounds records in 

owners papers) 
• Obituaries 
• County courthouse registers 
• Funeral home records 
• Institutional records: hospitals, union, factories; black owned 

insurance companies, College  or University records  
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Collect evidence from vital statistics
Collect evident from ancestral place and home
Collect evidence from Federal Censuses
The Ancestral Church
Central institution of the African American life outside the family
1870-1920 a critical period for searching
You will not benefit from the research of others initially but from historical research.







 
• 1870 census is the transition from slavery to 

freedom  
 

• The 1870 census is the first U.S. federal census to list formerly 
enslaved African Americans by name (in previous censuses 
they were included only as tally marks on a page). 
 
 

• “Researching your ancestors during slavery 
becomes researching the owners of your 
ancestors.”  
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1870 is a very important year for African American genealogy research because the majority of African American living in the united states prior to the civil war were enslaved and the 1870 census to list all African Americans by name. �“researching one’s ancestors under slavery requires delving into the loved of the slave owner. To find “us” you must study “them.” 
Before you take for granted that your ancestors were slaves prior to the Civil War, remember that 1 in every 10 African American were free when the civil war commenced in 1861. If you are not sure then go the U. S. free population schedule of the 1860 census.
 
Look at the property of the householder (slave owner) in the area you know your ancestor were
 Start with the 1870 census, locate your ancestors a household unit or groups, examining to see which of the members in the house were slaves and their probable ages in 1860
Know the history of the county where they are found
Use the 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 census
Use the slave schedule for 1850 and 1860
Use the county records like deeds, tract books, tax lists
Use maps
Use records from the CW period particularly the Freedmen’s Bureau records

Important: As the first after the Civil War, this is the first to list all African Americans by name and is often the first official record of a surname for former slaves. Of particular interest should be the date and place of birth listed for former slaves and their families. This information may be a gateway for searching (by state, county, and enumeration district) the slave or free schedules in 1850 and 1860.
Race was expanded to include and distinguish white, black, mulatto, Chinese, and Indian (Native American) persons



• Don’t trust the index 
• Look at adjacent counties and state 
• Examine tax rolls 
• Use other censuses 
• Black children indentured to whites 
• Name adoption of whites 
• 1850 and 1860 mortality schedules listed slaves 
• School censuses 
• 1890 schedule of surviving soldiers of the Civil 

War
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Look at the property of the householder (slave owner) in the area you know your ancestor were
Slaves were counted separately during the 1850 and 1860 U.S. censuses. In most schedules, the names of owners were recorded; individual slaves were not named but were simply numbered and can be distinguished only by age, sex, and color. The slave schedules also included information on whether a slave was a fugitive from the state (meaning the slave had fled and not returned); the number manumitted (or freed slaves); and whether a slave was deaf and dumb, blind, insane, or idiotic. The slave schedule was used in the following states: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, New Jersey, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia.

Once researchers have thoroughly searched the above records and traced their pedigree to 1870, they've arrived at the advanced stage of research. Unfortunately, many people think they are there before they actually are. Just because you have identified an ancestor who lived in 1870 or earlier does not mean you have qualified for the advanced stage. Only after you have thoroughly exhausted the records and historical research listed above have you progressed to the advanced stage.
Once here, if your ancestors were enslaved, you have to identify the name of the last slave owner. This may sound unusual because we've all been led to believe our surnames came from the slave owner. But remember, genealogy is based on fact, not assumptions and rumor. Most African Americans are not as fortunate as Alex Haley to have the name of the slave owner passed down from generation to generation. They will have to look to specific sources to identify who was the last slave owner prior to emancipation. Even if the name of the slave owner has been passed down through the oral history of your family, you'll need to search for documentary evidence to verify it. Slave genealogy cannot be done without the name of the former slave owner.
You'll need to study the history of Reconstruction and then research Reconstruction-era sources for evidence of your ancestors and records that identify the name of the last slave owner. You'll also need to study Civil War history and records generated by the Civil War.
Phase IV — Research the Slave Owner and Slavery  TOP^�Once the name of the last slave owner is identified, the next step is to research the history of slavery and understand the conditions, laws, customs, and practices that governed slavery and enslaved Africans. Then you need to research the slave owner to see what he did with his property, because slaves were property — bought, sold, and traded like hogs, cattle, and tools. At this point you are doing the genealogy of the slave owner as well as the genealogy of the slave. It's double work.
 First, the slave owner must be identified and then his records studied for clues to a slave family. 
    
     Keep in mind that only about 15 percent of former slaves took their last slave owner’s surname.  Some took the surname of people they admired, such as Lincoln or Washington, and some took a surname they had been using for many years without the knowledge of the slave owner. 




• Division of property, with inventories and named slaves 
• Slave owner and overseer records, account and day books, 

showing issuance of clothing, medical treatment, birth 
registers, death, accounting lists of slaves, daily work 
records 

• Slave owner financial records, mortgaging, selling, 
insuring, hiring other slaves, paying 

• Slave owner diaries 
• Slave owner advertisements 
• Bills of sale at courthouse 
• Slave owner burial records 
• Church records and minutes 
• Slave owner concubines  
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Many African Americans descended from people who lived in central and eastern Africa. Of particular importance was the 300-mile stretch of land in East Africa between the Congo and Gambia Rivers. don’t expect to document the ethnic group to which your African ancestors belong, nor expect to identify villages, clan names or any of the other specific commonly read about in Euro American genealogy. That is all but impossible for African Americans.
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Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1938 at the Library of Congress offers more than 2,300 typewritten narratives comprising over 9,500 page images with searchable text and bibliographic records, and more than 500 photographs of former slaves with links to their corresponding narratives. Approximately two hundred of the photographs in this online collection have never before been publicly available; originally rejected for inclusion in the published narratives,
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Remember that not all African Americans were slaves; estimates show that African American genealogists can expect to find at least one free person for every ten ancestors. 
Could earn their freedom by serving in the military and whereby free men could enlist themselves. Some could serve as substitutes in place of their owner, or someone else, with the promise of emancipation at the end of the war. …
“A few of the first blacks brought to this country were indentured servants, like white person so this class imported her during the beginning of the colonies. These blacks, like the white indenture servants, became free at the expiration of their terms of service.” 
Names of Slaves appeared 1850 if considered them a member of the family or 100 years old





 
• Free because of meritorious service 
• Bought their own freedom 
• Escaped 
• Granted by owner 
• Revolutionary War  service 
• Never enslaved 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Before you take for granted that your ancestors were slaves prior to the Civil War, remember that 1 in every 10 African Americans were free when the civil war commenced in 1861. At least one out of every ten African Americans (more than 200,000 in the North and another 200,000 in the South) were free when the American Civil War broke out in 1861. 
 If you are not sure then go the U. S. free population schedule of the 1860 census.
Could earn their freedom by serving in the military and whereby free men could enlist themselves. 
Some could serve as substitutes in place of their owner, or someone else, with the promise of emancipation at the end of the war.
If the ancestor was a Free Person of Color: 
1. Look for oral history about being free 
2. Residences in a historically black town or area 
3. Any Canadian connections 
4. Heavy mulatto ancestry 
5. Very early and continuous educational achievement 
6. Pre-1914 migration settlement in major urban centers 
7. Residence outside the South in 1870 
8. Residence in southern states or cites known to have large classes of free blacks 





 
• American Missionary 

Association Records  
• Anniversary Programs  
• Apprentice Indenture 

Records  
• Bills of sale  
• Birth, Marriage and 

Death Certificates  
• Cemetery Records  
• Census  
• Church Records  
• City Directories  
• Cohabitation Records  
• Court records  
• Deeds  
• Divorce Records  
• Employment Records  
• Estate inventories  
• Family Bibles  

• Freedman Savings and 
Trust  

• Freedman’s Bureau  
• Freedmen’s Schools  
• Funeral Programs  
• Homestead Records  
• Institutional records: 

hospitals, etc.  
• Insurance Papers  
• Labor contracts  
• Memorabilia  
• Military Records  
• Newspapers  
• Obituaries  
• Old Letters  
• Photographs  
• Plaques, Awards  
• Poll tax, (Head tax, or 

Capitation)  
• Probate Records  

• Register of Violence 
against Freedmen  

• School and College 
Yearbooks  

• School Certificates  
• School records  
• Scrapbooks  
• Sharecropper agreements  
• Slave schedules for 1850-

1860  
• Social Security records  
• Tax lists  
• Voter records  
• Wills  
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Cohabitation records were created to identify and legitimize marriages and children born to those in slavery. The information may include names of individuals, ages, places where born, last known slave holders, and approximate year of marriage or cohabitation. These records are a valuable resource in identification of former slaves. It is most likely the first time persons born into slavery are included in a public record. . The Court Clerk was required to maintain a record book for this purpose and to receive 25 cents per entry for his service. Many of these have been transcribed and are available online.
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Registers of Signatures of Depositors in Branches of the Freedmen's Saving and Trust Company 1865 - 1874“
Chartered by Congress in early 1865 for the benefit of ex-slaves, the surviving records relating to the bank and its collapse are a rich source of documentation about the African American family. 
In an effort to protect the interests of depositors and their heirs in the event of a depositor's death, the branches of what is generally referred to as the Freedman's Bank collected a substantial amount of detailed information about each depositor and his or her family. The data found in the files provide researchers with a rare opportunity to document the black family for the period immediately following the Civil War.
While the amount of information collected by each branch varied, the records generally show the name of the depositor; account number; age; complexion; date of application; place of birth; place raised; occupation; spouse; children; names of parents, brothers, and sisters; remarks; and signature. Some of the earlier volumes contain the names of former owners or mistresses and the plantations where depositors resided. Some entries include copies of death certificates. 



Special Collections Libraries and Archives 
For example: 

Avery Research Center at the College 
of Charleston 

“The Avery Research Center was established to collect, 
preserve, and make public the unique historical and 

cultural heritage of African Americans in Charleston and 
the South Carolina Low country. Avery's archival 

collections, museum exhibitions, and public 
programming reflect these diverse populations as well as 

the wider African Diaspora.” 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many have special collections areas that focus on African America research or resources,
Published materials: 1870 Warren County, Kentucky black census : they won't be forgotten /
Microfilmed collections:
Records
The plantations of the Old South, the white families who owned, operated, and lived on them, and
the blacks who toiled on them as slaves for more than two centuries
These manuscripts consist of business records, account books, slave lists, overseers’ reports,
diaries, private letters exchanged among family members and friends, and even an occasional letter
written by a literate slave. They come mostly from the larger tobacco, cotton, sugar, and rice
plantations, but a significant number survive from the more modest estates and smaller slaveholdings
whose economic operations tended to be less specialized




• Freedmen’s Bureau Records 
(http://freedmensbureau.com/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• http://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/

African American Research at the Library of Congress 
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The Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands...�...often referred to as the Freedmen's Bureau, was established in the War Department by an act of March 3, 1865. The Bureau supervised all relief and educational activities relating to refugees and freedmen, including issuing rations, clothing and medicine. 

http://freedmensbureau.com/




• Southern Claims Commission 
• U. S. Colored Troops Records 
• Freedmen’s Bureau Records 
• Freedmen’s Bank Records 
• African – American Books Online 
• 1865-1878 Charleston, SC Black Deaths  
• Freedmen’s Bureau Records of  Field 

Offices 
• Illinois Servitude and Emancipation 

Records 
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During the Civil War, it was customary for soldiers to show up at someone's farm or residence and requisition whatever their regiment needed.
In 1864, the U.S. government started to officially recognize claims by its citizens for reimbursement of these necessities. Yet it was not until 1871, six years after the Civil War ended, and after public emotions about the war had calmed, that the government decided to do something to address the considerable number of requests from all its citizens, including those in the south. 
Through an act of Congress on March 3, 1871, the Southern Claims Commission, also known as the Commissioners of Claims, was created. Three commissioners, appointed by the president, were compelled to "receive, examine, and consider the claims of those citizens who remained loyal adherents to the cause and the government of the United States during the war, for stores or supplies taken or furnished during the rebellion."
Louisa Ferguson: Free-born daughter of George Washington's carpenter, a slave.
William and Louisa Ferguson, Fairfax County, Virginia. Case #19994, filed 22 February 1873, $150 for a horse. Claim rejected.

Louise Ferguson was born free in about 1804. She was the wife of William Ferguson, a slave of a farmer named Dennis Johnson in Fairfax County, Virginia. She had 16 children and supported the Union cause.
In her deposition, Louisa says "My father belonged to Gen'l Washington, he was Gen'l Washington's carpenter. Gen'l Washington set him free. and my father afterwards bought my mother and set her free. I was born after my mother was set free."

Louisa claimed $150 for a sorrel mare she owned. It disappeared on a cold night during the winter of 1862-3, a night when "there was a small skim of snow or sleet on the ground." Because of the frost, she tracked the horse "smack to the camp" at Spring Bank, four miles away. But she was not allowed to look in the stables until the head man arrived. Her deposition, and those of her husband and witnesses, claim that, by the time the head man arrived at camp the following day, the horse was gone.




• Review an expanded range of sources.  
• Know that genealogy is a process 
• When researching slave genealogy, secondary 

sources are invaluable 
• Remember researching slave genealogy is 

similar to putting together a puzzle without 
having all of the pieces - use these resources 
to help gather as many pieces as possible and 
you may solve your puzzle. 
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Although the historical social status of African Americans has not always mandated an accurate record keeping of their daily lives or culture, retrieving this history is essential to establishing a complete African American identity.  Circumstances and history have kept much of African American genealogical information hidden, establishing accessible pathways to this information should be a priority for librarians and information professionals considering the growing diversity within American culture.  “Young and old alike find that knowing one's roots, and thus coming better to know who one is, provides a personally rewarding experience. 



But even more is involved than uncovering a family history, for each discovered family story becomes a newly revealed small piece of American history. Stated simply: a nation's history is only the selective histories of all of its people. It is only through an unfolding of the people's histories that a nation's culture can be studied in its fullest meaning.”
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