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Understanding the Slave Community 
 

I talk on this blog all the time about the 
importance of cluster research. This concept 
is critical for those researching enslaved 
ancestors. 

Understanding the 1870 community is the 
first step in this process. Most former slaves 
(though not all) were still living near the 
place where they were enslaved. 

Knowing this can help us find the identity of their former owner. Moreover, it 
can also uncover spouses, and the web of people they interacted with after 
emancipation. 

I discussed this in my lecture a few weeks ago at the Maryland Genealogical 
Society’s Fall Seminar.   

Levi Prather’s Community 
Let’s start by using the “cluster” table I make for every ancestor I find in 1870. 
I often make charts and tables to help analyze my research.  

This chart shown (next page) is for my ancestor Levi Prather, of Montgomery 
County, Maryland. 

I created this by viewing each census image about 15 pages on either side of 
Levi’s 1870 household.  

I was focused on documenting every African American head of household and 
their white neighbors who owned over $1000 of land. Landed whites are 
likely to have been slaveholders in 1860.  

If people lived in a household with a different surname, I recorded them also. 

This is just one page out of eight. The first column is for the dwelling number 
in the census image.
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(The little +f after their name means is my code for “plus family”): 
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Highlighted in yellow is my ancestor Levi, and any other African-Americans 
surnamed Prather. (Two lived in neighboring districts: Tobias and Nelson 
Prather). Wesley, unsurprisingly, turned out to be his brother. 

Analysis 
The point of the cluster table is to familiarize yourself with the community.  

We need to analyze this information thoroughly, searching for clues and 
connections. These are the kinds of questions you should ask yourself: 

 -What local whites own large amounts of land? (look at the column for 
value of real estate) 

 Which African-Americans are literate? 
 Which African-Americans own land? (then go and find the deed records) 
 Which African-Americans are skilled laborers (carpenters, blacksmiths, 

etc.)? 
 Is the community older or younger? 
 Who was born out of state? 
 Which African-Americans are former soldiers? 
 Which white landholders are female (suggests a probate search for a 

deceased husband)? 

African-Americans in this timeframe who are literate, own land or are skilled 
laborers are often the “key” individuals in the community.  

The “key” African-Americans are typically those who play a central role in 
starting churches, building schools, forming benevolent societies, and 
contributing land for cemeteries after emancipation.  

This is important to add to our understanding of the social history.   

Once I make this kind of table, I know the surnames of local African-American 
families. When I see them named in deed, court, military, or other records, I 
am able to connect them to the community.   

If the first name is uncommon, you might be able to make some informed 
guesses about which family a spouse may have come from, especially if the 
couple married during slavery. 
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Slaveholders in the Neighborhood 
I can adjust my cluster table to just show the white landholders: 
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I placed Levi Prather in the table as a marker, so I can make a rough 
assessment of proximity. 

I’ve discussed how important it is to find a local map of the community, 
especially a landholder map. Shown below is a snippet from an 1865 map of 
Montgomery County, Maryland. 

The Library of Congress Maps division, the state archives and the local 
historical society are great sources to find these maps.  

In this map, I placed a star on the name of every slaveholder I could find from 
my cluster. I can even get an idea of how the enumerator traveled while taking 
the census: 
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The Slave Community Emerges 
What I now have, in my chart and in the 
map, is a picture of the slave 
community. What is that?  

Our ancestors formed relationships and 
bonds of affection with those who lived 
in the neighborhood.   

They often married neighboring slaves 
(or free blacks), and they socialized 
with other laborers on the one day a 
week they might have to themselves.  

We know this because they told us 
these things in the sources they left.  It 
was their community. 

And runaway ads remind us that the 
slaveholders were aware of these 
communities as well. 

Out of the sheer brutality of slavery, enslaved people found a way to form 
relationships that brought them some modicum of joy.  

This is one of the reasons I remain in awe of their strength and endless 
ingenuity.  

They created moments of beauty within the small confines of their lives. 
That’s in addition to the rich culture they created, much of which survives 
today as American culture. 

In other words, slaveholders did not succeed in destroying their humanity. 

The slave community did not end at emancipation. The bonds of affection, 
both biological and kinship, continued.  

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/slave-comm.jpg?ssl=1
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Look at the graphic below I created out of the surnames of the African-
American community that were in my cluster table: 

My Prather ancestors, even after emancipation, married people with 8 of these 
surnames! 

Additionally, with this 1870 cluster table, you have a tool to help identify the 
slaveholder.  

If I had not already found Levi’s owner, I would look at each star on the 1865 
map and research whether that person owned a male slave in the 
approximate age range of Levi in 1860 or 1850. Then I would continue to 
research that person’s family for more evidence. 

Not only was Levi’s owner in this map (James Williams), but so was his 
father’s owner (Nathan Cooke).  

This is why, especially in the Upper South of Maryland, being sold to the Deep 
South was so dreaded. Enslaved people often had generational ties to the 
communities where they lived. To them, it was a death. 

Franklin Smith, a co-author of A Genealogist’s Guide to Discovering Your 
African American Ancestors also reminds us to use another important source 
in our assessment of the community: 
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“The 1880 Agricultural census, if available for your state, is so important and 
many times over looked, not only does it indicate whether your ancestor 
owned, rented or share cropped but also identified white landowners who 
paid wages to black and white laborers in 1880.”  

“If your ancestor was not listed as a landowner, renter or sharecropper and 
were listed as farm laborers in 1880, they may have worked for hire for one of 
the nearest landowners that paid wages in 1880. This section is only on the 
1880 Agricultural census for rebellion states.” 

Closing Thoughts 
Even if you are unable to locate a landholder map, you can still map the slave 
community.  

Create a chart as I did, which will suggest “nearby” slaveholders, and begin to 
methodically research each one. It’s time consuming, YES! But worth every bit 
of time. 

Of course, this process can’t guarantee success on every line. If your ancestor 
left with the Army or otherwise never came back to where he or she was 
enslaved, this won’t work to find the slaveholder. 

 If the slaveholder moved before the war, you might not find them in the 
community in 1870. They may also have died between 1865 and 1870.   

The constant migration during slavery and the upheaval and chaos of war 
means there are endless possible scenarios for every one of our ancestors. 

 Yet and still–most enslaved people were essentially stuck in the community 
where they were enslaved. At least they knew the people in that community, 
both white and black. 

In these scenarios, the above-mentioned process can prove valuable. I am 
working through this process now for my ancestor in the difficult terrain of 
Florida, so wish me luck!
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Do You Know How to Use Indirect Evidence? 
Much of the hype of genealogical research often surrounds the different kinds 
of sources. Yes, new sources are always exciting. However, I believe that is 
developing and growing research skills that will take your research to higher 
heights. 

A Field with Standards 
That’s one reason I recommend that everyone researching their roots have 
the two books below: Genealogy Standards, 2nd edition, by the Board for 
Certification of Genealogists and Genealogical Proof Standard, 4th edition, by 
Christine Rose. 

Both are available on Amazon, and are short, easy to read books. 

 

Standards Books 
Genealogy is a field with defined standards, processes and methods and we 
should all strive to adhere to these guidelines. These concepts are not just for 
professional genealogists but are intended for all researchers. They are 
designed to help your research; not to hinder it. Understanding these concepts 
makes your research easier–not more difficult. 

Chapter 1 of Genealogy Standards tells us that genealogists meet their goals of 
accurately reconstructing families by applying what is called The Genealogical 
Proof Standard (GPS). 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/books.jpg?ssl=1
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Our research depends on sources, from which we choose information, that 
we may then use as evidence.  

Genealogist Elizabeth Shown Mills has composed a lovely graphic of these 
elements that you can view at her website (Google Evidence Explained).  

Within the GPS, there are three defined types of genealogical evidence: 

 direct evidence, 
 indirect evidence, and 
 negative evidence. 

In this post I want to show you an example from my own research that uses 
indirect evidence. The Genealogy Standards book defines indirect evidence as: 

“information items that seem to address and answer a research question only 
when combined” 

Let’s see how I applied it to my ancestor Minty. 

Minty Simpson’s Family 
My enslaved ancestor Minty, born ca. 1790, had a son in slavery named Perry, 
who was born ca. 1819.  

Both were likely born in Anne Arundel County, Maryland, where Minty was 
enslaved by Beale Warfield.  

Perry married a free black woman in Anne Arundel County ca. 1838, named 
Louisa, with whom he had at least 6 known children.  

The above-stated relationships and associations were not written in any ONE 
document. I had to piece them together over many years of research. 

In other words, I had to correlate many sources to arrive at the above 
conclusions. 

Key Sources Utilized 
The 1815 inventory of Beale Warfield noted Minty and Perry: 
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The 1850 Anne Arundel County, Maryland census shown below listed the 
household of free black Louisa Simpson. Her (presumed) children were 
Harriet L, Mary C, James W, Joseph W, Martha J, and Mintie L.: 

 

Louisa’s household was just a few pages away from the household of a man 
named William Warfield. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/BealeWarfield_Inv1a.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/BealeWarfield_Inv1b.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/1850louisa2.jpg?ssl=1
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In the 1860 Howard County, Maryland census for William Warfield, Perry 
Simpson’s daughter Martha is enumerated in the household: 

 
 

The image below, from the 1867 Slave Statistics for Howard County, 
indicated Perry Simpson was enslaved by William Warfield in 1864: 

 
Oral history in our family remembered Martha’s father as Perry Simpson but 
did not remember the name of her mother. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/1860Martha-Simpson_clip.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/WmRWarfield_PERRY.jpg?ssl=1
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A family bible page recorded Perry’s death: 

 

 
 

Another bible page recorded several of the children of Perry and Louisa, who 
appeared in the 1850 census household. Also notice daughter Minty Lucinda 
(spelled with an -ie).  

That naming pattern is an important clue. Enslaved people frequently named 
their children after their parents and their siblings: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Prather_Bible3.jpg?ssl=1
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Making the Case 
None of these sources by itself reveals the entire story. 

Each source contributed bits and pieces of information. And there were lots of 
missing pieces. 

I used the GPS and logic to reason through and put together a conclusive case 
regarding Minty and Perry. This is a great example of using indirect evidence 
to uncover ancestral relationships. 

 There was no marriage record for Perry and Louisa. 
 No death certificate exists for Louisa, Minty or Perry. 
 No source explicitly states that Perry was Minty’s son 
 No source documents the transfer of Beale Warfield’s enslaved property 

to his son William. 
 Even the family bible records do not explicitly state the relationships of 

those contained in its pages. 

Some sources will always be missing. Some sources will contain inaccurate 
information. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Prather_BibleB.jpg?ssl=1
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But if you understand the central concepts in genealogical research, those 
circumstances don’t have to be stumbling blocks. 

The graphic below shows how I think about it visually. Information is tied 
together around a central story (i.e., a hypothesis) that withstands logical 
scrutiny. 

(If you’d like to read the more detailed article I published about Minty, you 
can download it at my website under the African-American Genealogy Article 
tab.) 

 

Reasonably Exhaustive Research 
Because the GPS requires “reasonably exhaustive research,” I also researched 
and utilized: 

 probate records 
 land records 
 court records 
 newspapers 
 death certificates 
 historical maps 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/minty-graph.jpg?ssl=1
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 marriage certificates 
 local history books 
 historical inventories 
 Freedmens Bureau records 
 cemetery records (headstones) 
 census records 
 tax records 
 freedom certificates 
 manumissions 
 Maryland law 
 DNA tests 

I also used the knowledge I had about the lives of enslaved people in 
Maryland, and the Warfield family.  

I always thought it odd that the name of the father survived down through this 
family Usually the name of the mother survives. But in this case, it made a lot 
of sense. Louisa died before 8 September 1863, the date when Perry 
remarried. (More likely, she died before 1860, since she isn’t enumerated in 
that census). 

As you can see from the bible, Perry didn’t die until 1887. He lived almost 30 
years longer than his first wife Louisa. 

Closing Thoughts 
I always advocate studying how other genealogists solve problems. Here are 
two National Genealogical Society Quarterly articles that use indirect evidence: 

 Malissa Ruffner, “Indirect Evidence Corrects Parents of Lemuel Offutt of 
Baltimore County, Maryland,” NGS Quarterly 104 (December 2016): 
267-82. 

 Ann Carter Fleming, “Ancestry of Beverly C. Fleming of Illinois, 
Tennessee and Virginia,” NGS Quarterly 101 (June 2013): 129-36. 

Chapter 3 of Genealogy Standards tells us that “the Genealogical Proof 
Standard requires genealogists to base conclusions on reliable evidence from 
independent information lines.”  

Do you know how to do that? I hope this example helps!
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A Cold Case Solved  
 

 
The 1920 household of Abe and Mary Ella Fendricks Copeland in Hardin 
County, Tennessee (shown above) indicates four children: Myrtle, O.D., Robie, 
and Jo K [ate].  

Mary Ella was the sister of my great-grandmother Effie Fendricks. 

The Problem and A Story 
I have never been able to find the daughter named “O.D. Copeland” in anything 
other than census records, and nothing after 1920.  

I have never found a marriage or a death certificate.  

Like many of you, I also have these ancestors that seem to disappear into thin 
air. This is especially the case with women, if they marry and we don’t know 
their married name. 

A few weeks ago, I asked my mother about O.D. She told me that Aunt Myrtle 
(O.D.’s sister) had often spoke of her. I knew Myrtle, since she lived to be in 
her late 90s. 

My mother said that Myrtle would often lament about how her sister O.D. 
“was murdered by a white man” with whom she was in a relationship.  

As is common with oral history, there were no more details. 

That was the first time I ever heard that story. Remember that story; I’ll come 
back to it shortly.
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Minnie and Her Notes 
I have a collateral ancestor named Minnie Holt 
(shown left) who also lived in Hardin County, 
Tennessee, in a nearby community.  

Minnie worked for over 30 years as a teacher. 
She unfortunately had an accident that left her 
in a wheelchair for the last several decades of 
her life. 

Despite that, she did something amazing. 

Minnie decided to keep notes about the 
various “goings-on” in the small community 
where she lived. She wrote down births, 

deaths, marriages and other events.  

Whole families were documented: she carefully named the husband and wife 
and each of their children. I’ve never seen anything like these notes  

She did not limit the notes to her own biological family but wrote about 
almost anyone she knew. Illnesses, divorces, people’s houses burning down, 
dogs dying, etc., all were worthy topics to Minnie. Don’t you love her already? 

Minnie’s notes were passed down to her daughter Nella, and Nella passed 
them down to a niece, who generously shared them with me. When I first saw 
these notes as a new researcher, I didn’t know most of the people. 

However, as I started to recreate the community over the years, I started to 
recognize more of the names. Her notes are a dream source for any 
genealogist. Minnie was a genealogist in her heart, she just didn’t know it at 
the time. She knew that information was meaningful and that it should be 
recorded. 

Accuracy 
Minnie’s notes have proven amazingly accurate. She provided death dates that 
enabled me to order death certificates. Sometimes, she noted the maiden 
name of the wives. She often wrote where people were buried, and if they died 
in another city–she recorded that too. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/community-reveals-family/
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She also noted sensational news 
of the day, such as crimes. Look 
at this entry: 

Gene Hughes, Lottie Casey’s boy, 
was killed in Saltillo on Saturday 
night March 16, 1957 by John 
White’s boys of Decaturville. 
Probably by Cecil White. 
 
I decided to check local 
newspapers of the time and 
found the article shown at right. 
Cousin Minnie was right! 

OD Copeland 
Now, let’s get back to my original 
cold case: the whereabouts of 
O.D. Copeland. While looking for 
something else entirely, I 
happened to peruse Minnie’s 
notes in the same week I had this 
talk with my mother about O.D. 

And I noticed this in Minnie’s 
notes, which I can tell you, I have 
read many, many times before: 

O.D. (Coplin) Jones was killed in 
Savannah March 9, 1961 by Ed Easly, a white man 
 
WOW! Was this the O.D. Copeland that I could never find? Surname spellings 
have always been a weakness of mine in genealogical research. I often forget 
all the ways that a name sounded. 

I furiously put the new details in a newspaper database and discovered this 
(dated March 11, 1961): 
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Yes. It’s her. And true to form, Minnie 
was amazingly accurate about details, 
down to the man’s name! 

The article is pretty vague about the 
reason for the fight, so the oral history 
that the two had a relationship is 
certainly plausible.  

For future research, I’d like to see if the 
man was ever charged or ever served 
time for her death. I suspect not.  

Now that I knew her date of death, I 
was able to order and obtain Odie’s 
death certificate. 

 All of you know the feeling of closure 
you get when you find a “missing” 
ancestor. Long Sigh.  

I’ve discussed finding murders in the 
family in a previous post, which are 
always jolting to discover.  

When I read this, a big part of me felt 
sadness for O.D., dying in her thirties 
the way she did.  

Her sister Myrtle never forgot her, which means she was loved. Oral history to 
the rescue once again. 

Experiences like this one, which happen repeatedly, convince me that the 
ancestors are pointing the way.  

What are the chances that I would get that story from my mother and a day or 
two later, read Minnie’s notes which I had not read in years? 

Thank you, Cousin Minnie, for all your diligent notes. They have been a 
roadmap like no other.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/verify-your-oral-history/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/murder-in-the-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/murder-in-the-family/
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Examining Slaves in Inventories 
Inventories are one of the key documents researchers use as evidence to 
support their assertion of slaveownership. Before 1865, a slaveholder’s estate 
inventory includes their enslaved property. 

They vary in the information that they provide but remain an important 
source for those researching African Americans. 

What is an Inventory? 
The inventory is a report of property owned by a decedent (i.e., the person 
who died). The inventory is usually created by: 

the executor (named in a will) 

the administrator (appointed by the court), or 

a group of (usually three) men unrelated to the estate and appointed by the 
court. 

The estate inventory was created for the purpose of valuing a person’s estate. 
As such, they are an excellent source to assess the relative wealth of a person. 
I wrote a post sometime ago discussing some of the things we can discern 
from estate inventories. 

Small estates might list just a handful of items in the inventory. The estates of 
wealthy individuals, however, can easily spread across twenty pages or more. 

Enslaved Property 
Enslaved people were the most valuable part of the slaveholder’s personal 
property. That is usually quite evident. In 1860, slaves were worth $3 billion 
dollars, more than all the businesses, banks and railroads in the US. 

Pay attention to how the estate inventory is ordered. Slaves are often listed 
either first or last in the list, though they can be listed anywhere. Sometimes, 
the enslaved property is listed from most valuable to least valuable, and 
sometimes they are listed by gender. 

Women are often valued together with any infants. Older children are listed 
separately. Contrary to popular belief, young children were often sold, apart 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/estate-inventories/
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from their mothers. And the fathers of these children are most often not listed 
with them. 

Slaves in Inventories 
There are inventories that only include names and values of slaves. These 
inventories make it difficult if not impossible to discern family units. Here are 
examples: 

 
Eliza Lanham, 1829 

 

 
Aaron B. Scott, 1851 

For inventories with no ages included, you can use the assessed value to 
estimate an age range. The most valuable slaves will be either men with 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Eliza-Lanham-Good-1829.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/JeffFL_1830.jpg?ssl=1
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special skills (blacksmith, carpenter, etc.), men in their prime (20s-early 30s), 
and women of childbearing age (20s). 

Children and the elderly will have the lowest assessed value. Elderly people 
are often valued at $0 or $1. Also, slaves with special skills are often identified 
as such. 

Slightly better are inventories that provide ages. In the first example below, 
we see that the person making the list perceived “boys” as 17 and under, and 
“men” to be at least 19: 

 

 
Somerset County, MD, 1843 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Somerset-E-Ackworth-1843.jpg?ssl=1
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Caroline Co., MD, 1836 

 
Rare, but an obvious boon for genealogists, are inventories that arrange slaves 
by family unit. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/levin-charles2.jpg?ssl=1
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Here is one (thanks to Melvin at Roots Revealed!): 

 

https://rootsrevealed.com/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Hebron-Inventory-1862-1_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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Rarer still, are inventories that include surnames of the slaves: 

 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/henrys-slaves/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/henry.jpg?ssl=1
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This next example is also uncommon. Because Samuel Riggs wanted his slaves freed 
at certain ages, he had their birth dates recorded into the probate records! 

 

 
 
Finding Clues 
There are inventories that suggest enslaved family units, without explicitly stating 
they are families, such as this one below. They usually have that telltale pattern of 
women of childbearing age followed by children: 

 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Riigs_Negroes_I43a_one.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Riggs_Negroes_I43b_two.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/EAyton-inv-2-1832_suggestive.jpg?ssl=1
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Here is an example of the kinds of notations we see in inventories: 
 

 

 

We see lots of slaves marked as “yellow” or “mulatto,” and even notations such as 
“infirm,” “idiot,” “blind,” or “sickly.” Recently I saw a woman in an inventory 
described as “chalk” colored. I’d never seen that before.  

For larger farms/plantations with more than one slave of the same name, for 
example Sam, they are often referred to as “big Sam” and “little Sam.”  

That does not mean that the two men are biologically related, so be very careful 
about drawing that conclusion. In the same vein, we also see “young Sam” and “old 
Sam.” 

I recommend also looking at other inventories in the same time period and 
locale. You can get an idea of the relative wealth of the slaveholder.  

Always be in the habit of researching the entire probate process. That includes 
not just the will and inventory, but periodic accounting reports, sales, 
guardianships, bonds, and loose papers that include such things as receipts.  

Clues abound in every source for the scrutinizing researcher. Even if nothing more is 
discussed about the enslaved property, we can learn more about the slaveholder’s 
family. If a wife survives, we will want to follow her life and examine her probate 
papers at death as well.  

If the decedent left a will, it may provide slave relationships even though the 
inventory itself may not. 

For example, here is Henry Griffiths inventory, which does not state relationships: 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Old-Agnes-clip.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/HGriffith_Inv_Z197b_one.jpg?ssl=1
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However, Henry’s will includes several phrases that reveal relationships, such as 
this one: 

 
 

In fact, Henry identified 33-year-old Harriet as a daughter of 55-year-old Beck. He 
also identified Kit, Beck, Aryl, Wilson, Harriet and Charles as children of 33-year-old 
Harriet. Surprisingly, the 9-month old child Remus was the son of 14-year-old Kit. 

Where Did the Slaves Go? 
Slaves that were not bequeathed in a will were often sold. That sale could be at 
public auction or a private sale. Sales as part of probate were often recorded, and in 
many cases, will note the buyer of each item of the estate. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/HGriffith_Inv_Z197c_two_ages-1.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/grif2.jpg?ssl=1
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You’ll want to always check these for the sale of enslaved property. Some buyers 
may be family members of the decedent, such as his widow or his children.  

This is yet another reason why we need to know the slaveholder’s family well. I 
frequently create separate family trees in my Rootsmagic software to track the 
slaveholder’s family.  

In the example below, we can see Polly, Henry’s widow, purchasing two slaves that 
she was not bequeathed: 
 

 
Griffith Sales 

 
At the close of the probate process, whatever wealth remains (which includes 
slaves), will be distributed among the heirs.  

Slave distributions are not always recorded in probate books. Sometimes there will 
be slaves not bequeathed that must distributed among the heirs as part of the estate.  

There are many cases where that distribution will not be recorded anywhere. Here 
is an example of a distribution of slaves that was recorded: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-distributions/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/HGriffith_Sales_Z260_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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It is common to see them divided into “lots.” But I want you to notice that what was 
important was that every heir receive the exact same dollar amount of enslaved 
property. Maybe families were kept together. Maybe not.  

If one “lot” had more value, it had to pay to the other lots to make each lot equal in 
value. 

Consider also that a slaveholder might die with young children. In that case, the 
court will likely appoint a guardian for them. The status of their inherited property 
(including slaves) will be reported every year until the children reach the age of 
majority. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/James-Bishop-Halifax-NC-3_p400_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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These documents often show the rental of slaves every year: 

 

Think about the configuration of slaves that you see in an estate inventory. 
Are there enough grown men and women to have formed any family units? Do 
you see mostly kids and teenagers? How many children are shown? 

As a general statement, infant mortality was high for enslaved women. If you 
see several women of child-bearing age in an inventory but few or no children, 
that is worth noting. 

It might mean that these women are being worked or disciplined such that 
their reproductive capacity has been harmed. We see that in the brutal regime 
of growing sugar-cane in Louisiana. 

It could also mean the slaveholder is selling off the children, or that they were 
not surviving infancy. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/James-Bishop-Halifax-NC-2_p395.jpg?ssl=1


34 
 

More Tips for Analysis 
How does the number of slaves relate to the number of slave houses indicated 
on the 1850 and 1860 slave censuses? If the numbers mean 10 or 12 slaves 
had to share a house, that tells us about their quality of life. 

What kind of farm implements are in the inventory? That is going to tell us 
about what crop was grown. If there is no farm equipment (e.g., if the master 
lived in a city) this might imply that their slaves were domestic slaves only or 
were being rented out. 

Were whips included in the inventory? Any other artifacts that might indicate 
the torture of the enslaved property? (Yes, it was torture.) 

We went to always explore the probate records of the slaveholding family’s 
parents. We may be able to see overlap in the names of the enslaved property. 
And don’t forget that many slaveholding males came to own slaves through 
their marriages. 

The inventory below identifies which slaves came from and, in this case, still 
belong to the wife (marked “dower” slaves): 

 

Finding These Records 
Counties typically have record books devoted to recording probate. Rural and 
smaller counties might include many parts of the process in the same book. 
For example, this one from Madison Co., FL: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-18501860-slave-census-debate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracking-mason-garrard/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/search-wifes-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/search-wifes-family/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/George-Inv-2_p2.jpg?ssl=1
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Some counties had separate books that contained only inventories, such as 
this one from Charles Co., MD: 

 
Ancestry’s Red Book lists what probate records are available in each county. 

Familysearch has many of these records digitized (though not necessarily 
indexed). You can get a free account at Familysearch.org. Then, search their 
catalog using the “online” button to discover what is available. 

The courthouse and the state archives are two other repositories where you 
can access probate records. If you find something in a published book, always 
remember to review the original sources. 

Understanding Inventories and Probate 
My favorite book on estate inventories is “Estate Inventories: How to Use 
Them” by Kenneth L. Smith. I also use “From A to Zax: A Comprehensive 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/madison-florida.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/charles.jpg?ssl=1
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Dictionary for Genealogists and Historians,” by Barbara Jean Evans, to 
understand items named in the inventory. 

Learn how to analyze probate records in Chapters 16, 17 and 18 in The 
Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy, 4th edition, by Val D. Greenwood. 
(*Please tell me you have this book. No genealogist should d be without this 
book*) Also, Chapters 5 and 6 of Courthouse Research for Family Historians, by 
Christine Rose, also discusses probate records. 

I also really like this handout on Probate from Familysearch. 

Case Studies 
Here are several good case studies about researching enslaved people that 
utilized probate records: 

 William A. Cox, “From Slavery to Society: The Jerry Moore Family of 
Virginia and Pennsylvania,” NGS Quarterly 103 (December 2015): 281-
304. 

 Michael Hait, “In the Shadow of Rebellions: Maryland Ridgelys in 
Slavery and Freedom,” NGS Quarterly 100 (December 2012): 245-266. 

 Rudena Kramer Mallory, “An African-American Odyssey through 
Multiple Surnames: Mortons, Tapps, and Englishes of Kansas and 
Missouri,” NGS Quarterly 85 (March 1997) 25-38. 

If you are a member of the National Genealogical Society, you can access these 
articles on their website. If not, your library, genealogical society, or state 
archives might have these publications. 

Closing Thoughts 
The entire probate process can hold important information for those 
researching enslaved ancestors. Take the time to learn what each step can 
reveal. Inventories are key documents for those researching former slaves. 
And they can convey more information than we initially think. 

You’ll want to use these records in conjunction with bills of sale, slave 
mortgages, taxes, court and other records that document enslaved property. 

I hope this post gives you some ideas and suggestions for how to approach 
these important sources in your own research.

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/U.S._Probate_Records_Class_Handout
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-mortgages/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-mortgages/


37 
 

Census Tricks: Not Lodgers or Boarders but 
Relatives 
We all know how problematic the census is as a source. Nevertheless, it’s 
often the foundation of much of our research, so census records are a favorite 
subject of mine. 

Here’s another common error we see: a census household includes lodgers or 
boarders. Later, we discover they are actually family members. 

Why didn’t the enumerator just write that? ARGH. 

Here are a few examples from my own research. 

Mike Fendricks 
My ancestor Mike Fendricks lived with a man named Dee Suggs in 1920, 
shown below. He was enumerated as a Boarder: 

 
It took many years of research before I discovered that Mike was actually 
Dee’s brother. 

Matilda Neely 
Several of my second-great grandmother Matilda’s records contained 
inaccuracies and misspellings. Her 1940 census household in Jacksonville, 
Florida included a young man named Cornelius Garner: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/inaccurate-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/never-rely-just-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-father/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/1920-fendricks.jpg?ssl=1
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Cornelius was marked as a Roomer, but he was really Matilda’s grandson. (Oh, 
and her name was Matilda Vickers, not Vickerson.) 

A Reason to Doubt 
I have several Maryland ancestors named Rezin Prather. In a previous post I 
illustrated methods for sorting same-named men. This is the 1910 
Washington, D.C. household of one Rezin Prather: 

 
“Lodgers” Ethel and Wilson Prather were actually Reason’s children, his son 
and daughter. 

A Sanity Check 
I took a look at the census enumerator instructions for each census year. 
Nothing explicitly instructs the enumerators to return someone as a relative 
instead of as a lodger or boarder. 

As researchers, we know how flawed a source the census records often are. As 
the examples above illustrate, we need to have a healthy dose of skepticism 
when we see lodgers and boarders in census households. Be curious about 
who they are. The principle of cluster research should lead you to research 
them anyway. 

Some people will indeed turn out to be actual lodgers and boarders. But many 
will turn out to be relatives of the people they are living with.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/brick-wall-crashes-down/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/race-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/original-sources-wrong/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-1/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/1940-matilda.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/1910-Reason-Prather.jpg?ssl=1
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Revisiting the Slave Interviews 
I am often surprised about how little time 
genealogists researching former slaves 
spend exploring the slave interviews. 

The Slave Interviews comprise over 2,000 
interviews of former slaves that were made 
in (primarily) the 1930s. 

An Underutilized Source 
Mostly gathered by the Works Progress 
Administration, a New Deal program, these 
interviews comprise one of the richest 
sources about enslaved people. 

I should mention that black sociologists 
Charles S. Johnson and Ophelia Settle Egypt 
at Fisk University, and John B. Cade at 
Southern University did the first    
interviews of this kind in the late 1920s. 

Their work predated these national-level 
interviews. 

More genealogists should revisit this source, which now is easily accessible in 
digitized form at the Library of Congress’ website. 

Slave interviews have weaknesses that we should understand. For example, 
white people did most of the interviews. In the South especially, where 
behavior and speech could lead to a lynching, this may have kept former 
slaves from being entirely truthful. 

They were also mostly elderly, and many were children during slavery, so 
memory could be a barrier. And in the depths of the Depression, interviewees 
may have had a rosier view of slavery than those who were adults when it 
ended. The Library of Congress’ website has excellent background articles you 
should read about this source. 

Former slave Willis Winn, Near Marshall, Texas, 
LC-USF33- 012186-M2 [P&P]. Holds the horn used to 
call slaves to work every day. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Works-Progress-Administration
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Works-Progress-Administration
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/johnson-charles-s-1893-1956/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/egypt-ophelia-settle-1903-1981/
http://www.subr.edu/news/987
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/introduction-to-the-wpa-slave-narratives/limitations-of-the-slave-narrative-collection/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/met-his-fate-by-the-rope-route/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/williswinn-near-marshall-texas-1939-e1554390967411.jpg?ssl=1
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Even still, they remain powerful testimony by those who lived through 
slavery. 

I believe so strongly in this source that I began a new blog called Slave 
Narratives Uncovered. In it, I explore the genealogy of selected interviewees. 
I’ve seen no extensive effort to unpack the family histories of these amazing 
individuals. 

Although I don’t plan to post there quite as frequently as here, take a look 
when you can. My hope is that this can be authored by myself and others, so if 
there are any experienced genealogists who are interested in contributing to 
this project, please email me through the ‘Contact Me’ link above. 

Ways to Use Slave Interviews 
Most researchers look for their ancestors in the interviews, and finding none, 
they move on. But as I always emphasize in Reclaiming Kin, we should always 
broaden our gaze to the community. Our ancestors lives can only make sense 
when we put them in context; when we place them properly in the time and 
place they lived. 

The interviews help us understand the experiences of our ancestors and add 
the much-needed social history to our research. I have spent many hours 
reading these narratives for the stories they tell. 

Reading through narratives from your research county (and nearby counties) 
can reveal the similarities and also differences in slavery at the state and local 
levels. When you read through narratives from Mississippi, they are different 
in some ways from those in, say Maryland. 

For example, in Maryland, several people spoke of the dreaded nine-ninety-
nine, a specialized whip that had a ball on the end. This type of whipping, as 
Dennis Sims described, “was usually a flogging until [we] fell over unconscious 
or begged for mercy.” 

Another idea for excavating these records is to download the PDF files for 
each state, which are available at the LOC website. Then you can do a search 
and find (Control-F for Windows users) and search for various topics: places, 
slaveholders, topics such as abuse. 

Reading locally relevant interviews can reveal practices such as: 

https://slavenarrativesuncovered.wordpress.com/
https://slavenarrativesuncovered.wordpress.com/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/community-reveals-family/
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 if passes were often provided to see nearby relatives, 
 if the masters often oversaw wedding ceremonies, 
 what folklore, songs, and mourning practices were common, 
 if slaves were allowed small patches for gardens, and 
 what holidays the slaves were allowed. 

 
It is only when you read through multiple narratives that you are able to get a 
better sense of the experiences in that state. 

Library of Congress Website 
There are several important links at the LOC website for these records that I 
want to highlight so you won’t miss them. There’s an index of how many 
interviews exist for each state. Each state project was independently run and 
there were huge differences. For example, Arkansas has a whopping 677 
interviews while Virginia submitted only 15. 

Many of the state interviews later were published into various state 
collections, and the references bibliography at the LOC site is very thorough. It 
also includes links to other websites that may have more collections. 

One of the big weaknesses in these records is that only a few states used black 
interviewers. It has been shown that the widespread use of white 
interviewers influenced how fully and truthfully respondents answered 
questions about slavery. In fact, some of the white interviewers were 
reportedly descended from the slaveholding families that owned the person 
they were interviewing! 

Because of this, I appreciate that LOC provides the states and names of the 
black interviewers that were used. 

I also like that they post some of the interviews that included photographs and 
recordings. You can listen to the interviews at this page. 

A Big Surprise 
Recently, I had a thrilling discovery when I decided to read through some of 
the narratives I’d saved many years ago. One narrative was that of Edward 
Bradley, who was interviewed in 1936 while living in Pine Bluff, Arkansas.  

I previously discussed how I used this same narrative in my writing, since this 
was one of the only interviewees who lived in Hardin County, Tennessee. 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/introduction-to-the-wpa-slave-narratives/appendix-narratives-by-state/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/introduction-to-the-wpa-slave-narratives/appendix-narratives-by-state/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/related-resources/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/introduction-to-the-wpa-slave-narratives/appendix-race-of-interviewers/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/introduction-to-the-wpa-slave-narratives/appendix-race-of-interviewers/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/voices-and-faces-from-the-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/voices-and-faces-from-the-collection/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/ideas-writing-family-history/
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Last year, I blogged about how a 
census misreading led me to miss 
an entire branch of my BARNES 
family. Maggie Barnes married in 
Hardin County, TN, and by 1910 
she and her family were living in 
Arkansas. They never came back. 

Her descendants never returned 
to Tennessee to live, but I was 
able to make contact with several 
of her descendants. 

They joyfully shared that they 
were just as excited as I was to 

have found lost family.  

They provided some oral history and I shared my research on the family’s 
Tennessee past. Finding descendants is one of the most exciting aspects of my 
research. Maggie Barnes husband was…Edward Bradley! I almost fell out of 
my chair when I realized this. 

It took me awhile to realize it was the same person. The reason is somewhat 
embarrassing, but I’ll tell you anyway;) Most records of Maggie’s husband 
record him “Ed” Bradley and not Edward.  

Edward’s Narrative 
In the rich narrative, Edward names his parents and describes his life in 
Hardin County. His migration to Arkansas and the various jobs he held over 
the decades were also covered. He named his parents, including his mother’s 
surname in slavery: 

“My mother was named Mary Bradley and my father was named Hilliard 
Bradley…They originated in Alabama and was sold there, and they was free 
when they came to Tennessee… Bradley was the last man owne’d em…of course, 
my mother wasn’t a Bradley fore she married. She was a Murphy.” 
 
I found Hilliard and his wife Mary in Hardin County, TN, 1870, as he stated: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/green-barnes-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/green-barnes-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/green-barnes-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/verify-your-oral-history/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-complexity-of-slave-surnames/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-complexity-of-slave-surnames/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/maggie.jpg?ssl=1
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Using the birthplaces of Charles and Edward, we can more closely guesstimate 
that Hilliard’s migration into Tennessee occurred between 1866-1868. This is 
in line with other African-Americans and other branches of my family there. 

I’ve done research in the Freedmen’s Bureau records of Alabama. My working 
theory for why so many freedmen left northern Alabama is the extraordinary 
level of violence during Reconstruction in many Alabama counties. 

Edward provides details on his life in farming and his pride in educating his 
family. Here’s one more passage: 

“I went from Hardin County, Tennessee to Blytheville, Arkansas by land. Drove a 
team and two cows. I think we were on the road four days. My wife went by 
train. You know that was too wearisome for her to go by land.” 
 
“I had been runnin’ a five-horse crop in Tennessee and I carried three boys that 
used to work with me…I’ve educated four of my brothers and sisters after my 
father died and four of my wife’s brothers and sisters, one adopted son and my 
own six children–fifteen in all.” 
 
He seems to have done better economically than many black men of the era, 
but it was indeed a hard life. 

What’s interesting is that if you do the math, Edward technically was born 
after slavery. I wonder why he was chosen as an interviewee? Whatever the 
reason, I’m thankful! 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/one-step-closer-in-alabama/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-narrative-reports/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/1870hilliard.jpg?ssl=1
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A Useful Resource 
There is a wonderful book I highly recommend you use alongside these 
interviews. It’s called “A Comprehensive Name Index for The American Slave,” 
compiled by Howard E. Potts: 

I am so thankful for authors like Potts; he spent 
over 2,000 hours creating this book. 

It’s expensive to buy, but usually readily available 
in the reference section of many libraries (Use 
Worldcat to find a copy near you.) 

Former slaves’ interviews went into the state 
volumes where they currently lived. But that may 
not have been the place where they lived as 
slaves. This book indexes the interviews by the 
county and state where they were enslaved. 

 
For example, I’d like to read interviews of former 

slaves from Colbert County, Alabama since that is where a branch of my family 
resided. Using Potts’ County index, there are two interviews in the Arkansas 
collection, one in Mississippi, and one in Georgia. 

This book also indexes by Master. If you have already discovered the name of 
the slaveholder, you will want to examine those interviews. You may be able 
to find the interview of someone who was enslaved with your ancestor. There 
is also an index arranged by Interviewer if that interests you. 

Closing Thoughts 
Few sources give us a firsthand look at the lives of the enslaved. Whatever 
their weaknesses, I have always preferred sources such as these interviews, 
and the published slave narratives. In them, we find joy and sorrow, humor 
and anger, destitution and desperation, pride and defiance, pain and love. 

I hope you enjoyed this post, and in the comments, let me know if you found 
information useful to your research in this incredible resource.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/fall-in-love-with-libraries-again/
https://www.worldcat.org/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/published-slave-narratives/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/potts.jpg?ssl=1


45 
 

Slave Mortgages 

 

Human collateral provided much of the capital for slaveholders to purchase 
more land and more slaves. This, in addition to enslaved people’s free labor, 
created much of the 18th century wealth that US growth and development 
depended upon. 

Edward Baptist elucidates how slavery drove capitalism in his book, The Half 
has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism. 

This is not hyperbole or exaggeration. A look at slave mortgages, usually 
found in deed records, starkly illustrate this. 

Two Types of Mortgages 
Slaveholders securitized their enslaved property in two ways. They took out 
mortgages on the purchase price of a slave, by putting a percentage down and 
paying off the purchase price over time. This allowed them to get the slave 
and start extracting their labor before they finished paying for him or her. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/scslaves.jpg?ssl=1
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In the image below, I highlighted the enslaved property and also the language 
where they are essentially mortgaged: 

 
The second way is that slaveholders used their enslaved property to get loans. 
Those loans, as I mentioned above, were used to finance and grow their 
slaveholding enterprises.  

In fact, in many cases the slaveholder took out multiple loans using the same 
enslaved people as collateral. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/H429_HStephens_trust-deed.jpg?ssl=1
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All of this means that the very bodies of enslaved families solidified their own 
enslavement. 

These instruments had disastrous results for enslaved people. If the 
slaveholder defaulted on that debt, the result would be a sale of those people. 

How to Use These Records 
Searching deeds for these records can help those researching enslaved people 
in two ways. They can help verify or confirm a slaveholder. They can also 
reveal the names of enslaved people owned during a slaveholder’s lifetime. 

Typically, one of the few ways researchers discover those names is when a 
slaveholder dies before the year 1865 (after the Civil War). In that case, slaves 
are usually listed in the estate inventory of the deceased. 

But in many cases, the slaveholder survived past 1865. How, then, can we 
connect a person to the set of people he or she claimed ownership of? 

Slave mortgages are one kind of source that can provide that critical 
connection. Other sources include bills of sale, premarital agreements and 
sometimes tax and guardianship records. 

Mason and Rachel Garrett/Garrard 
Mason and Rachel Garrett were my third-great grandparents. I have discussed 
their enslaved roots here before. One of their former owners (and the source 
of their surname) was William W. Garrard. 

He was from Muhlenburg County, Kentucky. William migrated (with his 
enslaved property) to Lauderdale County, Alabama, then to Decatur and 
Hardin Counties, Tennessee. 

William Garrard made numerous deed transactions, especially when he was 
the county clerk in Lauderdale County. My research and that of a paid 
researcher, Patricia Hartley (who did a FANTASTIC job!) revealed that William 
made at least 11 transactions using his enslaved property as collateral.  

At least 8 of those documents named my ancestors, Mason and Rachel. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracing-slaves-through-probate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-agreements/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/finding-garrard-slaveholder/
https://www.apgen.org/directory/search_detail.html?mbr_id=8075
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William’s Mortgages 
It appears that William defaulted on at least two of those debts, and he had 
numerous court cases that I am still trying to sort out. The value for me as a 
researcher is that these records allowed me to reconstruct two of his enslaved 
families. 

One of those families was my ancestor, who is referred to as “yellow” Rachel 
and her husband Mason and their children. 

 

In the 1870 census, “yellow” Rachel and Mason used the surname “Garrett,” 
and “black” Rachel’s family used the surname “Choat.” 

Sadly, there is no trace of several of these family members in 1870. While 
some probably died, and some perhaps took other surnames, I suspect that 
some were sold away because of these mortgages. 

Closing Thoughts 
Our country was a slave society for more time than we have been a society 
without slaves. Slaveholders created innovative financial instruments to grow 
and sustain the institution. In their time, these slave mortgages surely caused 
inestimable pain and sorrow for the families who were sold because of them. 
Let’s use these records today to find our families.  

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/rachels.jpg?ssl=1
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About That Mulatto… 

 

Nannie Barnes 

We cannot assume that anyone marked “mulatto” in a census record had one 
white parent and one black parent. 

I have previously discussed that genealogists should know some of the 
instructions provided to enumerators, and that the changing definitions of 
race should tell us something. 

The invention of race has created an endless number of thorny problems, 
since human beings as one species can’t reliably be categorized. 

One’s appearance alone can’t convey ancestry and the number and definition 
of categories are always in flux. 

And there’s the bothersome little fact that homo sapiens is a pretty horny 
species. There is no time in human history when populations did not mate and 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/assumptions-astray/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/race-census/
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/voliii/tEnumInstr.shtml
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-invention-of-race/
https://www.history.com/news/denisovans-interbreeding-discovery
https://www.history.com/news/denisovans-interbreeding-discovery
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/nanniew_post.jpg?ssl=1
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mix with other populations. You go back far enough in time and guess what? 
You’re “mixed.” 

An Eyeball Assessment 
What’s important to know about that mulatto designation is this: it was an 
eyeball assessment by the census-taker. They did not ask the person what their 
race or color was.  

We know this to be true since many censuses reflect parents and children in 
the same house categorized differently. 

Look at these two 1870 Nashville households: 

 
Presumably, these are families, but the racial designators are different 
between parents and children, indicating the enumerator is looking at skin 
color. 

Mulatto in the Census 
In the post-emancipation timeframe, mulatto was a color designation in the 
1870, 1880 and 1910, 1920 censuses. Notice that it was not a designation in 
1900. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/1870-mulatto1_clip-1.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/1870mul3.jpg?ssl=1
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So if you are wondering why your ancestor was suddenly “black” or “white” in 
that year, now you know why. 

By 1930, both black and mulatto categories were replaced with the word 
“negro.” In 1930’s racial guidance below, pay close attention to what it says 
about mixed race, Indian, and Mexican individuals: 

 

 A person of mixed white and Negro blood should be returned as a 
Negro, no matter how small the percentage of Negro blood. 
 

 Both black and mulatto persons are to be returned as Negroes, without 
distinction. A person of mixed Indian and Negro blood should be 
returned a Negro, unless the Indian blood predominates and the status 
as an Indian is generally accepted in the community. 
 

 Other mixed races. -Any mixture of white and nonwhite should be 
reported according to the nonwhite parent. 
 

 Practically all Mexican laborers are of a racial mixture difficult to 
classify. ..all person born in Mexico, or having parents born in Mexico, 
who are not definitely white, Negro, Indian, Chinese, or Japanese, should 
be returned as Mexican (“Mex”). 

In 1940, the guidance stayed the same as above, but now Mexicans were to be 
returned as white: 

 Mexicans. -Mexicans are to be regarded as white unless definitely of 
Indian or other nonwhite race. 
 

Uncovering Interracial Unions 
Sometimes, thorough research can uncover interracial unions. As an example, 
I’ll use an ancestor from my research, Lucy Barnes, whose picture is shown 
below. 

Lucy Barnes, fathered by a white man herself, gave birth to two interracial 
children when she was a teenager (ages 15 and 16). Her picture is shown on 
the next page. 
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Her first son’s name was Joe Doran, 
and the second Felix Barnes. An 1874 
county court record documented 
Felix’s apprenticeship to a white man 
named William P. Doran. 

The record described Felix as: 

“…the minor child of Lou Barnes (now 
wife of Saml Holt) said boy being an 
illegitimate mulatto child.” 
William Doran’s 1880 census 
household included Felix Barnes. 

Though he is initially called Felix 
Barnes, by the time of the 1920 
census, he was using the name Felix 
Doran. 

In 1869, Lucy married a black man, 
Samuel Holt, and had five children 
with him, which the county court entry above mentions. 

 I also have Lucy’s family bible, which includes her Doran-surnamed sons. 

William Doran 
From the evidence above, it’s reasonable to theorize that both Joe and Felix 
might be the children of William P. Doran. While interracial relationships 
were commonplace, it was not common for the children to carry the surname 
of the white father. Especially in the South. 

Their surname is a clue. 

William Doran had a white wife and children and lived in close proximity to 
Lucy. His proximity is another clue–he is just a few houses away from Lucy 
(Louisa) in the 1860 census below. 

He would have been 38 years old while she was about 14. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/05/lucybarnes.jpg?ssl=1
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Ideally, I’d want to find direct male descendants of William and the Doran 
boys for Y-DNA testing to have greater confidence in this conclusion. But 
without it, the evidence is persuasive. 

Closing Thoughts 
While the “tragic mulatto” became a popular trope, it is so important to 
understand that these “hidden in plain sight” interracial relationships and 
children existed all over the South. 

A Y-DNA test on a direct-line male descendant of the suspected father and 
progeny provides the best way to document these relationships. Without Y-
DNA, many have also used autosomal DNA successfully (including me). 

Remember, no DNA test shows “% white” or “% black” or any of the other 
concocted ways to classify our ONE species. The tests reflect genetic 
mutations that are linked to the evolution of our species across continents. 

In the meantime, we can often still find clues in other sources. Until then, 
know that the only conclusion we can draw from a mulatto classification in a 
census is that the person appeared light-skinned to the census taker.

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/1860doran.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/1860lucy.jpg?ssl=1
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Analyzing a Death Certificate 
Have you maximized your understanding of the most common sources in 
genealogy? 

Your ability to solve problems in your research will grow as you learn to scour 
each source for every clue it imparts. 

This image is from one of my lectures. There are twenty-two pieces of 
genealogical information on this death certificate. 

Would you have noticed them all? 

 

If you would have missed some of these, there are many ways to grow in your 
research skills.  

I have found that when I solve problems today, it’s often because I can see 
things in the sources I couldn’t see before. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/deathcert.jpg?ssl=1
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I have learned primarily by reading journal articles and attending conferences 
and lectures over the years. This, in addition to reading and referring to core 
genealogy books. 

Sometimes even the tiniest clue can be the key to breaking a brick wall. 

Learn How to Evaluate Vital Records 
I have three suggestions for learning how to evaluate vital records such as a 
death certificate. All three of the books should be on the bookshelf of all 
genealogists.  

They are expensive (you can find used books for slightly cheaper) but they are 
an investment that will pay off over and over again. 

 

 The Source, 3rd edition, edited by Loretto Dennis Szucs and Sandra 
Hargreaves Luebking, Chapter 13, “Vital Records.” 

 Researchers Guide to American Genealogy, 4th edition, by Val D. 
Greenwood, Chapter 13, “Vital Records.” (If you can only purchase one, 
let it be this one) 

 Evidence Explained, 3rd edition, Chapter 9, “Local and State Records: 
Licenses, Registrations, Rolls and Vital Records.” 
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Do You Use A Census Tracker? 
One of the first things I do with every family I research is to try to locate the 
family in every census during their lifetime. As most researchers know, 
depending upon the time and place, this is much easier said than done. 

I “track” the families using census trackers which I have created in Microsoft 
Word. This is easily accomplished using the “Insert Table” function. However, 
there are blank forms available online, but I prefer to make one that meets my 
needs. 

The Value of a Census Tracker 
There is so much value in using census trackers. These are the things I include 
in my tracker and how it helps my research. I also include all of the 
information needed to properly cite each census record (see the second image 
below). 

Notes mention occupations, literacy, landownership, address, marital 
information, anomalies, etc. 

Each family is color-coded to help visually track each one. 

It allows me to put the actual copies of census records away. I have less clutter 
in my binders and I digitally store the census images in my files if I need to 
view them later. 

After the census tracker, I list my search for birth, death, marriage, land or 
other records suggested by the census. Again, this way I don’t have to shuffle 
through lots of papers to find critical information about a couple or family. 

The tracker allows me to see patterns or information gaps. I can easily see 
when I a missing a census for a person and I can see things like migration 
patterns of family members. 

Example Census Tracker 
Below you’ll find my census tracker for the family of Green Barnes, of Hardin 
County, Tennessee: 

https://www.censustools.com/


57 
 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/green1.png?ssl=1
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Closing Thoughts 
Try this process on one family line if you have not before. I have been able to 
find missing people and entire family lines using this as a tool. 

Take a look around the Internet. There are other tools that genealogists have 
devised to help interpret these records. For example, this site has a creative 
tool for analyzing pre-1850 census records.  

As a note, in this example I show only the U.S. population censuses in my 
tracker. You may want to consider including any state censuses or any non-
population schedule (such as the agricultural) that your ancestors appear in.

http://www.censusmate.com/index.html
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/green2.png?ssl=1
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Finding Sharecroppers in Deeds 

 
Cotton Pickers, 1935, Arkansas, LOC LC-DIG-fsa-8a16196 

As genealogists, it’s difficult to research people who were poor and 
marginalized. The lives of wealthier and more prominent people simply 
created more records. 

I’ve had many people say to me that they haven’t researched deed records 
because their ancestors did not own any land. 

However, in many cases, the types of agreements that sharecroppers and 
tenant farmers made were documented. 

Brief History 
(Although I discuss specifics relating to African-Americans, these deeds apply 
to white sharecroppers and tenant farmers as well.) 

Most African-Americans after emancipation were forced to sign year-long 
labor contracts with white planters, often their former masters. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/black-farmers/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/cotton.jpg?ssl=1
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After emancipation, I can only imagine the pain of realizing that because they 
were mostly illiterate, had no money or land, and knew primarily farming, 
they would have few choices. 

In other words, actual freedom was a lot less free than they thought it would 
be. 

I have previously discussed Reconstruction-era labor contracts, especially 
those facilitated by the Freedmens Bureau. 

This system was rife with corruption and white planters abused and took 
advantage of the freedmen in many ways. 

Black farmers often found themselves locked into debt year after year. Many 
decades after emancipation, well into the 1930s and 1940s, many African-
Americans were still economically strangled by tenant farming and 
sharecropping. 

Some of our ancestors escaped this; but most did not. Of course, this also 
meant they remained desperately poor. 

While my interest is the effects of this on African-Americans, plenty of white 
Americans were sharecroppers and tenant farmers as well. 

Henry Blake’s Testimony 
Former slave, Henry Blake, of Little Rock, Arkansas, testified about this harrowing 
experience in the 1930s: 

After freedom, we worked on shares a while. Then we rented. When we worked 
on shares, we couldn’t make nothing, just overalls and something to eat.  
Half went to the other man and you would destroy your half if you weren’t 
careful. A man that didn’t know how to count would always lose. He might lose 
anyhow.  
They didn’t give no itemized statement. No, you just had to take their word. They 
never give you no details. They just say you owe so much.  
No matter how good account you kept, you had to go by their account and now, 
Brother, I’m tellin’ you the truth about this. It’s been that way for a long time. 
…If you didn’t make no money, that’s all right; they would advance you more. 
But you better not leave him, you better not try to leave and get caught. They’d 
keep you in debt. They were sharp. 

https://www.npr.org/2005/02/22/5228987/black-farmers-in-america
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/long-long-hold-slavery/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/long-long-hold-slavery/
https://libres.uncg.edu/ir/uncg/f/L_Schweninger_Vanishing%20_1989.pdf
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The Lien 
African-American tenant farmers and sharecroppers borrowed the supplies 
each year for their crops.  

They needed animals, seed, fertilizer and clothing, food and shelter for their 
families. 

When the crop came in, they first had to pay back what they borrowed. They 
were abused by planters telling them they only broke even each year, or 
worse, were still in debt. 

Even if a freedmen could challenge a planter, the social caste system ensured 
that behavior would likely result in violence. 

These agreements are essentially liens. If the farmer did not pay back the debt 
by a certain date, the lienholder could sell the property. 

A farmer may put up animals or supplies as collateral or even land, if he 
owned some. In many cases, the lien was on the freedman’s share of the crop. 

Their share was usually between one-third and one-half of the crop. 

In Tennessee, my research state, these agreements can be found in Deeds of 
Trust, or Trust Deeds. 

These records are kept separately from other deed records. Even though 
many of these people were poor, these records tell us much about their lives. 

http://www.hamptoninstitution.org/sharecropping.html
http://www.hamptoninstitution.org/sharecropping.html
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/terror-reconstruction/
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Mike Fendricks 

 

In Mike Fenricks July 1883 trust deed above, he owes $187. 35 to WH 
Carrington. He puts up as security: 

..one sorrel mare, about 9 years old…and my entire crop of cotton now growing 
on the lands owned by Len Deberry a containing about 15 acres of cotton, all 
being in the 4th district 
 
Mike did not own the mare outright; he still owed $105.00 for the mare and 
for the merchandise and supplies furnished by Carrington. 

Both notes were due on 1 December 1883. He signed with his mark. 

This is a typical sharecropping lien. It tells us where Mike lived (on Len 
Deberry’s land) and gives us some sense of his economic circumstances. 

Now, in contrast, tenant farmers typically lived on someone’s land, but usually 
had their own tools and possibly their own animals. They were slightly higher 
on the economic ladder. 

https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=TENANT%20FARMING%20AND%20SHARECROPPING
https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=TENANT%20FARMING%20AND%20SHARECROPPING
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/blog_mike.jpg?ssl=1
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George Williams 
 

 

Later in the 20th century, many locales started to use pre-printed forms for 
deeds in general. 

One such form is shown above, for George Williams in Calhoun County, 
Alabama. In 1893, to secure a $150.00 he puts up: 

One yoke of cattle, one bridle ox named Buck, one white ox named Charley, one 
black mare mule named Kate, also two ¾ waggons, one milk cow red and white 
named White Face and one speckled cow named Hart 
 
I was surprised that most of the animals had names. That’s probably because I 
didn’t grow up on a farm. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/GeoWWilliams.jpg?ssl=1
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Search all the Records: Green Barnes 
Be sure to research these records through a person’s entire lifetime. 
Sharecropping and tenant farmers were very transient, so you may find them 
working on one farmer’s land one or two years and another in subsequent 
years. 

I researched my ancestor Green Barnes in all deed records throughout his life. 
Trust deeds, which record his liens, contain important information about his 
life. 

His first trust deed (below), executed on 3 May 1879, indicates that Green 
lived on the farm of William Dodds. He farmed for Dodds until 1883. After 
that, he moved around and worked on land owned by other various farmers. 

 

In a 6 May 1881 trust deed, Green first referred to a lien on “15 acres of cotton 
growing on my land.” 

That tells me that Green acquired land of his own by that time. However, as 
subsequent deeds show, Green still had to sharecrop on other people’s land, 
even when he had his own. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Green_D29a_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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In one deed, he had liens not only on crops on his land but crops on two other 
properties. 

How to Find Lien Records 
Like most county-level records, you can find these in local county courthouses 
and state archives. Familysearch has digitized a few of these records. 

Each state records these differently. As I shown, in Tennessee these liens are 
recorded in Trust Deeds. In other states, they are in records actually called 
Crop Liens. 

I suggest asking the archivist at the state archives or the register of deeds in 
the county where historic liens are recorded. 

Closing Thoughts 
Be sure that you research the agricultural census in combination with lien 
records. Non-population census schedules have more detailed information 
about farms and are available on Ancestry and at various state archives. 

For example, the 1880 agricultural census (below, partial image) indicates 
that Green Barnes rented for shares on 65 acres of tilled land. 

He farmed twenty-six acres of corn, five acres of wheat and fifteen acres of 
cotton: 

 

(Since its hard to read the column headers on these forms, I like the template 
offered at NARA) These records also provide the animals on the farm, farm value, 
and whether the named individual was the owner or manager of the farm. 

https://www.familysearch.org/search/catalog/26764?availability=Family%20History%20Library
https://blog.genealogybank.com/genealogy-101-24-the-agricultural-census.html
https://www.archives.gov/files/research/genealogy/charts-forms/1880-agricultural.pdf
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/green2.jpg?ssl=1
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Green was managing this farm and the trust deeds I reviewed tell me this was 
probably William Dodds’ farm. 

So take a look at deed records for your sharecropping ancestors. You might be 
surprised at what you find.  

I’d love to hear in the comments whether you have already been successful in 
these records. 

Note: The Library of Congress has 20th century photographs of black 
sharecroppers and farmers that are sadly, very illuminating. 

 

 

 
 

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/fsa/docchap1.html
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/fsa/docchap1.html


67 
 

Freedmens Bureau Narrative Reports 

 

Want to know a great way to find out about the lives of your enslaved 
ancestors after the end of the War? The narrative reports of the Freedmens 
Bureau. 

I have discussed the Bureau records numerous times in this blog. They are a 
critical resource for the tumultuous five years between 1865 and 1870. 

Genealogists often search for labor contracts in these records since they can 
sometimes lead to finding the slaveholder. The fact that Familysearch indexed 
some of these records has been a massive help to researchers. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/terror-reconstruction/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
http://www.discoverfreedmen.org/
http://www.discoverfreedmen.org/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/569px-freedmens_bureau_18661.jpg?ssl=1
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However, don’t overlook the narrative reports. I have found no better source 
to provide the detailed information “on the ground” in the county where our 
ancestors lived. 

In fact, they are so engrossing, I often spend hours just reading through them. 
The level of violence and destitution many of the former slaves endured is 
sobering. 

The Freedmens Bureau in Brief 
Organized in 1865 by Congress, the Freedmens Bureau assigned officers 
(called agents) to the various counties of the Southern states. There was 
usually a central office and several field offices in each state. 

Read the Freedmens Bureau publications available at the National Archives 
website in order to understand the fuller history and organization of the 
Bureau. 

It is an understatement to say that there were nowhere near enough men to 
do the job assigned to the Bureau. But as the narrative reports show, many 
agents tried against enormous odds. 

Ideally, the Bureau assigned one agent to each county, but in some cases one 
agent covered several counties. 

 
Freedmen’s Bureau, LOC (LC-USZ62-1055555) 

https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-bureau
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-bureau
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/LOC3c05555v.jpg?ssl=1
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The agents submitted monthly reports to their superiors in the State and in 
Washington, D.C. Here is a small sampling of 1866 reports from various 
Tennessee counties. I found these reports in The Records for the Assistant 
Commissioner in the State of Tennessee, BRFAL (publication number m-999). 

These records show differences in every county, though as a general rule it 
was very, very bad for the freedmen and their families: 

Bradley County 
“Men who served for three years and upwards in the Federal Army are 
cursing the Freedmens Bureau…Men who were my comrades upon the battle 
fields have turned against me just because I accepted the appointment of 
Superintendant of the Freedmens Bureau in Bradley County just because I 
propose to do justice between man and man regardless of consequences and 
regardless of color… 

There is one thing certain God knows we are in the right and we are bound to 
come out triumphantly in time. There is a feeling of revenge against the 
Freedman in the South that must be put down..” 

Decatur County 
“The Rebels are inclined to oppose [the freedmen] somewhat hard but I am 
endeavoring to keep a tight rule over them…The old Rebs grumble very much 
to have to pay them [the freedmen]. 

The Justices of the Peace are so prejudiced against the freedmen that I do not 
believe there is one in the county capable of giving them justice in their 
courts.” 

“And besides I have had several cases against one Curry Pettigrew and he says 
he will take the matter out of my court of the Bureau if he can and he will then 
spend one hundred dollars in the Supreme Courts of the State of Tennessee 
for every dollar the Freedmens Bureau sues for before he will pay one cent. I 
understand he has several freedmen hired this year…” 

“he has not recorded any contracts and others are doing likewise and at the 
end of the year they will refuse no doubt to pay again…The Freedmen cannot 
calculate much and such men as the before mentioned will swindle the 
Freedmen…I have not been able to open schools here yet even the so-called 
Union men are generally opposed to schools for the freedmen.” 
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Giles County 
“On the main, among the best of our citizens, the colored people are treated 
kindly, and their position respected. But there are those who cannot, or rather 
will not comprehend their new relations, and still continue to regard the 
freedmen as negroes–entitled to no rights which a white man is bound to 
respect. Some there are, indeed, believe that slavery will be restored.” 

“There is evidently a restlessness, both among the white and black, in regard 
to the apparent conflict between the President & Congress. Both races are 
waiting or something to turn-up–the blacks with fear and trembling and the 
whites with encouraging hopes.” 

Lawrence County 
“The masses of the old citizens have a high regard for the negro as a slave, but 
have not learned to respect him as a free man, but they are learning slowly. 

The disposition to hire them is general[ly good] and pretty fair wages are 
paid. Among the uneducated whites the prejudice against the education of the 
negro is extremely bitter.” 

“In some portions of the county there is a disposition to force the negro to 
remain very nearly in his old relations; and in one community a combination 
exists to prevent the freedmen from renting or purchasing lands.” 

Sumner County 
“There has been and still exists a strong disinclination upon the part of the 
whites to employ families, especially where there are small children for the 
obvious reason that said children can be of no profit but troublesome as well 
as expensive. 

I have had great difficulty in persuading the farmers and others to take 
families and have been mortified and deeply grieved to learn how little 
sympathy and kind feelings was felt for this unfortunate class of people. Self-
interest seems to be the ruling passion. 

There are today, many women and children in and around Gallatin who are in 
a destitute condition having no means of employment…” 
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White County 
“The freedmen are generally at work and are attending to business. But a 
prejudice exists against them from the whites which at the present cannot be 
overcome.  

The white man thinks he still has the rite to whip, beat and abuse the black 
and the black must not complain and I am of the opinion that the [Freedmens 
Bureau] superintendent of White [county] will be in danger is he attempts to 
rigidly execute his office as I think he is required to do and he may have 
reason to fear personal violence.” 

Williamson County 
“…the citizens are hostile to the Bureau. They say they would do exact justice 
to the freemen and that there is no necessity of the Freedmens Bureau in this 
county. I think the Freedmen would stand very little chance of justice if there 
was no Bureau for their protection. A very prominent gentlemen of this 
county told me that he was sure that half the negroes would be killed off it 
was not for the Bureau.” 

 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/569px-freedmens_bureau_18661.jpg?ssl=1
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Wilson County 
“The Freedmen are generally industrious and inclined to keep their contracts. 
Men generally from all parts of the county say to me that they are doing much 
better than they believed they ever would. 

The idea that the negro could not be induced to labor without the lash is 
greatly on the wane even among the most rampant rebels…I think the people 
in the country are generally inclined to deal with them justly and treat them 
well…” 

How to Find Narrative Reports 
All research in these records start with the NARA publications mentioned 
earlier in this post. An Assistant Commissioner oversaw all operations in each 
state. Start with those records for your state (i.e., the Assistant Commissioner 
Records). 

Read the publication and find the microfilm roll numbers that contain the 
narrative reports. For example, here is the page from the Asst Commissioner 
for TN Records: 

 

https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-bureau
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/asst.jpg?ssl=1
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This shows narrative reports submitted on the end of roll 16 and also on roll 
17 (all of the excerpts in this post were from roll 17).  

Notice there are monthly, annual and quarterly reports. 

After you know what roll numbers you need, this wonderful page at 
Familysearch.org will enable you to find that series of microfilm.  

When I scroll down the page I found this for TN: 

 

You will see the same pamphlet number (m-999) that I named previously. 
Familysearch has conveniently included links back to the NARA site 
publications. 

When you log into Familysearch, you can view the microfilm rolls for free.  

They are not indexed or paginated! Be patient and view each image.  

I often go through about 50 or 75 images a night until I complete the roll. 

After reading the State reports, you can also find reports at the various Field 
Offices. 

Ideally, the officer submitted the reports to their superiors, but sometimes the 
State Commissioner combined the various county reports into one report. 

You can see in this image below (from the descriptive pamphlet for the 
Tennessee Field Offices) which rolls had reports: 

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/African_American_Freedmen%27s_Bureau_Records
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/tn.jpg?ssl=1
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Yep, there’s no easy way to do this. Just be happy these are now online. I did 
this when they were NOT! 

Closing Thoughts 
The reports vary in length from a few sentences to several pages depending 
upon the author. Agents had to answer specific questions in many cases, such 
as how many schools they organized, how many rations/clothes/medicine 
they provided, and how many labor contracts they recorded. 

Some reports are not in narrative format, but may be a list, a register or 
simply a chart. Do not neglect to read these. Keep in mind there is a lot more 
information than I showed in the above excerpts. 

Some of the officers had obvious sympathies with the freedmen and did 
everything they could to help. Others, not so much. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/fo.jpg?ssl=1
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In some locales, the environment was so dangerous the agent could do next to 
nothing except try to stay alive. 

In Hickman County, locals burned the Freedmen Bureau office to the ground 
and the agent barely made it out with his life. 

Every now and then, reports mentioned a specific person’s name and 
situation, but mostly they do not. These reports are mostly for social history, 
for local history. 

Use these reports to describe and provide context for our ancestor’s lives 
during that terrible time. 

If ancestors moved out of county, these reports can suggest reasons why. My 
ancestors left Northern Alabama and migrated just over the border to 
Tennessee, and the horrific situation in many Alabama counties is probably 
why. 

County reports should exist from 1865 through at least 1867. Because of this, 
one can often see how a situation in the county improved (or not) over time.
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How Many Slaveowners Were in the South? 
This is the third in a series of posts (see previous posts here and here) where I 
am asking us all to consider reevaluating some of our beliefs surrounding 
slavery. People everywhere like to make the point that: 

“Only one in three southerners held slaves.” 

Why do people say that? It’s often a part of some argument designed to 
downplay the size, impact and effect of slavery, especially at the start of the 
Civil War. Some slavery apologists in the South even said that slavery was 
dying out. 

And the statement is technically true. 

But as usual, the devil is in the details. And the mathematical magic of 
averaging hides what I believe is the more important picture. 

1860 Percentages 
The table below shows the percentage of enslaved people in every Southern 
state in 1860: 

 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/most-slaves-lived-on-large-plantations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/africans-enslaved-other-africans/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/chart2.jpg?ssl=1
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By 1860, as a percentage, enslaved people were more than half the 
population in Mississippi and South Carolina. In Alabama, Florida, Georgia, 
and Louisiana, slaves made up close to half the population. 

The Upper South states of North Carolina, Virginia and Maryland were right 
around one-third. But those states had long had a surplus of slaves and had 
been engaged in selling slaves to the deep South for over five decades by 
1860. 

The Takeaway 
It is only when averaged with the smaller slave populations in states like 
Maryland (12.69%), Delaware (1.60%) and even Missouri (9.72%) that we 
arrive at the infamous “one-in-three.” 

We all know that in 1860 it was the Cotton Belt and Deep South states that 
were the drivers of the slave economy. Let’s not forget about the complicit 
North. 

Thus, in the places that counted, the one-third figure is deceiving and does not 
tell us what we really need to know. It hides the power and strength of slavery 
in 1860. 

Slavery was growing. Our country had four million slaves in that year. They 
were worth about $3.5 billion dollars; the largest single financial asset in the 
economy. 

It is that–I would argue–that we really need to know.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://www.c-span.org/video/?190396-1/complicity-north-profited-slavery-america&desktop=
https://www.c-span.org/video/?190396-1/complicity-north-profited-slavery-america&desktop=
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Most Slaves Lived on Large Plantations 

 
Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-4574 

I’m tackling some of the biggest myths around slavery in this recent series of 
posts (see the first one here). Today I’m discussing what I call the paradox of 
slavery: 

“Most slaveholders only owned a few slaves.” That is a true statement. 

However, many people have a hard time understanding that even though this 
statement is true, most enslaved people lived on large plantations. 

The generally agreed upon marker of “planter” status is someone who owned 
more than twenty slaves. In scholarly studies of slavery, twenty is the marker 
for “large.” 

This is one of the reasons why many Confederate soldiers were so angry about 
the Twenty-Negro Law passed in October 1862. That law exempted from the 
War any slaveholder who had more than twenty slaves. This was perceived as 
sparing elite planters while their non-slaveholding brethren fought. But I 
digress. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/africans-enslaved-other-africans/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/africans-enslaved-other-africans/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slavery-studies/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/the-twenty-negro-law/
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/why-non-slaveholding-southerners-fought
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/family_of_slaves_l.jpg?ssl=1
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A Helpful Analogy 
I want to try to explain how it can be true that most slaves were owned by 
someone with twenty or more slaves. 

I’m going to use a smaller analogy to represent this concept. Let’s say 10 
people own a total of 536 books. 

 

Although most of the people only own a few books, most of the books are 
owned by two people. Most of the books are owned by people with large 
collections of books. 

And so it was with slavery. I list some sources at the end of of this post for 
those interested in reading more. 

As Kenneth Stampp notes: 
 
“Only one-fourth of them [slaves] belonged to masters who owned less than ten 
slaves. Considerably more than half of them lived on plantation units of more 
than twenty slaves, and one-fourth lived on units of more than fifty…the 
majority of slaves belonged to members of the planter class.” 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/slaves-chart.png?ssl=1
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Leslie Howard Owens adds: 
 
“The population figures of slavery reveal not only that a relatively small number 
of planters controlled most of the investment in slave property but that this 
group was able to shape, far out of proportion to its size, much of the social 
development and attitudes of a region and to a great extent the nation.” 

What Can This Tell Us? 
Knowing this should inform our genealogical research. We know that slavery 
was dynamic, and we can’t always collapse all slaves into generalizations. The 
only constant was the violence and brutality needed to hold it in place. 

However, when we know the plantation size, we can draw some tentative 
conclusions about the enslaved experience. 

If they were owned by someone with fewer than five slaves, they may live in 
the same household (e.g. in an attic or a back room). They may have been 
passed down through the family.  There is a greater likelihood that they may 
be rented out or only perform domestic duties. Closer relationships with the 
slaveholding family were possible. 

Those who owned larger numbers of slaves were more likely to live in a 
separate slave quarter. They hired overseers at higher rates. Their enslaved 
property was more separated from the slaveholding family. Slaves on larger 
plantations also have a greater likelihood of finding a spouse on their own 
plantation. 

Knowing the size of the farm/plantation can also suggest what kinds of 
records we might focus our efforts. With smaller numbers of slaves, the focus 
will be on probate records, land records, court records, tax records and local 
church records. 

With larger slaveholders, there is a greater likelihood of finding private 
papers and collections at universities and archives. These are sometimes 
called planter records. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/there-were-no-good-slaveowners/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-housing/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-housing/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/thomas-s-sudler-account-book/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/thomas-s-sudler-account-book/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/southern-plantations/
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Hopefully, we are able to find more sources that provide insight into our 
ancestor’s specific experiences. When we don’t, we can use the accepted 
scholarly works on the slave experience to draw reasonable conclusions. 

Sources 
 Thomas J. Durant and J. David Knottnerus, editors, “The Slave Plantation 

System from a Total Institution Perspective,” Plantation Society and 
Race Relations: The Origins of Inequality (Westport, CT: Praeger 
Publishers, 1999), 23. 

 Leslie Howard Owens, “Introduction..the Necessity of Bondage,” This 
Species of Property: Slave Life and Culture in the Old South (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1976), 8-9. 

 John B. Boles, “Black Diversity in a Slave Society,” Black Southerners, 
1619-1869 (University Press of Kentucky, 1984), 107.
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Africans Enslaved Other Africans: NOT 
“Africans enslaved other Africans” has become a common refrain these days in 
discussions about the African Slave Trade. People usually invoke this phrase 
to make an argument that Africans themselves bear responsibility for selling 
their own kinfolk. 

I also hear this a lot from the descendants of slaveholders, which of course 
comes across as a rationale for them to not have to think about slavery that 
much.  

This phrase is a dubious construct that we don’t use when we talk about the 
slave trade elsewhere in history. It is also a simplistic way to view complex 
historical processes and to avoid doing the actual work required to 
understand it. 

Historical Background 
Like people all over the world, peoples on the continent of Africa lived in 
social groups arranged by their tribal affiliation and ethnicity. “Africa” was 
comprised of the Bakongo, Igbo, Fon, Mina, Fulani, Mende, Wolof, Yoruba, and 
Mandingo groups just to name a few. 

 
Pre-colonial African civilizations 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/644px-African-civilizations-map-pre-colonial.svg_.png?ssl=1
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While these groups shared certain broad linguistic and historical ties, they 
also differed. They had differences in dialect, in culture, in social and political 
arrangement, in spiritual beliefs and so on. 

These ethnic groups (again, like groups all over the world) made peace 
alliances, sometimes intermarried, traded with one another and most 
importantly– warred with each other. They were in constant battle over land 
and resources. 

In this context, we can see that ethnic/tribal groups did not see other groups as 
their kinfolk. 

They did not view themselves collectively as “Africans”—they viewed 
themselves as what they were: Wolof, Igbo, Yoruba, Mende, Fon, Bakongo, 
Akan, etc. 

An Englishman’s aversion to an Irishman in the 17th century would not 
diminish with the knowledge that 
they both lived in Europe. Spain’s 
hatred of and numerous battles 
with France did not hinge on the 
fact that they both lived in Europe. 

And so it follows that social groups 
elsewhere around the world did 
not self-identify based upon 
something as silly as shared 
continental geography. 

Imagine you were dropped into 
1495 or 1550 (on the continent of 
Africa) or any of the decades 
between the 15th and the 18th. 
Imagine you arrived at any of the 
numerous slave ports that 
European powers built at Whydah 
or Luongo or Annamaboe. Do you 
think the people you met there 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Ashanti_wars
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglo-Ashanti_wars
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/irish-butt-of-english-racism-for-more-than-eight-centuries-1342976.html
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/nypl_wolof_1853.jpg?ssl=1
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would refer to themselves as Africans? 

They would not and they did not. 

Sale and Trade 
The vast majority of those sold into slavery during the African Slave Trade 
were those captured in war or raids or punished for crime. These social 
groups used the products of European nations (guns, ammunition, etc.) in 
order to gain competitive advantage over their rivals and to increase their 
own wealth. 

 
Bambara women, 1890 

Remember that the European nations were there at the mercy of the tribal 
rulers. Consider this from the excellent book, Where the Negroes Are Masters: 
An African Port in the Era of the Slave Trade, by Randy J. Sparks: 

http://www.inmotionaame.org/migrations/topic.cfm?migration=1&topic=3
http://www-siepr.stanford.edu/whatley.pdf
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/nypl_bambara_1890.jpg?ssl=1
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“In 1624, the Fante signed an exclusive trade agreement with the Dutch, who 
built a lodge or trading establishment at Annamaboe…Up until the end of the 
17th century, gold was the region’s most valuable export and the Gold Coast was 
a net importer of slaves, who were needed in the mines as agricultural workers.  
But the Asanti wars of expansion, which began in the 1680s and continued into 
the next century, brought a steady stream of slaves to the Coast…” 
 
“The value of gold gradually declined..in part, the decline resulted from the fact 
that the Fante traders increasingly demanded payment in gold … [Annamoboes 
wealth] continued as long as… the Fante were victorious over their rivals, as 
they were from the late 17th through much of the 18th century… 
The Fante victories allowed them to enslave their defeated enemies..It is 
important to note that this process was under way all over the Gold Coast and 
the interior….” 
 

What is true is this: certain kings, chiefs and middle-men traders raided their 
enemies and captured their rivals in warfare. Some of them then sold those 
captives to Europeans. 

Excuse me: sold them to the Portuguese, the British, the Dutch, the Danes, the 
Spanish and the French. Some of these middle-men and traders kidnapped 
people. These chiefs also kept captives as slaves in their own homes as a sign 
of status and wealth. 

For example, the Dahomey Kingdom had a long history of this practice against 
their enemies, the Yoruba. So did the Asante. Other chiefs fought against the 
massive deportation of their people in the slave trade. This excerpt from King 
Affonso (of the Kongo) to the King of Portugal illustrates his displeasure with 
the level of kidnapping that was happening in his Kingdom: 

King Affonso’s letter to the King of Portugal, 1526: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/africa/an-african-country-reckons-with-its-history-of-selling-slaves/2018/01/29/5234f5aa-ff9a-11e7-86b9-8908743c79dd_story.html?utm_term=.eed98b65f1f4
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“…in our Kingdoms there is another great inconvenience which is 
of little service to God, and this is that many of our people [naturaes], keenly 
desirous as they are of the wares and things of your Kingdoms, which are 
brought here by your people, and in order to satisfy their voracious appetite, 
seize many of our people, freed and exempt men; 
  
and very often it happens that they kidnap even noblemen and the sons of 
noblemen, and our relatives, and take them to be sold to the white men who are 
in our Kingdoms; and for this purpose they have concealed them; and others are 
brought during the night so that they might not be recognized…” 
 
As always with human beings everywhere, greed and avarice led the way. 

Ethnicities in the Slave Trade 
The lumping together of various ethnicities under the European concept of 
“Africa” was primarily a consequence of the slave trade. 

Documents from the trade tell us that traders at the time knew and well 
understood that they were dealing with entirely different peoples. Look at this 
slave register from St. Kitts in the early 1800s, which identifies the ethnicity 
(Poor Jenny and George are noted as “useless” children): 

 

 
St. Kitts Slave Register 
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Gwendolyn Medlo Hall helps us understand this topic in her eponymous book 
“Slavery and African Ethnicities in the Americas: Restoring the Links.” 

Hall and other scholars, such as Michael Gomez (“Exchanging Our Country 
Marks”) and John K. Thornton (“A Cultural History of the Atlantic World, 
1250-1820“) have provided much needed analysis. 

 

 
VA Gazette, 1772 

Traders desired certain ethnicities for the skills and knowledge they had. For 
example, South Carolina and Georgia planters preferred peoples from 
Senegambia and Upper Guinea since these were rice-growing areas and 
people from those areas knew how to grow that crop. 

This is one reason why, as Dr. Medlo-Hall explains, that of the hundreds of 
ethnicities found on the continent, only a small minority of those groups 
actually were brought to the Americas. 

Depending upon the departing slave port, the trading country, and the 
timeframe, these ethnicities clustered regionally in the Americas.  

The Schomburg Migrations website has a wonderful set of maps about the 
slave trade; take a look when you can. 

 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Slavery-African-Ethnicities-Americas-Restoring/dp/0807858625
https://www.amazon.com/Exchanging-Our-Country-Marks-Transformation/dp/0807846945
https://www.amazon.com/Exchanging-Our-Country-Marks-Transformation/dp/0807846945
https://www.amazon.com/Cultural-History-Atlantic-World-1250-1820/dp/0521727340/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1540259235&sr=1-1&keywords=john+thornton
https://www.amazon.com/Cultural-History-Atlantic-World-1250-1820/dp/0521727340/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1540259235&sr=1-1&keywords=john+thornton
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1494&context=adan
http://abolition.nypl.org/essays/us_slave_trade/6/
http://abolition.nypl.org/essays/us_slave_trade/6/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/runaway-slave-advertisement-in-virginia-gazette-1772.jpg?ssl=1
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Conclusions 
For clarity, what is this post saying? I am saying that in no other instance of 
war or genocide do we employ this rhetorical nonsense. 

We don’t frame the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, or World War I as 
Europeans killing other Europeans. Try walking into the Holocaust Museum 
and stating that it was not Germans who murdered mostly Jews, but that it 
was Europeans murdering other Europeans. 

Only when the topic turns to the African Slave Trade does this strange 
argument rear its head. Why is that? 

My argument is that the framing is used for a reason and we need to 
critically examine that reason. It’s goal is the implication of debased 
character. What kind of people would sell their own people? That is what folks 
are getting at with this narrative. If they did that to each other, the Europeans 
traders really aren’t all that bad. The next statement is usually that “slavery 
existed in Africa already.” 

Oh well. 

Too many people have blindly bought into this fiction. Remember that part of 
the invention of race was this idea that it was something inside of people, 
something internal and unchangeable made them slaves. This notion of 
internal character traits driving a person’s external status is a powerful idea 
that masterfully morphs and changes with the times. 

African tribal chiefs and ethnic leaders, for the most part, they did not sell 
their own people. [slaves were also gained by other methods, like punishment 
for a crime, debt, or outright kidnapping, etc.] 

Tribal chiefs did sell other people. And slavery in Africa was very different 
from the racialized slavery that developed in the North American colonies. 

I say it all the time: we need to be very deliberate about the words we use to 
describe historical processes, especially regarding slavery and African-
American history. 

Others have distorted, diminished, and erased this history, so we need to be 
meticulous in our own recounting of these truths. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-invention-of-race/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/sep/08/european-racism-africa-slavery
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Let’s not rely on poor, weak arguments and popular catch phrases. What we 
should do if the topic interests us is invest time in the vast resources and 
scholarly materials that are widely available to learn more about this topic. 

Let’s have a richer dialogue about the ramifications, direct causes and the 
lasting consequence of the removal of millions of people from a place.  

Let’s read some of the scholarly books on the subject like The Slave Trade by 
Hugh Thomas and Atlas of the Transatlantic Slave Trade by David Eltis and 

David Richardson. 

And let’s not stop there: 
make sure we learn about 
the fact that substantially 
more enslaved people were 
sold in America during the 
Domestic Slave Trade after 
the African Slave Trade 
closed in 1808.  

In fact, the greatest growth 
in slavery came on 
American soil. 

Slavery was not a sideshow in American history. It was the main event 
and the central defining force in all of our institutions.  

For most of our country’s existence, we were a slave society. African-
Americans have not been free (153 years) as long as our ancestors were 
enslaved (246 years). 

Let’s consider the whole story. I rather like Prof. Lolita Inniss’ response to this 
question in the New York Times on April 23, 2010: 

Who is more culpable: the abductor who initially takes the victim, or the 
captor who obtains the victim and keeps him (and often his offspring) captive 
for generations?

http://www.understandingslavery.com/index.php-option=com_content&view=article&id=369&Itemid=145.html
http://abolition.nypl.org/essays/us_slave_trade/8/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/26/opinion/l26slavery.html
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/nypl.digitalcollections.510d47da-ff96-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.001.w.jpg?ssl=1
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Slaves in Pre-Marital Agreements 
In our search for ancestors who were once slaves, let’s not forget that they 
were often named in pre-marital agreements. This is one record that is often 
neglected in our research. 

I have mentioned before the need to research the slaveholder’s wife, since we 
know that this was often how men gained ownership of slaves. This post 
explains how these agreements changed that. 

Coverture 
Enslaved people were considered personal property. Because of the legal 
concept of coverture, an antebellum married woman became a feme covert at 
the time of her marriage. Feme covert is a legal status that translates into 
“covered woman.” 

Essentially, it meant that married women had no legal identity apart from 
their husbands. They were generally not free to enter into contracts, own and 
dispose of property, earn money, serve as guardians of their own underage 
children, etc. 

Coverture had ramifications for any property a woman owned before her 
marriage since many men gained substantial property when they married. 

Women often owned property in the form of land and/or slaves given to them 
by their fathers or previous husbands. 

For example, upon his marriage Thomas Jefferson became the owner of his 
wife Martha Wayles’ enslaved property. He gained legal title to Betty Hemings, 
mother of Sally, and the rest of her children. 

Keeping Their Property 
Savvy women could secure their property before their marriage. Typically 
called marriage contracts, I have used the more modern terminology of “pre-
marital agreements” in this post because that is the function they served. I 
don’t want people to confuse them with all the other types of marriage 
records. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/search-wifes-family/
http://www.genfiles.com/articles/womens-rights/
https://www.library.hbs.edu/hc/wes/collections/women_law/
https://www.monticello.org/site/plantation-and-slavery/elizabeth-hemings
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
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These agreements can provide us with the names and possible ages of our 
ancestors. The agreement may also suggest or explicitly state family 
relationships. 

It can be difficult to find connecting information between slaveholders and 
their enslaved property when the slaveholder survived past 1865. 

Maria Porter’s Agreement 
The document that heads this post is an example of one such agreement. The 
agreement was dated 26 March 1850 between Maria Porter and her soon-to-
be husband, Richard Polk. 

Below is a rough transcription of the contract and as you can see it named 
Maria’s enslaved property: 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/one.png?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/two.png?ssl=1
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Since this document is dated 1850, there’s a good chance that you might be 
able to find Major, Jesse, Amanda or Martha in the 1870 census. 

They may be living near Richard and Maria. I also notice they are strange 
assortment of ages which is not suggestive of a family. 

In researching this, we would also want to discover whether Maria inherited 
them from her father or a prior husband. In those records may lie the family 
relationships. 

Why Were These Agreements Important for Women? 
Let’s say a woman named Mary inherited land and enslaved property from her 
father before her marriage. She married John, without a premarital 
agreement, and had two children, Timothy and Sarah. Then she died. But John, 
at their wedding, now owns all the land and enslaved property his wife 
brought to the marriage.  

John married a woman named Ann and they together had three children. John 
dies. He leaves his land and property to the three children he had with second 
wife Ann. Can he really do that? Of course! John can bequeath his property as 
he wishes. 

Mary's two children can be left out of an inheritance that originally belonged 
to their biological mother. 

In terms of the land, as part of her dower, the second wife Ann is entitled as 
the widow to 1/3 of her husband's land during her lifetime. Her husband can 
also bequeath other property to Ann if he wishes. Men, especially slaveholding 
men, sat atop the social order in the south. 

Closing Thoughts 
Of course, exactly what happens is dependent upon the laws in place at the 
time and place of the marriage. So you need to understand the specific laws. 

The value of pre-marital agreements to white antebellum women cannot be 
underestimated. Considering the rules of coverture and the generally poor 
rights of women overall, they were at a significant disadvantage in society. 
These agreements provided some protection for women’s property. 
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You’ll often see the phrase “heirs of her body” in these documents. Women 
wanted to ensure that children they birthed inherited what was rightfully 
theirs. 

These records are especially valuable for those of us trying to glean precious 
details about our enslaved ancestors. Look for these agreements anytime you 
identify a slaveholding couple.  

They might be found in mixed in with deed records, court records or probate 
records of a county. Take a look—a pre-marital agreement might just lead to 
an unexpected find about your enslaved ancestors. 
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The Community Reveals the Family 

 

The power of researching our ancestors in the communities where they lived 
cannot be overstated. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/one.jpg?ssl=1
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Above is a portion of a census table I created showing dwelling and family 
number, name, age and a few other notations. 

John and Abigail Waters 
John and Abigail Waters lived with their immediate African-American 
neighbors in the community of Upper Fairmount in Somerset County, 
Maryland in the year 1900. 

The table extracts names from enumeration districts 76 and 77 and is about 
nine pages long. You’ll also notice I color-coded the surnames. 

The table below reveals the familial connections to John and Abigail in their 
community: 

 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Cluster_Image.png?ssl=1


96 
 

 (I collapsed the families so they would fit on one image, but the numbers in 
the first column represent the dwelling number.) 

John and Abigail, like most of our ancestors, were living near their 
children, siblings and other close and extended kinfolk. 

Other family members migrated out of the community to places like 
Baltimore, MD and Atlantic City, NJ. Their families lived in this community for 
over 100 years. 

Sources Used to Uncover Relationships 
A partial list of the kinds of sources I used to uncover the extended kinship 
networks of this community are: 

 census records 
 land records 
 death certificates 
 marriage certificates 
 church records 
 obituaries 
 tax records 
 newspapers 
 historical inventories 
 probate records 
 local history books and articles 
 court records 
 funeral programs 
 DNA 
 oral history 
 maps 
 civil war pension records, and 
 cemetery records and headstones 

Closing Thoughts 
The neighborhoods of our ancestors are rich terrain for uncovering familial 
relationships if we are willing to do the work to find them. 

Not just in the census. And not just online.
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A Rare Census Find 
Census records form much of the foundation of our research. I have written 
many posts trying to emphasize that we have to go back and read the census. 
Its critical we learn about the communities where our ancestors lived. 

We have to know the typical pitfalls of census research. We have to learn how 
to use all of the other columns of information we often overlook. Finally, we 
need to study how to put all the information together to draw conclusions. 

And of course, I post frequently about various aspects of slave research. But 
nothing brings those two topics together like this! Sometimes, census takers 
that do not follow the instructions deliver to us gifts. 

Below is the 1870 census for Henry Kennedy in Lawrence County, Tennessee. 
If you were a diligent researcher, reading all the census columns would have 
told you that Henry’s occupation was… 

“farming for his old mistress” 

 

In all these years, I’ve never seen that: confirmation (essentially) of a former 
owner in a census! We never know what awaits us, even in the most 
uncommon places. Always read all of the census.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/clues-from-the-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/wife-mother-children/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/never-rely-just-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/how-were-slaves-sold/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-definition-of-black/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-definition-of-black/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/1870-henry_highlight.jpg?ssl=1
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The Invention of Race 

 

Governor William Berkeley barring his breast after refusing Nathaniel Bacon a 
commission, during Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676. Engraving captioned “A Fair 
Mark – Shoot!” From A school history of the United States (1895) by Susan 
Pendleton Lee 

Race is an idea that was invented in the 17th century in the American 
colonies. Because race is a social construct and not a biological fact, we have 
to look to the society where it was invented to understand it. 

Seventeenth Century Virginia 
Many kinds of people were in the colony of Virginia in the 17th century: 
European and African indentured servants, African slaves and European 
elites, who paid the passage of others in exchange for their labor. 

Labor, which their cash crop tobacco desperately needed, was in short supply. 
Here is a graphic outlining the various New World Labor Systems: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/A_Fair_Mark_-_Shoot.jpg?ssl=1


99 
 

People of that time and place recognized difference and certainly had their 
prejudices. In describing the ways that people recognized difference, slavery 
historian Ira Berlin tells us about the early colonists (this is a rich interview I 
highly recommend reading): 

They [the colonists] distinguish themselves by religion-differences between 
Protestants and Catholics are of course of enormous significance. They 
distinguish themselves by nationality—between Dutch and French and English 
and Iberian peoples.  
And of course the English people distinguish between themselves [from the] 
Scotch and Welsh. And all of them distinguish themselves from the Irish, who are 
viewed as yet another case entirely from the English perspective. 
 
Two additional things about this world are important to know. First, the Irish 
were never enslaved although the well-worn myth continues (however, it is 
true that European indentured servants were often treated as viciously and 
violently as their African brethren). 

Secondly, European indentured servants had much more in common with 
African laborers of the time. They lived with them. They worked with them, 
ran away with them, socialized with them, had children with and married 
them. 

https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-08.htm
https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-08.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/17/us/irish-slaves-myth.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/17/us/irish-slaves-myth.html
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Indentured_Servants_in_Colonial_Virginia#start_entry
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/labor.jpg?ssl=1
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Runaway ads, colonial court records and colonial laws tell us this. 

In other words, the economic circumstances of shared oppression bound 
them together. In an environment free of an ideology of race, which would 
come later, there would be little reason why this would not be so. 

After all, this was a society where the African Anthony Johnson could own 
hundreds of acres of land, slaves and indentured servants of his own after he 
finished his indentured servitude. Anthony Johnson is important because he 
embodied the fact that in early colonial Virginia, slavery was not yet legally 
fixed upon Africans. 

Bacon’s Rebellion 
What changed all this? Historians agree that Bacon’s Rebellion played a major 
role. 

Bacon’s Rebellion (1675-1675) was a transformative turning point in the 
Virginia colony. In the Rebellion, poor English colonists and indentured 
servants allied with African slaves and indentured servants and violently 
rebelled against the colonial elites. 

This disastrous event, which saw Jamestown burned down, hardened the 
resolve of elite colonists to find a way to divide these groups of people. Thus, 
the creation of “race.” As Michelle Alexander states in an excerpt from her 
book The New Jim Crow: 

The events in Jamestown were alarming to the planter elite, who were deeply 
fearful of the multiracial alliance of bond workers and slaves… 

In an effort to protect their superior status and economic position, the 
planters shifted their strategy for maintaining dominance.  

They abandoned their heavy reliance on indentured servants in favor of the 
importation of more black slaves… 

These slaves would be far easier to control and far less likely to form alliances 
with poor whites. 

It should be no surprise that the aftermath of the Rebellion corresponds with 
the appearance in the laws of Virginia of ever more stark differences between 
Africans and people now called “white.”  

http://chnm.gmu.edu/loudountah/activities/pdf/RunawayAd2.pdf
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/1p265.html
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/1p274.html
https://www.facinghistory.org/holocaust-and-human-behavior/chapter-2/inventing-black-and-white
https://www.amazon.com/New-Jim-Crow-Incarceration-Colorblindness/dp/1595586431
http://www.history.org/history/teaching/slavelaw.cfm
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Dr. Jacqueline Battalora reminds us this term appeared in Virginia law for the 
very first time in 1681. 

Stark Changes Begin 
More and more laws defined different punishments for blacks and whites.  

More than anything, these laws issued steep punishments for marriage (or 
children) between blacks and whites. 

It should be no surprise that between 1680 and 1700, the importation of 
African people into the colony increased by more than fivefold. 

In fact, most imported African people (~400,000 people) were on the North 
American mainland by 1795. 

Think about that. The history of most African-Americans in what is now 
America stretches back far earlier than the great majority of those descended 
from mostly Europeans.  

(See to the chart, from the wonderful African-Americans migrations website:) 

 

So after the 1680s, the word “white” began to be used more and more to refer 
to European colonists in official documents and laws. As “whites” gained new 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=riVAuC0dnP4
http://www.inmotionaame.org/gallery/detail.cfm?migration=1&topic=10&id=1_002M&type=map
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/1_002Mw.jpg?ssl=1
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rights, people of African descent had fewer and fewer rights and fewer 
avenues to freedom. 

This eventually led to poorer “white” colonists aligning themselves with the 
colonial elites. Bound together in their “whiteness,” they began to separate 
themselves from people of African descent, who began to find themselves 
trapped in perpetual slavery. 

Why Was This Slavery Different? 
What else was new about all this? Slavery itself was not new. It had existed for 
millennia. But there was a critical difference. 

What was new in American colonial society was this: the idea that only black 
people, in perpetuity, were slaves for life. 

Greeks enslaved other Greeks. Romans enslaved other Romans. The status of a 
slave in other slave societies had to do mostly with the bad fortune of being 
captured in war or punished for a crime. And slavery in those societies was 
often fluid and included routes to freedom. 

In other words, mostly external circumstances governed enslavement. This 
new ideology of “race” was a brand-new idea. The idea that something inside 
of a person—something unchanging, inherent—made someone a slave. 

And that my friends, had never been done. 

That is why we refer to the slavery that developed in the American colonies as 
racialized slavery. 

And over time, over centuries, those created differences started to look real. 
They started to look natural and normal. Which, as I have just explained, they 
were not. 

There is so much important history that all of us need to relearn, or even 
learn, since many of us weren’t taught about the history of the race. We see 
every day the continuing and damning consequences of that. 

As genealogists, we have a view into history that is unique. Let’s share this 
important point, because we can’t conquer anything we don’t understand.

https://timeline.com/europeans-invented-the-concept-of-race-as-we-know-it-58f896fae625
https://www.theatlantic.com/personal/archive/2011/09/the-slave-society-defined/244581/
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Postcards Provide Clues to Family 
I am fortunate to have copies of postcards that some of my ancestors sent. 
They are a wonderful artifact to have for genealogy, as are handwritten 
letters. They can also be used effectively to solve research problems. 

The Harbour Family: A Stubborn Problem 
Hannah Harbour had two children, Doss and Odie, with her first husband 
Joseph. She had three more children and later married their father John 
Bradley. 

Hannah and her children were living in Hardin County, Tennessee in 1900: 

 

The family was also living in Hardin County in 1920 (with her 2nd husband): 

 

 

Usually when I find a family “sandwiched” in census records like this, it 
suggests that the family is probably there.  

I know I need to read through the entire district, page by page, to try to find 
them. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/1900hannah.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/1920brad.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/19202.jpg?ssl=1
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Census records have far too many transcription, spelling and quality 
errors to quickly conclude that a family has been missed. 

You’d be surprised how many people can be found when you look carefully 
through the neighborhood and abandon the search feature on Ancestry. 

So, I did that and still didn’t find them. 

This problem bedeviled me for many years. I think you can all relate to a 
missing record that just feels like a thorn in your side. 

Postcards Provide A Clue 
One day, I was reviewing my records and came across a set of postcards I’d 
copied many years prior. 

I found one from Hannah’s daughter Pearl, writing to her aunt back in Hardin 
County, written in 1910.  

I zeroed in on the postmark and lo and behold it said: Wybark, OK: 

 

I quickly went to Ancestry, the year 1910, and wouldn’t you know it, that’s 
where the family was. 

The census enumerator recorded the entire family under the surname BRADY 
instead of BRADLEY: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/pearl.jpg?ssl=1
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This shows that even though my “sandwich rule” holds true in most cases, it 
did not here. 

The family relocated to Oklahoma, where John was farming, but they moved 
back to Hardin County by 1920. Maybe John wanted to try his hand farming in 
a new place and it just didn’t work out. 

Other Tidbits of History 
Postcards also revealed the story that daughter Magnolia (whose picture 
heads this post) worked in Waco, Texas for many years in the 1910s and 
owned a business there: 

 

 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/1910HannahHarbour_OK.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/nola_store.jpg?ssl=1
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Adelle Barnes 
Lastly, I have a 1913 postcard, written by Adelle Barnes of Jackson, TN, to 
Nannie Barnes: 

 

Adelle’s Barnes surname suggested to me she may be a relative. 

I found Adelle in Jackson in the 1920, 1930 and 1940 census records as Adelle 
Dawson.  

I confirmed it was the same woman from the postcard using the address. 

In 1917, she married Holmes Dawson. However, subsequent searches failed to 
find Adelle in a census as Adelle Barnes. 

I ordered Adelle’s 1977 death certificate and even though her parents were 
named, I didn’t recognize them. Otis Barnes and Helen Smith. 

I was stuck again, until I found obituaries for Adelle’s mother Helen and 
several of the other family members. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/adelle.jpg?ssl=1
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Displaying just how valuable cluster research is 
(don’t know what that is? Read about it here) 
her aunt Jennie’s obituary (shown left) 
contained quite a bit of family history. 

It noted that she was born in Oxford, MS, and 
tha Jennie was the daughter of Fred and Virginia 
Duke Smith.  

If you recall, I found Adelle in 1920, 1930 and 
1940, but couldn’t find her before then. 

But with these new names and relationships,  

I found Adelle in 1910 living with her mother in 
her grandmother’s house (in Jackson), hidden 
under the surname SMITH: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/clustering-at-the-cemetery/
https://www.familytreemagazine.com/articles/genealogy_research_strategies/cluster-collateral-research-find-ancestors/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/1910-adelle.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/The_Jackson_Sun_Sun__Apr_20__1969_ADawson2.jpg?ssl=1
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And in 1900, finally, I found Adelle, still living with her grandparents. I saw 
immediately why I couldn’t find her before: 

 

Even though she was a BARNES, the enumerator heard BONDS and that was 
what was written down and transcribed! These census records will get you 
every time. 

Taking these records together, along with the lack of marriage for Helen 
Smith, it appears that she had Adelle out of wedlock. 

That’s why I couldn’t find the Barnes household I was originally looking for. 
Assuming people are married when they have children is something we need 
to remember is not always true. 

Possible Connection? 
I had the names of Adelle’s parents, Otis Barnes and Helen Smith, but those 
names rang no bells for me. I decided to go back through Nannie Barnes’ 
family tree to look for candidates. 

Nannie had a brother named Campbell Barnes who was enumerated with his 
family in 1880. In Campbell’s 1880 household in McNairy Co., Tennessee is the 
best candidate for the mysterious Adelle Barnes’ connection to Nannie. 

One of Campbell’s children is named Odie. And even though the census marks 
this child as a female, perhaps that was a mistake. Odie Barnes. Otis Barnes. 
Pretty close: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/are-your-assumptions-leading-you-astray/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/1900adelle.jpg?ssl=1
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This Odie Barnes is the right age, born abt. 1872, to have had a child born abt. 
1898.That would make Nannie Adelle’s aunt. 

This is the current hypothesis I am working on. 

I hope this post has underscored how valuable postcards can be when we 
scrutinize them for clues. 

They also illustrate how widely traveled our ancestors were even in the era of 
steamboat and railroad travel. That surprised me.

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/1880_campbell_barnes.jpg?ssl=1
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Murder in the Family 
Violence is certainly not something our 
generation invented. 

There have been many surprises for me over the 
years of my genealogy research. One is how 
many people I found who were murdered. 

Strange, odd and sad, but true. I’m going to try 
my best not to read anything too deep into this 
(!). But the genealogy part of it is worthy of 

discussion, nevertheless. 

For most of these, no oral history passed down in the family about the 
murders. I can imagine why. 

Death Certificates and Newspaper Articles 
Most death certificates indicate whether an individual met an untimely death 
at the hands of someone else. 

In those cases, usually the coroner filed a report. You should always try to 
discover whether the coroner’s reports still survive. 

If you find individuals who were killed, I recommend trying to find a 
newspaper article about the event. You will already have the date, from the 
death certificate. 

More and more online newspapers are available. Depending upon the place 
and time, you may be able to find an article at one of these websites. 

Elroy Roberson 
My great-grandmother Vannie married a man named Elroy Roberson. I was 
stunned when I finally received his death certificate. He was shot to death. 

This was an unknown piece of information to me and my family. Look how 
young he was when he died: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/dna-bombshell/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/verify-your-oral-history/
https://www.familytreemagazine.com/premium/document-detective-coroner-report/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/1020px-Skull_and_crossbones.svg_.png?ssl=1
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A newspaper article revealed the sad details: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Elroy-Roberson-1939.jpg?ssl=1
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Newspaper articles can provide crucial details about the event. However, we 
must always remember that we usually don’t know who provided the details 
in the article. 

If the article mentions a trial, we should try to find the records of the court 
case. 

The Jackson Sun, 7 April 1940 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/criminals-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/criminals-family/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/The_Jackson_Sun_Sun__Apr_7__1940_Elroy-WOW.jpg?ssl=1
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Pearl McDaniel 
At other times in my research, I found the newspaper article first. The body of 
Pearl McDaniel, my grandmother’s half–sister, was found on the street in 
Talbot County, Maryland: 

 
Afro-American, 9 January 1932 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/PearlWaters3.jpg?ssl=1


114 
 

Using this I was able to find her death certificate: 

 

Charlie Hale 
In a different family line, the circumstances of the death of Charles Hale in 
Nashville were known: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Pearl-Waters-McDaniel.jpg?ssl=1
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His then wife, Nella, lived to be 101 and she shared much of her family history. 
I had the wonderful pleasure of knowing her before she passed away. She 
shared her many memories of growing up, along with her rich collection of 
family photos and other memorabilia.  

Nella described the robbery and shooting that occurred when she was 
married to her first husband. Charlie owned a grocery store, and the motive 
appeared to be robbery.Nella survived a shooting at point-blank range, but 
her husband did not. Fortunately, the police arrested the two men: 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/CharlieHale_DC.jpg?ssl=1
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The Tennessean, 14 Jan 1931 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/The_Tennessean_Wed__Jan_14__1931_Hale2_col3page3.jpg?ssl=1
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Mary Torrence 
The obituary below, as usual for this type of source, does not hint at the cause 
of death for Mary: 

 

 

 

But her descendants shared yet another sad and strange story, confirmed by 
newspaper accounts: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Courier_Post_Tue__Apr_4__1961_p25_col6_MaryTorrence.jpg?ssl=1
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Pittsburgh Post Gazette, 1 April 1961 

I suspect her husband Nish, who married one of my collateral ancestors, had 
an undiagnosed mental illness. Papers across the country carried the story, 
I’m sure because of its salacious headline. 

So how do we handle writing these kinds of situations when we tell our story? 
As gently and gracefully as we can.

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Pittsburgh_Post_Gazette_Sat__Apr_1__1961_Nish_p2_col3.jpg?ssl=1
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Fooled Again: The Green Barnes Family 
The family of my ancestor Green 
Barnes recently proved to me again 
that we all need to be diligent when 
trying to reconstruct our families. 

It also illustrates how original sources, 
assumptions and human nature 
sometimes conspire to confuse us. 

This recent odyssey started when I 
was reviewing the obituary for a 
collateral ancestor, Cora Holt (shown 
left).  

Cora married Troy Holt, the brother of 
my great-grandfather. 

I noticed Cora’s obituary named a 
sister– Etta H. Pulliam. I never noticed 
that before. How did I miss that? 

It Starts in 1880 
The trouble starts with Green Barnes 
and his family who appear on the 
1880 census in Hardin County, 
Tennessee (shown below). 

The 1880 census lists four children: 
Fayette, Maggie, William and Eddie. By 
1900, Green and Rena’s household 
was gone. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/assumptions-astray/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The_Jackson_Sun_Sun__Jan_11__1976_Cora-Holt-col3_pg9C.jpg?ssl=1
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Sons Fayette and William appear sporadically in Hardin County records. 
Daughter Maggie married a man named Ed Bradley. After 1900, Maggie’s 
family moved to Arkansas where most of their children lived and died. 

That leaves the last child Eddie unaccounted for. I’ll get to him in a bit. 

An estate action in 1899, mentioned in county court minutes, indicated 
Green’s death in that year. Tennessee did not record state level deaths until 
1908, but his wife Rena probably died before 1900 as well, though no record 
records her death. 

Who is Wife Rena? 
No marriage record provides her maiden name. Nevertheless, Rena is almost 
certainly the woman named Arena Lowery living in the same community in 
1870 (image is faint): 

 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/1880-Green-Rena.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/1870benlowery-1.jpg?ssl=1
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William Barnes’ 1952 death certificate (Green and Rena’s son) confirms his 
mother as “Reanie Lowery.” 

 

The informant on William’s death certificate was a woman named Beadie 
Williams. 

I thought, “Who in the heck is she?” 

Finding Beadie 
My Rootsmagic genealogy database revealed that I faithfully recorded a 1906 
marriage between “Beety” Barnes and Cornelius Broyles: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/William-Death2.jpg?ssl=1
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However, I had not recorded parents for Beadie. OK. 

Another woman named Beaty Barnes married a man named Oliver Williams 
(in a neighboring county) in 1935. What? 

 

Turns out Beadie Barnes was another daughter of Green and Rena Barnes. The 
two marriage records were for one woman. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/boryles.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/williams.jpg?ssl=1
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After marrying Cornelius Broyles and raising several children, Beadie 
presumably divorced. For her second marriage in 1935, Beadie used her 
maiden name Barnes instead of her married name Broyles. 

I think genealogy will throw a loop at you like that every once a while just to 
see if you are paying attention.  

That misleading original record led me astray for a while as I tried to figure 
out who these people were. 

True to human nature, people in that time often did not record their true 
marital status on the census if they were divorced or abandoned. 

Creating a timeline helped me to see that this was one woman. 

So, Beadie Williams, informant on her brother William’s death certificate, was 
the same Beadie who first married Cornelius Broyles in 1906. 

Who is Etta? 
Now that I straightened out who 
Beadie was, let’s get back to Cora’s 
obituary. Who was Etta H. Pulliam? 

I found Etta’s obituary—she lived to be 
101 (above). Etta Pulliam was the 
former Etta Holt. Etta Barnes married 
Hundley Holt in Hardin County on 24 
July 1898. 

After Hundley’s death, she apparently 
married a man surnamed Pulliam.  

Another fact I did not know. 

I am fortunate to have been given a 
photo of lovely Etta with first husband 
Hundley by my cousin sometime ago: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/criminals-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/criminals-family/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The_Jackson_Sun_Thu__Apr_30__1981_Etta-Pulliam_p7C_col6.jpg?ssl=1
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Etta’s presence in the 1940 Jackson, Tennessee household of her sister Beadie 
provided confirmation of her relationship to this family: 

 

City directories note that Etta was a nurse, another new piece of information. 

How Did I Miss All This? 
Why didn’t I have Etta correctly connected in this family? After all, I knew she 
was a Barnes. 

When I went back to Green and Rena’s 1880 household I quickly found my 
mistake: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/HundleyEttaHolt_blog.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/1940-Beadie-and-Etta_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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The youngest child is called “Eddie” in the census. But if we look at the sex of 
the child, Eddie is in fact a DAUGHTER. 

Probably not Eddie. Probably ETTA. 

A closer read of Etta’s 1900 household with her first husband Hundley, reveals 
another man who never appears in any other records: 18-year-old Marsh 
Barnes, Etta’s brother. 

 

One more point to make: on Cora Holt’s Social Security SS5 application, she 
named parents Green Barnes and Sallie Bradley. 

She was not a child of Green and Rena; she had a different mother. But Cora’s 
obituary calls Etta her sister anyway (even though they were technically half 
sisters.) 

Closing Thoughts 
I have cautioned before how we need to be very careful about that 1880 
“donut hole,” my name for the 20-year gap between 1880 and 1900. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-1880-donut-hole/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-1880-donut-hole/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/1880-Green-Rena_daucircled.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/1880-Marsh-Barnes_red.jpg?ssl=1
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It is very easy to miss children who were born after 1880 but were out of the 
household by 1900. Green and Rena Barnes had at least two more children 
after 1880– Beadie and Marsh. 

Multiple marriages of Beadie and Etta also obscured their place in my family 
tree. 

I also ordered Beadie and Etta’s death certificates, now that I had their correct 
surnames. 

This example was a good case study in the need to: 

 spend more time analyzing the sources you already have, to think 
through all the evidence and discern what all of it together says, 

 carefully read all of of the information on each census, and to 
 question our assumptions all along the road of our research. 

That’s what I love about genealogy–some new puzzle or mystery always 
presents itself. 

And I, like everyone else, still need reminding, every once in a while, of the 
basics. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records-multiple/
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Two New Books Worth Your Time 
Genealogists and historians Noreen J. 
Goodson and Donna Tyler Hollie have 
recently published Through the Tax 
Assessor’s Eyes: Enslaved People, Free 
Blacks and Slaveholders in Early 
Nineteenth Century Baltimore. This book is 
a welcome addition to the historiography 
of early Baltimore history and takes its 
rightful place aside works by Ralph 
Clayton, Barbara Jeanne Fields and others. 

While the primary focus of the book are 
transcriptions of the 1813 and 1818 
Baltimore City tax records, this book is so 
much more. 

The records themselves are rich, and 
contain not just names and addresses, but sometimes occupations, race and 
other comments, such as whether someone is crippled or deemed “insane.” 

The Foreword provides significant historical background on the 1813 and 
1818 tax records. The authors provide readers with the context to understand 
the records for those of us (myself included) who are not knowledgeable in 
the early history of Baltimore. 

Drawing on their own expertise as educators and genealogists, the authors 
provide critical analysis of the broader areas these records speak to. For 
example, they provide an overview of the complex ground-rent system that 
existed in Baltimore, a result of the land patent system in Maryland. 

Not content to be a mere book of transcriptions, the authors conducted an 
enormous amount of additional research on individuals they found in the tax 
records. Both women are expert genealogists and used that experience to 
correlate the information found in the tax records with other sources such as 

https://www.amazon.com/Ralph-Clayton/e/B000APYOES
https://www.amazon.com/Ralph-Clayton/e/B000APYOES
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/tax-book.jpg?ssl=1
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census and court records, city 
directories and newspapers. From this 
additional research, the authors created 
biographical profiles of more than 15 
individuals found in the records. 

Especially noteworthy are what these 
records tell us about the lives of 
African-Americans of the period. We 
learn about the extent of urban slavery, 
which challenges our image of enslaved 
people as only agricultural workers. 
The records include the names and 
ages of enslaved individuals, which is a 
rarity in tax records overall and a boon 
for historical researchers. 

The tax records tell us much about the 
city’s free blacks with their always 
tenuous lives as well as the important role of institutions such as churches. 
We also get a clearer picture of the what I call the urban “mixture” of slaves 
and slaveholders, abolitionists, teachers, manual laborers and skilled laborers, 
immigrants and another under-researched group—women. 

The city maps provided on page 14 further help readers place the records in 
proper visual context. In addition to an extensive index and bibliography of 
source material, the decision to include a glossary was a wise one. Common 
eighteenth-century occupations and terminology, such as “fig blue” and 
“cordwainer” are sure to be unknown to current-day readers. 

Published by Clearfield Publishing, this book is available at Amazon. It is an 
important contribution to the history of early Baltimore, and I hope you’ll get 
your copy today. 

Another book I’d like to highlight for you is Margo Lee Williams book, Miles 
Lassiter: An Early African-American Quaker from Randolph County, North 
Carolina.(above) I received my copy last week and found it to be a wonderful 
example of how to publish family history research. Immensely readable, Ms. 
Williams takes us back to the very beginnings of her research. 

https://www.amazon.com/Through-Tax-Assessors-Eyes-Slaveholders/dp/0806358580/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1521911644&sr=1-1&keywords=through+the+tax+assessor%27s+eyes
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/miles.jpg?ssl=1
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What’s notable is that the author doesn’t just walk us through the road trips 
she took while uncovering her family roots, she also shows us each step of the 
way which problem she was trying to solve. 

I rather enjoyed her habit of placing her internal questions and comments in 
parenthesis in the text. This illustrates the importance of not just finding a 
record but understanding what it is telling you and she invites us into that 
analysis. 

Ms. Williams makes extensive use of social history to provide context to the 
lives of her ancestors and the book is somewhat of a Master Class on how to 
effortlessly weave social history into the story.  

She discusses what laws existed that affected both enslaved and free blacks. 
We simply cannot understand our ancestor’s lives unless we understand the 
time and place in which they lived. Adding social history and context also 
makes our work exciting to read, especially for non-genealogists. 

Ms. Williams took the time to provide source citations. This not only tells the 
reader what evidence supported her conclusions and where to find the 
information she uncovered, but it also allows the reader to see the depth and 
the breadth of the sources she utilized. 

She not only consulted census and vital records and relevant books, she also 
used deed and court records, private papers, newspapers, oral history, 
Freedmens Bureau records and articles published in historical journals.  

Ms. Williams book reminds us that genealogy can’t be completed on the 
Internet. I highly recommend the Miles Lassiter book for anyone looking for a 
readable template on family history research. Get your copy from Amazon 
today. 

Since I’m talking about writings today, I’d also like to share a new page on my 
blog that you can access at the link above titled “African-American Genealogy 
Articles.” The idea is to encourage and inspire all of you to tell your own 
stories by providing ready access to articles that I and others have written 
about our families and local history in African-American communities. 

Are you stuck on how you can start to write up your 5,10 or 20 years of 
research? Take a look at the look at the articles and get some inspiration and 
some ideas on how to do just that.

https://www.amazon.com/Miles-Lassiter-circa-1777-1850-African-American/dp/0939479389/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1521910597&sr=1-1&keywords=miles+lassiter
https://www.amazon.com/Miles-Lassiter-circa-1777-1850-African-American/dp/0939479389/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1521910597&sr=1-1&keywords=miles+lassiter
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When Original Sources Are Wrong 
 

 

Frank Gowen married Matilda Davis on 17 August 1916 in Duval County, 
Florida. Seems straightforward, right? This is an original source, after all. 

Except it isn’t accurate. 

Matilda married Frank GARVIN. 

And a seemingly small detail like that can throw your research off into all 
kinds of wrong directions. 

The Beginning of Trouble 
When we first start researching our family, the discoveries come fast and 
furious. With Ancestry, we quickly find “the low-hanging fruit.” That is the 
census records and vital records that Ancestry pretty much serves up to us. 

However, as the search deepens, we quickly get into trouble. Vital records 
become scarce and then non-existent.  

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Matilda-GowenMariage.jpg?ssl=1
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We find wives whose maiden name has been lost to time. 

We approach an era when people didn’t really need to know their birthdate. 
(That only become more necessary with the creation of Social Security in 
1935). 

We encounter a lack of documents for poorer and marginalized people and 
women in general. For descendants of enslaved people, we eventually hit the 
brick wall of slavery. 

That plunges many of us into what seems like an abyss of nothingness. 

In other words, we eventually get back to a time when the answers to our 
questions will not be written in any one document. 

We have to learn how to piece together the family using new strategies and 
approaches. Using lesser known sources , expanding our search to a larger 
group of people and searching in repositories are necessary. 

This takes time and a desire to learn by taking classes, listening to lectures 
and reading articles and books written by other genealogists. 

Inaccuracies 
Some original sources simply have high rates of error. Census records come to 
mind. I tend to use census records as a guide. 

 Take with a grain of salt every piece of information you find in them. Maybe 
its true. Maybe not. 

As with all sources, we need to correlate census information in other records. 
Where do the records agree? Where do they disagree? 

Death certificates are also notorious for inaccuracies. I recently blogged about 
them.   

For example, the informant on Edward Prather’s death certificate reports his 
birth date as 13 March 1876: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-four-things/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-four-things/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/southern-plantations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/how-to-keep-learning-genealogy/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/analyzing-and-correlating-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/beware-the-death-certificate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/beware-the-death-certificate/
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However, other records confirm that Edward was at least ten years older. 
Look at his age in his father’s 1870 household: 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Edward-Prather.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/1870wesleyp.jpg?ssl=1
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My ancestor John Smith’s Social Security application led me astray for too 
many years to count. 

John provided the information for the form himself, and so you assume (!) he 
knew the name of his parents as well as his birthplace. 

He was wrong. 

 

DNA finally provided the name of John Smith’s father: a man named Nelson 
Locklear from Robeson County, North Carolina. 

Closing Thoughts 
The takeaway is this: only research that is thorough, wide in scope and deep 
in breadth can tell us whether individual assertions in records are accurate or 
not. 

That standard can’t be met if all your research is done online. As shown in this 
post, even original sources can often be plain old wrong.  

In one last example I’ll refer back to my ancestor Matilda. My ancestor 
Matilda’s research has been a minefield of inaccurate and incomplete records. 
Finding her parents was one of my proudest moments in this research. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/are-your-assumptions-leading-you-astray/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/dna-bombshell/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/never-rely-just-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/lie-to-me/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/brick-wall-crashes-down/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-matilda/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/JohnSmith_SS5_2.jpg?ssl=1
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Here’s a clipping from her marriage application. In it, she asserts she had been 
married once before: 

 

How many times had Matilda actually been married? THREE.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/application-marriage-license/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/MatildaGarvin_PeterVickersMR1.jpg?ssl=1
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Teaching the Hard History of Slavery 

 

This will be another long post. Sigh. 

The Southern Poverty Law Center released a report last week called “Teaching 
Hard History: American Slavery.” The Atlantic ran an article about the report. 

It’s a sobering read. For me, it was deeply disturbing, though not surprising. 

 
Nast cartoon, Harpers Weekly, 13 Apr 1867 

https://www.splcenter.org/teaching-hard-history-american-slavery
https://www.splcenter.org/teaching-hard-history-american-slavery
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/02/what-kids-are-really-learning-about-slavery/552098/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/hardhist.png?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Harpers-4-13-1867.jpg?ssl=1
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So much of what we suffer in this country is *directly* related to slavery. I can 
see some people’s eyes rolling back and I hear the collective sighs–but that 
doesn’t make it less true. 

We’ve got to grapple with that 
fact, as uncomfortable as it is to 
talk about and to think about. 
Consider this: 

Stereotypes Rooted in 
Slavery 
All of the negatives stereotypes 
about African-Americans that are 
widely believed today by so 
many are rooted in slavery. 

Rooted. In. Slavery: 

 

 

 

 

Blacks are violent savages. They are naturally criminal. 
Blacks are lazy. They don’t want to work and must be forced to do so. 
Blacks are mentally inferior. Stupid. 
Blacks are a different race. Biologically different. 
Blacks need to be taken care of. They need moral guidance because their very 
nature is immoral. 

Savannah Courier, TN, 20 Nov 1890 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/20-Nov-1890.png?ssl=1


137 
 

 
1866 Democratic Party Flier 

These beliefs are rooted in the justifications that Southerners gave to support 
the institution of slavery. The beliefs continued after emancipation to support 
white supremacy, especially during Reconstruction. 

These beliefs are old, dated, and bone-marrow deep in America. 

Why is it that we can reach back hundreds of years and find the same beliefs? 
Let’s look at what some pro-slavery writers wrote: 

George Fitzhugh 
Sociology for the South or the Failure of Free Society, by George Fitzhugh, 
1854,  

http://www.ushistory.org/us/27f.asp
http://www.ushistory.org/us/27f.asp
http://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/fitzhughsoc/menu.html
http://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/fitzhughsoc/menu.html
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/freedmanscartoon.jpg?ssl=1
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Chapter V, Negro Slavery: 

(P. 83) “…[the negro] is but a grown up child, and must be governed as a child… 
The master occupies towards him the place of parent or guardian…” 
 
(P. 84) “In the last place, the negro race is inferior to the white race …this defect 
of character would alone justify enslaving him, if he is to remain here. In Africa 
or the West Indies, he would become idolatrous, savage and cannibal, or be 
devoured by savages and cannibals.” 
 
(p.88) “Now, are the average of negroes equal in information, in native 
intelligence, in prudence or providence, to well-informed white children of 
fourteen? We who have lived with them for forty years, think not.” 
 

 
The Times, 26 Aug 1909 

T. W. Holt 
The Right of American Slavery, by TW Holt, 1860 (pamphlet) 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/rbaapc:@field(DOCID+@lit(rbaapc13300))
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/The_Times_Thu__Aug_26__1909_lazy2.jpg?ssl=1
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“The African race is a race of barbarians, and civilization to that race would be 
an artificial state of existence… The vestiges of barbarism characterize the 
Negro, in his normal state. 

 
The latent principle of 
cannibalism, lurks, in dormant 
energy, within the very core of 
his being, and constitutes a 
prominent characteristic…” 
 
“It has been supposed by some, 
that the enunciation of human 
equality in the American 
Declaration of Independence 
was intended for all the races of 
men in the world. Such a 
supposition is totally 
unfounded… 
 
In the first place, it is not true; 
and in the next place, the writer 
of that Declaration meant no 
such thing, for he held slaves, 
and knew their inferiority. 
 
The quotes in this next 
example would almost be 

funny if they weren’t so damn silly. At a scientific conference, no less! 

James Hunt 
The Negro’s Place in Nature: A Paper Read before the London Anthropological 
Society, by Dr. James Hunt , 1866. 

The Tennessean, 22 August 1927 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/rbaapc:@field(DOCID+@lit(rbaapc14300))
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/rbaapc:@field(DOCID+@lit(rbaapc14300))
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/The_Tennessean_Thu__Aug_2__1928_.jpg?ssl=1
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(P. 7) “It is too generally taught 
that the Negro only differs from 
the European in the color of his 
skin and the peculiarity of his hair; 
but such opinions are not 
supported by facts.  
 
The skin and hair are not the only 
things which distinguish the Negro 
from the European, even 
physically; and the difference is 
greater, mentally and morally, 
than the demonstrated physical 
difference.” 
 
(P. 8) “The skull is very hard and 
unusually thick; enabling the 
Negroes to fight or carry heavy 
weights on their heads with 
pleasure… 
 
From these researches it appears 
that in the Negro the growth of the 

brain is sooner arrested than in the 
European. This premature union of the bones of the skull may give a clue to 
much of the mental inferiority which is seen in the Negro race.  
 
(P. 8) “Young Negro children are nearly as intelligent as European children; but 
the older they grow the less intelligent they become. They exhibit, when young, 
an animal liveliness for play and tricks, far surpassing the European child. The 
infant ape’s skull resembles more the Negro’s head than the aged ape, and thus 
shows a striking analogy in their craniological development.” 
 
(P. 25) “There is abundant evidence to show that the Negro will not work 
without a considerable amount of persuasion.” 

Vicksburg Herald, 8 Mar 1903 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/The_Vicksburg_Herald_Sun__Mar_8__1903_crim2.jpg?ssl=1
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I can’t even begin to address the argument used most by Southerners as 
justification: the Bible itself.  

One of the most popular was the idea that God cursed Ham’s descendants to 
be slaves, and Africans were Ham’s descendants. 

The Takeaway 
The beliefs supporting slavery did not die when slavery died.  

They continued unabated throughout Reconstruction, Redemption, Jim Crow, 
the Civil Rights Era, and right on up to the present day. 

I don’t know how much clearer this truth could be. 

Nast drawing, Harper’s Weekly, 5 Sept 1868 

http://american-south.org/export/html/geu/confederateimprints/amso_geu_confederateimprints_8qwmw.html?Welcome
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Harpers-9-5-1868.jpg?ssl=1
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I can’t stress this enough. 

I can’t say this enough. 

The beliefs did not die when slavery died.  

Pittsburgh Courier, 26 Aug 1950 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/The_Pittsburgh_Courier_Sat__Aug_26__1950_.jpg?ssl=1
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We have to have a reckoning with the truth about American Slavery and its 
continuing legacy. It is a painful and hard truth. This is tough stuff for us all, I 
know. 

It all starts with what we teach our children and what we ourselves take the 
time to learn. The Internet makes original sources just a keyboard away, as 
my links have shown. 

I urge anyone with an interest in this topic to download and read the report.  

 
Richmond Times Dispatch, 20 Jul 1909 

https://www.splcenter.org/20180131/teaching-hard-history
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/The_Times_Dispatch_Tue__Jul_20__1909_nursesrichmond.jpg?ssl=1
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The Long, Long Hold of Slavery 

 

LC-USF33- 006025-M3 [P&P] Pulaski, ARK, 1939 

After emancipation, the vast majority of the 4 million newly freed slaves 
remained living near their former owners, if not working directly for them. 

Some did leave the area of their enslavement. They left with the Union Army, 
migrated to nearby cities for work or left in search of loved ones who had 
been sold. But most remained. 

This proximity means the 1870 census is a critical document for those 
researching former slaves. I can’t say that enough. 

Why Proximity is Key 
Proximity, along with surname, is one of the best clues in the quest to discover 
the identity of a former slaveholder. Over and over again, we see this pattern 
in the 1870 census. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1870-census/
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Why would they stay so close? The need to earn a living doing explains much 
of this. Former slaves were largely illiterate and worked primarily as farmers. 
Their former owners still owned land that needed laborers. 

Freedmen quickly realized how few choices they actually had and how narrow 
freedom actually was. 

What is often unappreciated is the long, multi-generational hold of slavery 
and the effects of its lovechild, Jim Crow segregation. 
 

 

Waiting to pick cotton, Arkansas, LC-USF33- 006029-M3 [P&P] 

Many descendants of slaves still lived in proximity to the where their 
ancestors were enslaved 30, 40, even 60 years later. 

Some were still working for descendants of the slaveholding family. 

In 1910, the African-American Prathers are still in Montgomery County, 
Maryland living in close proximity to their former owners. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/waiting.jpg?ssl=1
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1910 Census. Tobias Prather next to former Cooke slaveholding family 

 

The African-American Benomens are still in 1940 in Kemper County, 
Mississippi, where their ancestors were enslaved. This was true all over the 
South. 

Why did so many African-Americans remain locked into the place of their 
ancestor’s enslavement, even decades later? 

Time Passes, Conditions Worsen 
Reconstruction offered only a brief glimpse at the possibility of a truly multi-
racial society. White supremacy and those in its sway quickly retook the state 
and local governments of the southern states. 

They eventually removed the ability of African-Americans to vote through 
violence and intimidation. 

The 13th amendment, which abolished slavery, contained a valuable 
exception: “except as punishment for crime.” 

With this key phrase, southern states enacted convict leasing statutes in a 
fever pitch.This doomed thousands of southern blacks to literal enslavement 
and even death well through the turn of the century. 
 

http://www.umich.edu/%7Elawrace/disenfranchise1.htm
http://www.umich.edu/%7Elawrace/disenfranchise1.htm
https://www.hamptoninstitution.org/convictleasesystem.html
http://www.slaverybyanothername.com/the-book/excerpt/
http://www.slaverybyanothername.com/the-book/excerpt/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/1910-Tobias-Prather.jpg?ssl=1
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Oglethorpe, GA, 1941, Convicts, LC-DIG-fsa-8a35437 

Moreover, the lynching that began in earnest in the 1880s would go one to kill 
over four thousand blacks through the 1930s. This extralegal killing was not 
confined to the southern states. 

Almost none of the perpetrators were caught and punished, even though their 
identities were mostly known. 

This is not an abstract occurrence. My own ancestor George W. Holt was 
lynched in Hardin County, Tennessee in 1887. The local newspaper called it 
‘suicide’: 

 

http://www.naacp.org/history-of-lynchings/
http://www.naacp.org/history-of-lynchings/
http://www.naacp.org/history-of-lynchings/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/convicts.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/gholt_1887.jpg?ssl=1
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The Failure of 
Reconstruction 
Part of the failure of 
Reconstruction was the inability of 
the federal government to give 
freedpeople their own land, the 
“forty acres and a mule” that 
became lore. 

Lincoln’s assassination and the rise 
of Andrew Johnson to the 
Presidency portended their fate. 

An avowed white supremacist, 
Johnson (shown left) favored a 
quick amnesty for the former 
Confederates who had committed 
treason. 

The Freedmens Bureau backed 
down from advocating for 
landownership for former slaves 
and instead encouraged and 
pushed freedpeople into year-long 
labor contracts. 
 

 

This failure—to give land to the people who had worked it– locked many of 
the descendants of enslaved people into sharecropping and tenant farming 
and poverty generation after generation. 

Former slave Bayley Wyatt spoke passionately in 1866: 

“I may state to all our friends, and to all our enemies, that we has a right to the 
land where we are located.  For why? I tell you. Our wives, our children, our 
husbands, has been sold over and over again to purchase the lands we now 
locates upon; for that reason we have a divine right to the land…” 

Savannah Courier (TN) Newspaper, April 1887 

https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/01/12/376781165/the-story-behind-40-acres-and-a-mule
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/01/12/376781165/the-story-behind-40-acres-and-a-mule
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/federal/freedmen%E2%80%99s-bureau/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
http://www.freedmen.umd.edu/Wyat.html
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/johnsonkickingfreedmensbureau500w.jpg?ssl=1
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How Much Freedom 
Freedom was an elusive thing in 
reality. 

Freedmen and their families were 
still, as they were in slavery, 
economically dependent upon 
white planters. 

Yes, they couldn’t be sold away 
from loved ones. 
Yes, they were not supposed to be 
whipped anymore. 
Yes, they were supposed to be 
paid for their service. 
They were now citizens and were 
supposed to be able to vote. 

But in reality, white terrorist 
organizations like the Ku Klux 
Klan murdered, whipped and 
raped tens of thousands of 
former slaves. They burned the schools and churches that freedmen built. 

In reality, former owners tried to keep their children in slavery after 
emancipation. 

In reality, slaveholders scoffed at the idea of paying people they used to own 
and cheated them or simply ran them off their property in droves after the 
crop came in. 

Any African-American who dared achieve highly–by becoming landowners, by 
registering to vote, by complaining of being cheated, by leading the building of 
churches and schools, and especially former Union soldiers–ran an even 
higher risk of being lynched. 

All of this, and remember that in most states, black people could not testify in 
court against anyone white. Freedmens Bureau documents attest to these and 
other atrocities. 

Former slave Willis Winn, Near Marshall, Texas, 
LC-USF33- 012186-M2 [P&P]. Holds the horn used to call 
slaves to work every day. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
http://www.freedmen.umd.edu/Kamper.html
http://www.freedmen.umd.edu/Body.html
http://www.freedmen.umd.edu/Body.html
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/williswinn-near-marshall-texas-1939.jpg?ssl=1
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And through it all, violence was the glue that held it all together. 
Unpunished violence, murder upon beating upon raping without justice. 
Daniel Price wrote to the Alabama governor in 1868: 

“I am afraid to leave town and in constant dread of being murdered….This state 
of things cannot long continue.  Either we must have protection or leave….We 
have fallen upon evil times when an American citizen can not express his honest 
opinions without being in great danger of being murdered.” 
 
Thomas Jones wrote to South Carolina’s governor in 1871: 

“On Friday night, there came a crowd of men to my house…calling, knocking, 
climbing and shoving at the door….It is a plot to drive me out of the country 
because I am a school teacher. They say that I shall not teach school any longer 
in this country.  Please your honor, send some protection up here.” 
 

 

On the porch, Pulaski, ARK, 1939, LC-USF33- 006025-M3 [P&P] 

 

Starting in the 1910s, the Great Migration began from the Deep South and by 
1970 over 6 million had left the South for opportunities in the North and 
West. Some African-Americans broke free and were able to escape the cycle of 
violent oppression and poverty. 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/long-lasting-legacy-great-migration-180960118/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/porch.jpg?ssl=1
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But everyone did not leave. Everyone did not break free.  

And through the turn of the century and two World Wars, the cumulative 
effects of the lack of social, political and economic power achieved in many 
ways, its desired outcome. 

The awful reality was that many, many African-American descendants of 
slaves were still living right there in the community with the descendants of 
their former owners, even half a century later. Even 80 years later, in 1940. 

Slavery had a long, long hold indeed.
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Slaves are in the FAN Club, Too 
Genealogists often use cluster research as a 
research strategy.  

As a shorthand, you will often hear people call 
this idea finding your ancestor’s “FAN” club: 
their friends, associates and neighbors. 

Expanding your focus to a group of people as 
opposed to one couple or one nuclear family 
dramatically increases your chances of solving 
tough research problems. 

It is the one skill that I assert will pay off over 
and over again. Some of my most stubborn 
research problems were solved by using this 
strategy. 
 

 

Enslaved People Lived in Close Proximity 
For descendants of slaveholding families, enslaved people a family owned are 
also members of that family’s FAN club. 

You’d be wise to research their former slaves and the documents they created. 

In most cases, enslaved people and their slaveholders knew a lot of 
information about one another given the close and intimate circumstances in 
which they worked. 

Of course, most enslaved people were illiterate. But the over 2,000 WPA Slave 
Interviews,  Civil War pension records, and Southern Claims Commission 
records are the kinds of records you can search. 

There were also more than one hundred slave narratives that were published, 
mostly by runaway slaves. 

Enslaved people frequently mentioned their owners in these records. 

William Colbert, 93, former slave 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-matilda/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/intro.html
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/colbert.jpg?ssl=1
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Cupid Hamilton, of Beaufort County, SC, discussed his former owner William 
Heyward in his Southern Claims Commission testimony. He included an 
important piece of information about Heyward: 

My name is Cupid Hamilton. [I am] 45 years old. I live at Wm Heyward’s 
plantation near Pocotaligo, Beaufort County, SC. 
I was the slave of Mr. William Heyward. ..He is dead now. He died in Charleston 
of yellow fever in 1872. 
 

Slave Narratives 
The 2,000+ slave narratives offer some of the richest first-hand testimony of 
formerly enslaved people. Like every source, they have weaknesses that 
should always be taken into account. 

Taken in the 1930s, most are the testimony of people who were children 
when enslaved; they had not yet experienced many of its horrors. 

Most interviewees were of advanced age and living in poverty during the 
Depression. 

Add to that mostly white interviewers in a time period bathed in the Lost 
Cause ideology, and one can understand why so many of those interviewed 
had sunnier views of slavery than one might expect. 

Still, they are a powerful source that should always be utilized. (Let me also 
prepare you for the frequent use of the n-word in this source). 

Siney Bonner, of Pickens Co., AL, recalled the name of the church her owner 
John Bonner attended: 
 

 
Siney Bonner, Vol I, Alabama, p. 45 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/articles-and-essays/introduction-to-the-wpa-slave-narratives/limitations-of-the-slave-narrative-collection/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/p49_church-1.jpg?ssl=1
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Take a look at how much Elizabeth Hasty recalled about her former owner’s 
family (John Sterling): 

 
Elizabeth Hasty, Vol. 14, Part 2, South Carolina narratives 

Interviews contain lots of information about what happened during the Civil 
War, particularly the depredations by both armies. 

Fanny Griffin described what happened at her owner Joe Beard’s plantation in 
Columbia, SC: 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/hasty_whitefamily.jpg?ssl=1
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Fanny Griffin, Vol. 14, Part 2, South Carolina Narratives 

Civil War Pensions 
Numerous Civil War pension files contain testimony from former owners. 
Because of the lack of documentary birth and marriage information for former 
slaves, their testimony was valuable and often sought by special investigators. 

I highly recommend the book Voices of Emancipation: Understanding Slavery, 
the Civil War, and Reconstruction through the U.S. Pension Bureau Files by 
Elizabeth Regosin and Donald Shaffer. 

The authors provide a good review of the challenges black soldiers faced. 

Although most former slaves were illiterate, the authors make an important 
point we should remember (p. 37): 

“…The absence of literacy did not mean an absence of memory or history among 
slaves…” 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Griffin-yankees.jpg?ssl=1
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In the Civil War pension file of Henry Haddox (17th and 101st USCT, 
Tennessee), Delia Bond includes a significant fact about her owner Dr. Haddox 
(of Spring Hill, Tenn.) in her 1906 deposition: 
 

“Henry Maddox and I belonged to the same master. Henry was about 10 years 
old when I married…My master, Dr. Maddox killed himself about 6 or 7 years 
before I married.” 
 
Finding the People 

How do you get started finding the people your family owned? Well, if you’ve 
researched the family’s probate records, you’ve probably come across their 
names in the wills and inventories. 

You may have private papers, such as family bibles or accounting records, that 
named the family’s enslaved laborers. 

Take a look at the 1870 census where your ancestors lived. Look also for any 
African-Americans living with the family in 1870. 

Also, look for African-Americans living nearby who carry the same surname 
(although many former slaves did not carry the last name of their last 
slaveholder.) 

Most former slaves in 1870 still lived in close proximity to their former 
owners. Make a list of those names and see if any of those people (the males) 
joined the Civil War. 

If so, check to see if that soldier or his family applied for a pension using the 
indexes at Ancestry and other sites. Check the soldier’s military service 
records. 

The slave interviews have been digitized and are easily searched. The 
individual volumes are indexed, but better yet, you can download the PDF 
volume for the state of interest and do a “Find” for your family surname. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-joy-of-probate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-in-tennessee-bibles/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1870-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-complexity-of-slave-surnames/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
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Most slave narratives have also been digitized at UNC DocSouth’s amazing 
database. 

Closing Thoughts 
I hope this post has expanded what people think about when using the FAN 
club and cluster research techniques. 

If your family owned slaves and you are not researching their records, you 
could be missing lots of valuable history about your family. 

Remember that working forward in time from a slaveholding family (to 
finding their slaves) is infinitely easier than those of us trying to find the 
slaveholding family of our ancestor. 

If the connections to former slaves is identified, please document it in your 
research and consider sharing those documents by attaching to your tree at 
Ancestry.com.

http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/intro.html
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What Did Slavery Look Like? 

 
Slavery in 1860 

President Lincoln spent a lot of time studying the map above, created by the 
United States Coast Survey. The darker the shading, the higher the percentage 
of enslaved laborers. 

Slavery maps such as this and several new databases help us understand the 
experiences of enslaved ancestors. 

At a glance we can see the density in the cotton-growing black belt, we can see 
the sugar plantations of Louisiana and others. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/BigSlaveryMap.jpg?ssl=1
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The Spread of Slavery 
The immediate cause of the Civil was the spread of slavery. Slaveholders 
believed they needed to continue to grow beyond their current borders and 
the President-elect did not support that idea. 

Although this static map is valuable, technology has allowed the creation of 
even better ways of understanding slavery. 

Take a look at Lincoln Mullen’s interactive map of the spread of slavery. This 
dynamic map allows us to have a better sense of how slavery grew and spread 
after 1790 (the link above will take you to the website). 

 

Lincoln Mullen, “The Spread of U.S. Slavery, 1790–1860,” interactive map, 
http://lincolnmullen.com/projects/slavery/, doi: 10.5281/zenodo.9825. 

There are other variables that can be mapped, such as the number of free 
African-Americans. The graphic can show county level data by zooming in on 
the map. 

http://lincolnmullen.com/projects/slavery/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/spread.png?ssl=1
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Take a look at what was happening in the counties where your ancestors 
lived. 

The Atlantic Slave Trade 
Rothman and Burdumy’s Trans Atlantic Slave Visualization provides another 
way to understand the slave trade. This site uses a “heatmap”–the shading 
color changes from green to red over time and indicate increasing numbers of 
voyages. 

 

From the site: 

Burdumy created a three-part visualization of the historical geography of the 
Atlantic slave trade. The first map shows the origin of slaving voyages, the 
second shows where slave ships embarked from West, West-Central, and 
Southeast Africa, and the third shows where the slavers disembarked their 
human cargoes in the Americas.  
The color spectrum from green to red shows the number and density of voyages 
cumulating over time. You can zoom in and out of each map for more or less 
detail. 
 

View the visualizations by clicking the ‘Animate’ button. It’s fascinating to see 
the changes over time. The English eventually surpassed all other European 
nations in slave voyages (note also the rise of tiny Rhode Island). 

http://mcb226.github.io/SlaveTrade/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/trade.png?ssl=1
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We also see how the bulk of all slaves went to the Caribbean and Brazil. Be 
sure to zoom in on the maps to see the country and state level changes. 

By doing this we can see such things as the specific West African origins of our 
ancestors. 

Visualizing Emancipation 
Last but not least I want to share the phenomenal work of the Visualizing 
Emancipation project. It’s hard to overstate the usefulness of this massive 
database. 

I tell everyone that emancipation was a process that unfolded over time, 
unevenly, not an event that occurred on January 1, 1863. The data at this site 
shows us that process. 
 

 

http://dsl.richmond.edu/emancipation/
http://dsl.richmond.edu/emancipation/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/eman.png?ssl=1
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From the site: 

Visualizing Emancipation organizes documentary evidence about when, where, 
and how slavery fell apart during the American Civil War… it shows how 
emancipation occurred unevenly across the South, beginning before the first 
major battles and ending after the end of the Confederacy.  
It shows the complex interactions between federal policies, armies in the field, 
and the actions of enslaved men and women on countless farms and city blocks. 
Press the ‘Get Started’ button and take a look at the map and its four options. 
My favorites are the Emancipation heatmap, the location of the Union Army 
and the legality of slavery. 

You can also change the view from ‘map’ to ‘list’ and see the individual specific 
events that form the map. You can view by source type (official record, 
newspaper account, etc.) It’s worth it to spread some time navigating this site. 

Closing Thoughts 
Emancipation was first and foremost led by enslaved people, who made the 
war about freedom long before Lincoln saw the war as such. They forced the 
issue by fleeing to the Union Army in large number AND providing valuable 
intelligence on the enemy. 

Many of us have read the history but there’s nothing like seeing it happen in 
real time, which these maps allow us to do. 

People have a tendency to view events from the past as inevitable, but that’s 
only because we have the luxury of knowing how the story ends. 

History doesn’t happen that way. Every outcome is contingent on a whole host 
of other things happening as well. 

The smarter we all are about the slave trade, slavery and emancipation, the 
better we can understand the lives and experiences of our ancestors.



163 
 

Beware the Death Certificate 

 

The information on a death certificate is a rich terrain for genealogists, but a 
tricky one. We cannot take all of its information as accurate without 
examining more information from other sources. 

Only the date and cause of death on a death certificate, usually verified by the 
attending medical professional, has a high probability of accuracy. 

The Informant is Key 
However, the family information provided and the birth date is only as good 
as the person who provided it. Thus you need to notice who the informant is 
on the document. 

It is often a spouse or child but could also be an unrelated neighbor or friend. 
It could also be hospital records. Even worse, that box could be blank. 

The death information is considered primary information, since it is usually 
recorded shortly after the actual event by a person who witnessed the 
occurrence. 

On the other hand, the birth date and the names (and birthplaces) of the 
parents of the deceased is usually secondary information. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/never-rely-just-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/never-rely-just-census/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/JohnSmith_DeathCertificate2.jpg?ssl=1
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The person providing that information was likely not present at the time of 
birth of the deceased. They may not have firsthand knowledge of who the 
parents were. 

Obvious exceptions to this would be a mother or father who is the informant 
for the death of their child. 

John Smith’s Birth date: Initial Sources 
An example is instructive here. John Smith’s 1960 death certificate (shown on 
previous page), provides a birth date of 22 June 22 1890. The informant was 
John’s son William. 

Would you take that date and put it in your trusty genealogy program as fact? 
Is that date accurate? 

The answer is we have no idea if its accurate. 

Not until we assess other sources that address John’s birth date.  We then need 
to take those sources and correlate what information agrees and contrast 
what information does not agree. 

During his lifetime, several sources speak to John’s birth date. He appears on 
four census records. I also have his World War I draft registration and Social 
Security Application (SS5). 

That’s six other sources. Each of these sources has its own strengths and 
weaknesses. All of these are original sources, and not derivative sources. 

John’s birth date in census records is as follows: 
 
1900: 22 (b. 1878) [he was not found in 1910 or 1920] 
1930: 45 (b. 1885) 
1935: 55 (b. 1880) [a state census] 
1940: 59 (b. 1881) 

Although they are helpful, census records are notoriously error-prone. We 
also have no idea who provided the information (except for the 1940 census). 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/world-war-draft-registrations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
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Better Sources 

 
Two other sources for John’s birth are stronger sources for Johns birth date. 
Both the World War I draft registration and the original Social Security 
Application (SS5) contain primary information for John’s birth date. 

The clerk filling out the form was getting the information directly from the 
individual. 

(In this case, John was not literate as indicated by his mark, so someone else 
was filling out both forms.) 

John’s Word War I draft card (left) records a birth date of 27 June 1880: 

John’s SS5 records a birth date of 22 June 1880: 
 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/005150516_02099.jpg?ssl=1
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What’s His Birth Date? 
What we know for sure after evaluating all the relevant evidence is that John 
was probably not born in 1890. 

That birth year, on his death certificate and provided by his son, is not 
accurate. Its about 10 years off. 

What is John’s birth date? It’s *either* 22 June 1880 or 27 June 1880. These 
dates were provided by John himself, once when he was in his late 30s and 
once in his mid-50s. Memory problems may account for the difference in the 
day. This was also a period of time were many African-Americans would not 
have known their exact birth date. 

I will cite both sources and both dates when I write this up. 

The biggest takeaway of this post is said best by genealogist Thomas Jones: 

“Conclusions about whether evidence is or is not correct results from aggregated 
evidence, not source by source assessment…” [emphasis mine] 
 
When sources disagree, do you know how to evaluate them? 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/JohnSmith_SS5_2.jpg?ssl=1
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Do you know the terms primary/secondary information and 
original/derivative source and what they mean? 

Learn the basics of evidence analysis. For this, I recommend the book 
“Genealogical Proof Standard: Building a Solid Case,” fourth edition, by 
Christine Rose. I also recommend Genealogy Standards, by the Board of 
Certification of Genealogists. (order the most recent edition) 

And whatever else you do, beware of the death certificate.
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Dating Family Photographs 

 

Fisk Students, Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-112357 

 

I have been interested in vintage pictures of African-American families, 
whether they are related to me or not. 

 There’s just something about seeing a picture of someone who we know 
mostly through the census and vital and the other sources in genealogy. 

DuBois understood the power of images when he assembled a collection of 
simple photographs of turn of the century African Americans for display at the 
1900 Paris Exposition. 

Researching historical photographs has given me just another tangible way of 
“getting to know” my ancestors. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/dubois.html
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/fisk.jpg?ssl=1
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African-American Photo Collections 
There are beautiful historical pictures of African-Americans at numerous 
archives and colleges and libraries. Emory University and Virginia 
Commonwealth are collections that come to mind. 

Cornell University just digitized an amazing collection of African-American 
photographs recently. One of my all-time favorite collections is the Missouri 
State Archives digital database of 19th Century African-Americans. 

You can also use Flickr and Pinterest to find large collections of historical 
pictures of African-Americans (I have collections for each decade in Pinterest). 
But be careful–if you’re anything like me, it’s an easy way to completely lose 
an entire day (smile). 

Missouri’s website perfectly captures my feelings about these pictures: 

By the late nineteenth century African Americans had the opportunity to 
participate in the phenomenon of portrait photography. Despite low earnings 
as barbers, laborers, cooks, or laundresses, they could afford to buy or sew at 

least one nice suit or an attractive dress.  

Like white Americans, black Americans 
proudly dressed in their best clothes and 
posed for portraits. At the Missouri State 
Archives, one can find examples of how 
African Americans saw themselves a 
generation after slavery – as dignified, 
proud, hard working, and self-sufficient 
members of their communities. 

Dignified and proud. Yes! 

Dating Photographs: Victorian Era 
In this post, I want to suggest several 
reference websites and other tools works 
available for dating your photographs. 
Knowing these techniques can help when 
we inherit unknown pictures. 

http://www.digitalgallery.emory.edu/luna/servlet/emoryuniv%7E2%7E2
http://dig.library.vcu.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/cook
http://dig.library.vcu.edu/cdm/landingpage/collection/cook
https://digital.library.cornell.edu/catalog?f%5Bcollection_tesim%5D%5B%5D=Loewentheil+Collection+of+African-American+Photographs
https://digital.library.cornell.edu/catalog?f%5Bcollection_tesim%5D%5B%5D=Loewentheil+Collection+of+African-American+Photographs
https://www.sos.mo.gov/archives/resources/digital.asp
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Nannie-Holt-Young_post.jpg?ssl=1
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I’m going to walk through some of my family pictures and discuss the clues 
that provided insight into the date of the picture.  As a sidenote, I was 
fascinated by how closely rural African-Americans followed the fashion 
dictates of the times. Almost everyone had at least one nice dress or suit. 

The Victorian Era (named for Queen Victoria) lasted from about the late 
1830s to about 1900, but each decade has its own unique style. My earliest 
pictures dates from the 1870s, so I’ll start there. 

My ancestor Nannie Barnes (on previous page) clearly liked to take pictures. 
Born in 1864, Nannie’s picture can be dated to the late 1870s, (very early 
1880s at the latest) by the slightly wide sleeves, scarf, and fitted bodice that 
cuts just over her hips. She 
would have been less than 20 
years old. 

Nannie’s first marriage ca. 
1880 was an occasion to pose 
with her new husband on 
right. She wore a fancier hat, 
and although her bodice is still 
very fitted, notice its a little 
shorter. 

We can’t see her sleeves very 
well, but they don’t look very 
fitted. It may even be the same 
jacket as above, just “gussied” 
up a bit.  

These photos are tintypes, a 
popular format that really 
made photography available at 
low enough prices for 
everyone. 

http://trulyvictorian.net/history.html
http://www.phototree.com/id_tin.htm
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/nannie_kirby_post2.jpg?ssl=1
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Late Twentieth Century 
At left is a photo of Thomas Copelin and 
his wife Sarah of Montgomery County, 
Maryland. Her style of dress was very 
common in the early-mid 1880s and easy 
to spot. 

It had a fitted short bodice with a 
gathered skirt and ruffles at the neck and 
end of the sleeves. 

Sarah was around the age of 30. If we 
could see the back of her skirt, that 
would tell us a lot as the size and 
placemen of the bustle changed over the 
years dramatically. But I can tell she is 
wearing a bustle. 

 

 

In the earlier years in the 1890s—
1891-1893—women wore dresses 
with a tall stiff point at the very top 
of the sleeves.  

Seeing that stiff point is your clue to 
the timeframe. 

Shown at right is a picture of Nannie 
with her daughter Minnie that 
illustrates the fashion. 

 
 

 

https://sucheternaldelight.wordpress.com/2008/10/10/the-birth-and-death-of-the-victorian-bustle-an-apologia/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/SarahThomasCopelin_post.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/minnieandnannie_post.jpg?ssl=1
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Leg-O-Mutton Sleeves 
The mid-late 1890s bought a strange and new phenomenon: the “leg-o-
mutton” sleeve. It’s easy to spot because its so huge. 

Shown left is my cousin Mamie Prather of Montgomery Co., Maryland with the 
famous sleeves. 

The next photo shows two Bradley cousins in Tennessee. The mutton sleeves 
are just visible. This is one of those charcoal prints many people may have. 

  

http://www.anothermag.com/fashion-beauty/8295/a-brief-history-of-the-leg-of-mutton-sleeve
http://www.anothermag.com/fashion-beauty/8295/a-brief-history-of-the-leg-of-mutton-sleeve
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Braldeys 

 

Cousin Nannie wouldn’t be left out of the latest craze. She took the mid-late 
1890s picture (on next page) with her daughter Minnie and her son Ulie. 

Ulie was born in 1883, so he probably was between 10-12 years old. Check out 
those fancy collars! 
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https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/minniefamily_post.jpg?ssl=1
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The Edwardian Era 
 

 

The turn of the century brought about the Edwardian Era. The 1900s was 
marked by puffy blouses and tiny waists. The bustle was finally gone. 
Extremely tight corsets made women’s bodies look like the letter S (called 
“pigeon breast” for good reason). 

The Gibson Girl was the look and it included lots of ruffles and 
embellishments and huge “cartwheel” hats. 

Another hallmark of the era was the Shirtwaist, a (usually) white shirt worn 
with a skirt. Everyone had a shirtwaist blouse. Women wore them beginning in 
the 1880s through the 1910s with slight variation. 

http://www.tudorlinks.com/treasury/articles/view1900.html
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/nanniew_post.jpg?ssl=1
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(One of the greatest tragedies 
of the century was when the 
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory 
burned down in New York.  
Over 140 young women 
perished.) 

In the photo above, even as 
cousin Nannie aged, she was 
still stylish, honey.  

She was wearing a shirtwaist 
with a skirt.  

My guess is that this was taken 
in the early 1900s. 
 
My Maryland cousin Maria 
Prather illustrates the 
Edwardian Era look perfectly 
in the picture at right. 

Note the “pooch” in the front of 
her shirt, and how the top of her figure seems to lean forward. And that’s a 
cartwheel hat, though tame by the standards of the time.  

This is ca. 1905-10. The skirt is more A-line. And Of course she is wearing a 
shirtwaist blouse. 

Her sister and my great-grandmother Beatrice (next page) posed in about the 
same timeframe, 1905-1910. Note the “pooch” in her dark shirt, the lack of 
drama on the sleeves and a simple skirt with no bustle in the back.  

It is similar to her sister’s outfit above, except for the color. They still wanted 
to emphasize tiny waists. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ulaG9x4GpE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ulaG9x4GpE
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https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/beatrice_chair_post.jpg?ssl=1
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Men and Children 

 
Not to be outdone, brothers Eugene and Darius Prather took their own picture 
to show that the fellas were not slacking;). I think they look so handsome and 
“dashing” in this photograph. 
 

Note both the Derby and Boater hats and what was called the “sack suit,” 
which was common in the Edwardian Era ca. 1905-1910.  
 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/EugeneDarius_post.jpg?ssl=1
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Let’s not leave out the kids.  

Look at this adorable picture 
of my Cousins Culous and 
Marshall Hayes of Tennessee.  

Nannie’s daughter Minnie was 
their mother. 

This was the way that little 
boys were dressed right 
around the turn of the 
century, ca. 1900-01. 

The dress on the baby in the 
chair frequently leads people 
to believe this was a little girl. 

Below is Louisa Barnes Holt 
who was Nannie’s sister.  

She wears the popular shirt of 
the times–ca. 1910. 

Aunt Idella Was FLY 
I have saved my favorite two pictures (on the next page) for last. Another 
Prather sibling. Aunt Idella.  

Honeychile! 

This picture illustrates the change of style right around 1910. 

Idella wore a very long bodice, which matches the skirt, a fur wrap fur and a 
large cartwheel hat. The hats would reach epic proportion during this decade. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/culous_marshall2_post.jpg?ssl=1
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Sites for Research 
To learn more about photograph types and how to date historic pictures, I 
really like the website Phototree; it has hundreds of pictures for comparison 
and other resources. 

I also liked The Costume Detective. I watched the entire series of wonderful 
videos on You Tube called “Ultimate Fashion History.” 

The author keeps the videos funny and full of really interesting information 
about clothing history. I’m such a geek. 

The University of Vermont also has nice fashion history pages by decade, as 
does the Vintage Fashion Guild. The University of Georgia’s History Clothing 
Collection is worth a look. I also *loved* Maureen Taylor’s book, Family Photo 
Detective.  

http://www.phototree.com/history.htm
http://www.fashion-era.com/Dating_Costume_History_Pictures/how_to_date_photographs_top.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fyPvPK4236E
http://www.uvm.edu/landscape/dating/clothing_and_hair/index.php
http://vintagefashionguild.org/fashion-timeline/1870-to-1880/
http://www.fcs.uga.edu/tmi/historic-clothing-and-textile-collection-the-collection
http://www.fcs.uga.edu/tmi/historic-clothing-and-textile-collection-the-collection
https://www.amazon.com/Family-Photo-Detective-Genealogy-Mysteries/dp/1440324980/ref=pd_sim_14_4?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=1440324980&pd_rd_r=2F8F7HJD6R05X1K8CQAS&pd_rd_w=ZYmnI&pd_rd_wg=jmW42&psc=1&refRID=2F8F7HJD6R05X1K8CQAS
https://www.amazon.com/Family-Photo-Detective-Genealogy-Mysteries/dp/1440324980/ref=pd_sim_14_4?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=1440324980&pd_rd_r=2F8F7HJD6R05X1K8CQAS&pd_rd_w=ZYmnI&pd_rd_wg=jmW42&psc=1&refRID=2F8F7HJD6R05X1K8CQAS
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/AuntDellaDiggs_post.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/IdellaDiggs2_post.jpg?ssl=1
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There’s also a neat little site called Old Photographs of African-Americans-
Unknown Faces.  

The site seeks to match unknown picture up with their descendants. Take a 
look–maybe you will get lucky! 

Closing Thoughts 
Readers, tell me in the comments about your favorite historical photos–
include a link if you have it online.  

Do you have any unknown pictures who you wish you could identify? 

How have photographs enriched the experience of researching your roots? I 
hope you had as much fun reading this post as I had writing it.  

The funny thing–I have several more pictures of Nannie, fashionable as ever!

http://www.freewebs.com/opoaa2/
http://www.freewebs.com/opoaa2/
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Prove Identity: Don’t Just Match Names 
Identity is a critical concept to 
understand in genealogy. Too 
often we assume that a person 
with the same name living in the 
same place must be our 
ancestor. 

That is a mistake. 

You’ll hear the phrase “The 
Names the Same” for this 
concept. I addressed this topic 

in 2009 but thought it worthy of repeating. 

The Problem with the Name 
When researching our ancestors, we have to be meticulous. A name may sound 
odd or rare today but it could have been very common for the time and place 
under study. 

I documented this in a blog post about my ancestor Rezin Prather. That name 
sounds rare today, but in the 1900s? Turns out, not so rare. 

Just like today, names were popularized during different eras. People named 
their children after prominent individuals and people they admired. 

People often named their children after their parents and siblings. This 
practice is particularly strong in the African-American community. 

Every line in my family repeated names through the generations. 

When we come across another person with the same name living near our 
ancestor, I want you to envision a big blinking DANGER sign. 

This means you have more work to do to make sure you are proving identity 
and not matching names. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/deconflicting-the-same-name/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/deconflicting-the-same-name/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/mask.jpg?ssl=1
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Ways to Distinguish Between Two People 
I have posted before about how assumptions can lead us astray. Nowhere is 
this more prevalent than assuming someone is our person of interest because 
of their name. 

Learn how to use more than just a name to assert identity. Other criteria 
include: 

 Age 
 Spouses and children 
 Occupation 
 Middle names 
 Where they lived 
 Landownership and wealth 
 Literacy (can they read and/or write?) 
 Physical description (may be in a draft document or military pension) 
 Military service or lack thereof 

Oral History and Prior Research 
Here’s a good example of how “the names the same” can lead to inaccurate 
family information. 

We’ve had many reunions in my Prather family, and our history was 
distributed at each event.  

When I began researching this line, I began to verify the history myself. 

After researching the original records, I quickly realized that something was 
quite wrong. 

My 2nd great-grandfather’s name is Levi Prather. Below are 1870 census 
entries for two men with that name in Montgomery County, Maryland.  

Do you see a problem? 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/are-your-assumptions-leading-you-astray/
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Levi #1 

 
Levi #2 

Our family history claimed descent from the Levi Prather who was three years 
old in 1870 instead of the Levi who was a grown and newly married man. 

The relatives matched a name instead of proving identity. (This is no slight to 
my wonderful relatives who did this research;) It’s an easy mistake to make. 

It is important that we validate every relationship in histories we receive. We 
should validate this history using original records.  

Never take family information given to us at face value. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Levi2.png?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Levi3.png?ssl=1
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Another Prather Example 
There were two women named Ida Bell in the 1920 census. They were about 
the same age, both African-American, and were both born and raised in 
Maryland. 

One was married to Zachariah Bell and the other was married to his brother, 
James Bell. 

 
Ida Bell #1 

 
Ida Bell #2 

Additionally, marriage records revealed that Prather was the maiden name for 
both women!  The two women were also cousins. 

One can see the possibilities for confusion. Even after these women married, 
they still had the same last name. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/1920IdaBell.png?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/1920IdaBell2.png?ssl=1
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In this example, their middle names and where they lived helped to 
differentiate between the two women. 

Zachariah’s wife was Ida Virginia Prather, while James’ wife was Ida Jane 
Prather. Zachariah and his wife also later migrated to Washington, D.C. 

If you were just a “census surfer,” you could easily get these women confused. 
Try not to get on Ancestry and add people to your online tree without verifying 
each relationship first. 

The Waters Family 
My Waters line in Somerset County, Maryland is no easier case. They 
perpetually named everyone in every generation the same names. 

The men were almost all named John, George, Joshua, William, and Samuel. 
The women were almost all Betsy, Mary, Sarah, Henrietta, Rachel, Laura, and 
Annie. 

This is an absolute nightmare for genealogists. Don’t you wish they could at 
least throw in an odd name every now and then? 

I thought the name Levin might give me a break, but there were ten African-
American men named Levin Waters! There were even four couples named 
William and Laura Waters. 

Months of making charts and painstakingly piecing families together finally 
helped me to distinguish between each family member in this community. 

What to Watch Out For 
Beware of inaccuracies in the census, multiple marriages  and people who 
died before vital records were kept. 

Also, missing marriage records or marriages that occurred outside the home 
community can also cause problems. That twenty-year census “Donut Hole” 
between 1880 and 1900 is a pitfall all by itself. 

We must also remember that the suffix “Jr.” does not always imply that the 
man is the son of the “Sr.” Historically that convention was used to distinguish 
between two men of the same name in a community, usually where one is 
older than the other. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/using-charts/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/inaccurate-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records-multiple/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-1880-donut-hole/


187 
 

I thought for many years that my ancestor John Wesley Holt, Jr., was the son of 
the John Wesley Holt, Sr. who live din the same community He was not. So 
watch those assumptions. 

I am always using charts so here is a part of the one I used to sort the Levin 
Waters men (click to enlarge): 

 

I used a similar process when I was sorting through the various Rezin 
Prathers. The charts don’t have to be anything fancy. 

But you need a format that allows you to record identifying information as 
you sort through census, land, marriage, death, probate and other records. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/assumptions-astray/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/using-charts/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Levin.png?ssl=1
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You’ll need to analyze the individuals in a wide variety of records. 

As you work this process, it often becomes easier to “see” the different men. 
You might notice that one man was a Civil War soldier when the others 
weren’t. 

Maybe one man owned land when the others didn’t. One man has a headstone 
at a certain cemetery when others don’t.  

One man lived in Westover while another lived in Princess Anne. Having a 
good local map is a necessity for this process, so that you can see where 
people lived.  

Did They Move to Another State? 
You should always use multiple sources to differentiate one person from the 
others of the same name.  

This becomes exceedingly important when the person of interest moves to 
another area or state. 

Use cluster research strategies to discern between people as well. 

Different people will have different groups of people they associated with. 

Genealogy keeps showing me that nothing worthwhile is easy. And every now 
and then naming and tracking people who move still trips me up. 

Readers, can you share in your comments stories of same named people you 
ran across and how you were able to prove their identity? And remember~ 

Just because the names the same, doesn’t mean the person is.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-1/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/phillip-holt-not-dead/
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Fall in Love with Libraries Again 
Oh, my fellow genealogists. We have become blinded by the light, we have 
taken the wooden nickel. Ancestry. Familysearch. Fold3. Any digital archives. 

We have left our strong and steady marriage for a fling on the wild side. I’m 
talking about libraries. Good old faithful brick and mortar libraries. 

Now, I will be the first to admit how much easier it is to view census records 
in my pajamas at home. I have made wonderful discoveries in records I found 
online. 

I hope this post will encourage you to reassess your devoted spouse (the 
library), who is patiently waiting for you to get over your latest crush. 

On the Library Shelves 
There are local libraries, and there are college and historical libraries 
/archives. There is so much in these “old school” repositories for genealogists 
to love. 

We can find resources to add rich social history to our family stories and make 
them more than just names and dates and places. 

I want to share with you some of what I found while walking down the 
reference aisles at the New York Public Library a few months ago. 

 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/books1.jpg?ssl=1
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As seen in the very small sampling above, there are an endless number of 
books we can use to tell our family’s stories. Most ethnic groups are covered 
with specialty encyclopedias covering the Asian-American, Pacific Islander, 
Irish- and Italian-American experiences. 

There are books for the (European) immigrant experience overall, and for 
Women, and for the South as a region and for New England. 

Works related to specific timeframes, such as the Revolutionary Era and the 
Colonial Era are available. Don’t even get me started on the Civil War. There’s 
virtually an entire row of books for that subject alone. 

African-American Reference Works 
Because my special interest is the African American experience, look at these 
incredible works: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/politics.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/latina.jpg?ssl=1
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/books2.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/books3.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/20170304_161555.jpg?ssl=1
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There’s more:

 

 
(If you read my previous post about finding slave laws in the HeinOnline 
database, the books above on “Judicial Cases Concerning American Slavery 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/state-laws-slaves-free-blacks
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/aacultureandhist.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/judiciaalcases_slaves.jpg?ssl=1
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and the Negro” are available and searchable for FREE! That point is three 
exclamation point worthy, LOL. 

Statistical References and Social History 
I want to include some of my favorite other references for documenting the 
African American experience.“Historical Statistics of Black America” is a 
dream for African American genealogists. It contains statistics on numerous 
topics of interest and is organized in an easy to understand format. 

 

 

https://www.newberry.org/african-american-studies
https://blogs.loc.gov/inside_adams/2014/02/starting-points-historical-statistics-on-african-americans/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/books4.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/20170304_161710.jpg?ssl=1
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I LOVE the books below on “African-American Life” edited by Donald Nieman. 
Each book addresses a topic in African American life. 
 

There is also the “The Harvard Guide to African American History,” now online. 
This is more of a guidebook that presents reference articles and books by 
topic.  

For the genealogist always looking for source material, it’s excellent. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/books5.jpg?ssl=1
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I also really like the Daily Life series of books by the Gale research company, 
although I forgot to take photos of them. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/books6.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/20170304_161522.jpg?ssl=1
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How To Use Reference Books 
How do I use these books, you might ask? Since most are reference works, you 
can’t take them home with you. 

 I will often copy the any chapter using the copy machine if it’s short. I’ll use 
my digital camera if it’s longer. 

I usually use these to answer questions about my ancestor’s life. If they owned 
land, how common was that for the place or time? What crop did they grow?  

If they free blacks living in the antebellum era, was that rare? If they went to 
school, was that rare for the time and place? 

What kinds of crimes and legal cases occurred in the area? What social groups 
existed they may have been a part of?  How oppressed were black people 
socially, politically & economically in that time and place? 

As you can see, there are no shortage of questions these books can help us 
with.  

All of those details help us to better understand our ancestor’s lives. 

If you are interested in a specific title you’ve seen above, you can search 
Worldcat to find the library closest to you that carries it.  

You may be able to get a copy sent to your local library using an Interlibrary 
Loan. 

Closing Thoughts 
I hope this long walk down the reference aisle has made you reconsider using 
your library for more than just its computers and free digital subscriptions.  

The books we can find there, very few of which are available online, can add 
content and layers to the lives of the people we are rediscovering. 

The library is calling to you–it’s saying “Remember me? You used to know 
me.” 😉😉 I hope this post might be just be enough to make you fall back in love 
with libraries.

https://www.worldcat.org/
https://www.worldcat.org/
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Finding State Laws About Slaves and Free Blacks 
Finding state laws about slaves 
and free blacks has always been 
a complicated process.  

If you’re the typical genealogist 
like me, you didn’t have easy 
access to expensive databases. 

You had to visit a law library and 
search each year’s laws. You 
could also try to do that online. I 

promise you it was no fun. 

Some books have been published for particular states, for example the book 
“Black Laws of Virginia” but they are not available for every state. 

HeinOnline to the Rescue 
 

Last year, HeinOnline announced that they would provide free access to their 
online database, Slavery in America and the World.  

I was not familiar with this company, but it’s a subscription site that lawyers 
use to research laws and cases. I immediately signed up. 

I’m going to walk you through each step of finding laws related to slavery 
using Tennessee as an example: 

First, go to the site and request your free account. I also suggest watching the 
short video on the webpage about the collection. 

Sign in and select “Browse Collections By Name,” and click on “Slavery in 
America and the World.” 

https://www.amazon.com/Black-Laws-Virginia-Purcell-Guild/dp/1888265191/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490365060&sr=1-1&keywords=black+laws+of+virginia
https://home.heinonline.org/
https://home.heinonline.org/content/slavery-in-america-and-the-world-history-culture-law
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/state_house.jpg?ssl=1
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https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/hein1.jpg?ssl=1
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• You’ll see a list of each state in the U.S. Click on your state of interest. 
 

 

(You can also click on “United States” and find links to every law passed by the 
Congress regarding slavery.) 

You’ll see a list of links to the digital image of every statute passed by year 

in the state legislature. You’ll have to start at the beginning and click through 
each year, which will take you to the image of the act passed.

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/hein2.jpg?ssl=1
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Keep in mind that many states passed private acts and public acts and you’ll 
have to view both. Frequently, acts were required for permission for free 
blacks to stay in a state, manumission of slaves, or bringing slaves in from 
other states. 

Just as an interesting sidenote, the 1825 Act below is entitled “An Act to 
prevent certain children of color from inheriting the estate of their mother’s 
husband.” 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/hein3.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/hein4.jpg?ssl=1


201 
 

You’ll need to keep track of when certain laws were either repealed or 
amended, which they frequently were. 

Closing Thoughts 
We can’t understand the lives of our ancestors without understanding the 
laws of the state in which they lived. That remains true for those of us 
researching the period of slavery. 

For example, some free blacks in Maryland and Virginia agreed to re-enslave 
themselves. This might seem strange to us, unless you knew that many states 
had laws requiring free blacks to leave the state. The choice they faced was to 
either re-enslave themselves or leave their families. Apparently, some choose 
to stay with their families

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/hein4.jpg
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The Complexity of Slave Surnames 

 
Harriet Tubman and some of the slaves she helped free 

Numerous historical sources confirm that enslaved people had surnames that 
they used among themselves and in many cases were known by their 
slaveholder. 

However, the common practice by slaveholders was to only use the given 
names of enslaved people in documents such as estate papers, court and deed 
records.   

This causes many researchers to wrongly conclude that enslaved people 
did not have surnames until after emancipation, which was not the case. 

There was often a fluidity to the surnames that enslaved people had. If we 
consider the diverse circumstances that the tragedy of slavery created, we can 
understand the reasons why. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/tubmaan.jpg?ssl=1
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Changing Circumstances 
Enslaved people suffered constant sale, where children were frequently torn 
away from parents at young ages and spouses were often separated. 

Enslaved women were raped, creating children with white fathers who in 
most cases did not claim them and even sold them away. 

Lastly, emancipation itself often provoked some to choose new surnames, one 
of the few actual freedoms freedmen had. 

Runaway ads illustrate how many slaveholders knew the surnames of their 
slaves. 

I find it interesting that they often used the strange phrase “he calls himself” in 
the ads, as if having a given name and a surname was silly: 

“Ran away from the subscriber on the 25th of October, a well set dark mulattoe 
man named Jem, but calls himself James Ferguson….” 
 
You can find many more examples of the above in my post, The Mind of the 
Slaveowner. 

Surnames from Parents 
The most common origin for surnames is that enslaved people initially used 
the surname of either their mother or their father, if they knew what those 
names were. 

Now, that parent’s surname could very well be the surname of the most recent 
slaveholder or an earlier slaveholder. 

And even though slave marriages were not legal, many enslaved people 
followed the practice of the wife taking her husband’s surname: 

“My mother was named Mary Bradley and my father was named Hilliard 
Bradley. Bradley was the last man owned ’em. Of course my mother wasn’t a 
Bradley ‘fore she married. She was a Murphy.” 
 
There are a wide array of sources that provide us with slave surnames, from 
the slave narratives and interviews, to freedman’s bank cards, runaway ads 
and Southern Claims Commission records.  

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmans-bank-records-1/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/southern-claims/
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Civil War Pensions 
One of the largest sources are the Civil War pension records of the almost 
200,000 black men who served in  the US Army and Navy. 

Proving their identity as former soldiers often revealed some of the most 
detailed explanations for former slaves’ choice of surnames. 

Because I like to let formerly enslaved people speak for themselves, here are 
several examples of freedmen and women discussing their surnames. 

Some of these examples come from the wonderful book, Voices of 
Emancipation: 
 
“I served [in the War] as Henry Lock, the Lock being my old Massa’s name but 
since the War I have taken name of Rollie.” 
 
“[Edward] was owned by Drury Stovall and went by the name of Edward Stovall. 
He was sold to my master William Orr and he always went by the name Edward 
Orr after that.” 
 
“My father’s name was Gilbert Jackson, and after I was set free I took the name 
of my father, and have been known by the name Smith Jackson. I took the name 
of Jackson for the reason that I preferred to go by my father’s name, rather than 
the name of my last owner.” 
 
“I was born…the child of Phillis Houston, slave of Sol Smith. When I was born my 
mother was known as Phillis Smith and I took the name of Smith too. I was 
called mostly Lewis Smith till after the war, although I was named Dick Lewis 
Smith… 

 After the War, I was wearing the name Lewis Smith, but I found the negroes 
were taking the names of their fathers, like the white folks.  
 
My mother then told me my father’s name was John Barnett, a white man, and I 
took up the name Barnett.” 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/civil-war-pensions-1/
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“My mother’s name was Jane and she was called Jane Nunn because she 
belonged to the Nunns. My father’s name was John Crosby and he lived in the 
town of Geneva, Alabama…I had two brothers and one sister. They were Nelson 
Nunn and George Nunn and they may have changed their names to Crosby too 
because they were my father’s children.” 
 

Mollie Russell 
And this example from another pension file shows how even the given name of 
this enslaved woman was held under little regard: 

Testimony of Mollie Russell (widow of Phillip Fry), September 19, 1911: 

Q. Tell me the name you were called before you met Phillip Fry? 

A. Lottie Smith was my name and what they called me before I met Phillip and 
was married to him. 
 
Q. Who called you by that name and where was it done? 
 
A. I was first called by that name in the family of Col. Morrow in whose service 
I was in Louisville, Ky., just after the war. I worked for him as nurse for his 
children, and my full and correct name was OCTAVIA, but the family could not 
“catch on” to that long name and called me “LOTTIE” for short.  

LOTTIE had been the name of the nurse before me and so they just continued 
that same name. I was called by that name all the time I was with the 
Morrows. 
  
Q. Besides the Morrows, whom else did you live with in Louisville? 
 
A. Mr. Thomas Jefferson of Louisville, bought me when I was three years of age 
from Mr. Dearing. I belonged to him until emancipation. They called me “OCK”. 
They cut it off from OCTAVIA. It was after emancipation on that I went back to 
work for Col. Morrow and where I got the name “Lottie,” as already explained. 
I liked the name better than Octavia, and so I took it with me to Danville, and 
was never called anything else there than that name. . . . 
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Q. Where did you get the maiden name of Smith from? 
 
A. My mother’s name was Octavia Smith and it was from her that I got it but 
where the name came from to her I never knew. I was only three years old 
when she died. No, I don’t know to whom she belonged before she was 
brought from Virginia to Kentucky. 

Cap Ross 
The quote below, from a Southern Claims Commission file, is one of the most 
powerful and one of my favorites to use in lectures: 

“ I enlisted under Ross because that was my father’s name. I am generally called 
Cap Sherrod but I was married under Cap Ross and have voted under the name 
Ross… 

A good many people call me Cap Sherrod because I belonged to Sherrod but I 
calls myself Cap Ross.” 

 
Cap’s statement implies that choosing his own surname was a part of 
exercising his newfound freedom. 

He decided that he didn’t want to be known as Cap Sherrod and that he would 
vote and marry under his choice of names. For him, this meant claiming his 
new identity as a freedman and a citizen. 

One thing we should keep in mind is that the practice of referring to enslaved 
people by a given name only was a part of the attempt of the system of slavery 
to dehumanize them..to “other” them. 

You’ll often see the word “degraded” used in the academic references; these 
were all attempts at “degradation.” I have found only one very rare example of 
a slaveholder’s inventory, that lists the slaves along with their surnames.  

Closing Thoughts 
What remains utterly amazing to me is that in the worst of circumstances, and 
in spite of every attempt to crush any idea that slaves were anything other 
than commodities, slaveholders did not succeed. 

Enslaved people resisted in ways large and small. They ran away, fought back, 
feigned illness, destroyed tools, and clung to their families. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/henrys-slaves/
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When they were sold away they remembered their loved ones and they 
created extended kinship networks. 

They established and held on to their own cultural traditions in the small 
spaces that slavery afforded them. 

I hope this post also helps us to think about how the surnames former slaves 
had were connected to their experiences in slavery.  

An enslaved child sold away from their parents at a young age to the Deep 
South would probably have a different sense of naming than enslaved children 
who were able to grow up in the presence of their parents and extended 
family.
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Suggestions for the White Descendants of 
Slaveholders 

 
“Father, Daughters and Nurse,” 1850, daguerreotype, digital image courtesy  

of the Getty’s Open Content Program, J. Paul Getty Museum 

I have been pondering this topic for a while and received a recommendation 
to discuss it on my blog. It’s an important one I think, but one fraught with all 
the ugliness that discussions of slavery and race entail. 

What follows are informed thoughts I’d like to offer garnered from the almost 
20 years that I have been researching my enslaved ancestors. This is really 
from my heart and I hope no one takes any offense to these suggestions. (It 
goes without saying that African-Americans are not monolithic in thought and 
viewpoint.) 

Finding out your ancestors were slaveholders is disturbing to most people. 
You might feel uncomfortable talking about this and sharing this information 
with others. My first suggestion is to not leave out or overlook or dismiss 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/a-northern-family-confronts-its-slaveholding-past-88307/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/photo.jpg?ssl=1
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this information. It’s an important, though yes ugly, part of not just your 
family’s history but American history. So please include it in your history. 

There are many things that are painful about this research for African 
American descendants, but when we come across books and articles and 
websites about slaveholders and those books include nothing about the slaves 
they owned, we experience a particular kind of pain that desires at a 
minimum acknowledgement. 

 If you are involved in abstracting wills, please include the names of the 
enslaved laborers you find  

 If you transcribe marriages, include the African-American ones, which 
may be listed separately.  

 If you do a cemetery project, include African-American cemeteries.  

You can never know how frustrating it is in genealogy to do this research and 
come across so many sources that appear to believe that including 
information about the enslaved or African-Americans is somehow less 
necessary, less valuable or less worthy. 

Another example of this can be found at many of the plantations still standing. 
Some of these sites have done an excellent job of including histories of the 
enslaved people that labored there, such as the Hermitage and Evergreen 
Plantation. 

Other plantation houses like Sherwood Forest have no reflection on their 
websites that hundreds of enslaved laborers made that life possible. That’s 
disappointing and maddening. (on a sidenote, I hope to visit the Whitney 
Plantation one day, which is a plantation site dedicated to the enslaved 
laborers and not the slaveholding families.) 

No one expects your research focus to be a thorough examination of the 
individual lives of your family’s enslaved laborers (though some have done 
that, such as Edward Ball’s book below). 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-slaveowner/
http://www.sherwoodforest.org/index.html
http://whitneyplantation.com/
http://whitneyplantation.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Slaves-Family-Edward-Ball/dp/0374534454
https://www.amazon.com/Slaves-Family-Edward-Ball/dp/0374534454
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But at least an acknowledgement and 
recording of the facts of that ownership is 
helpful. Laura on her blog at The Old Trunk in 
the Attic, illustrates beautifully the idea and I 
simply love the Slave Names Roll Project at 
Tangled Roots and Trees. 

2) The tragedy of slavery entailed many facets 
that complicate family history research greatly.  

Constant sale of children, parents and spouses, 
the use of only given names in records, name 
changes, numerous geographical moves, and the 
lack of the slaves’ names on the 1850 and 1860 
slave schedules and in other records lead to 
serious problems for most African-Americans 
uncovering their roots.  

TV shows today make it look easy when it’s absolutely not. The 1860 slave 
schedule below shows gender and “color” but no names for the enslaved 
laborers. 

http://oldtrunkintheattic.blogspot.com/2015/06/slave-name-roll-project-mattinglys-in.html
http://tangledrootsandtrees.blogspot.com/p/slave-name-roll.html
http://www.inmotionaame.org/print.cfm;jsessionid=f8301323251487137787383?migration=3&bhcp=1
http://www.genealogy.com/forum/regional/states/topics/ok/muskogee/473/
http://www.genealogy.com/forum/regional/states/topics/ok/muskogee/473/
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Most African-Americans who may contact you online or through genealogical 
societies are primarily interested in finding records that may enable them to 
uncover more of the roots of their enslaved ancestors. Please do respond to 
our emails if we contact you. 

It was not uncommon for larger slaveholders to have business papers and 
account books and other documents that discuss what at that time was 
considered their “property.”  

Bible records of slaveholding families sometimes recorded births and deaths 
of family slaves. Sometimes that information ends up in the hands of the 
descendants of the slaveholders. 

If you find something like that, please share it with us.  

Consider sending copies of it to the library, state archives, and genealogical 
society of the location where the farm/plantation was located. That will 
ensure future generations who may come looking might be able to find it as 
well.  

And David reminded me to add that submitting your articles to genealogical 
society journals is also a great way to get the information out and to ensure it 
survives. 

For the descendants of enslaved people to find any family information before 
1870, we must discover the names of and then research extensively the 
slaveholding family.  

That’s why 1870 is called the “Brick Wall” in African-American research. If you 
have no family records, you can help us with the details of your family tree 
which may allow us to at least track the enslaved property through the family. 

3) We are very clear that you did not own any slaves. We do not hold you 
personally responsible for holding slaves, any more than we hold ourselves 
responsible for the reprehensible things any of our ancestors did. The past 
comes with the baggage of both good and bad. It shows us all how human we 
are. 

We don’t expect you to apologize for anything, although I’ll honestly say when 
this has happened to me as it has many times, I’ve thought it was a thoughtful 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-in-tennessee-bibles/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-in-tennessee-bibles/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/criminals-family/
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gesture. I’ve thought it was more of a validation of how horrific slavery was in 
general than some personal feeling of accountability. 

4) One thing has really bothered me is when descendants of slaveholders 
proclaim their ancestor “treated their slaves well.” Even worse is this notion 
of “oh well, that’s how it was back then.” Those are some of the worst and 
most wrongheaded beliefs you can have about slavery. 

I beg of you please not to say anything like that to descendants of slaves and 
please reconsider your thoughts on the topic if this is what you believe. Try 
researching the institution of slavery. The answer is always in more 
knowledge. 

Yes, enslaved people would certainly prefer a less brutal owner vs. one of the 
truly depraved and plenty of enslaved people talked about owners this way, 
but go back and read my post and reasoning in There Were No Good 
Slaveowners.  

How individual owners treated their slaves means little in a system 
predicated on brutality. Enslaved people were trapped in a system whose 
governing philosophy was violence. 

Let that sink in a bit. 

Any suggestion that slaveholders were simply people acting in the norms of 
their times ignores the many thousands of slaveholders who rose above “their 
times” and freed their enslaved property. 

This was especially prevalent in and after the Revolutionary War, when many 
slaveholders realized American hypocrisy in fighting for “freedom” while 
holding enslaved laborers. 

There was also a small but vocal group of people who fought against slavery in 
times where doing so put their own lives in danger. These abolitionists would 
eventually turn the tide of political and popular opinion in the North about the 
evils of slavery.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/there-were-no-good-slaveowners/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/there-were-no-good-slaveowners/
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It always feels like a denial and a dismissal and 
diminishment of the horrors of the institution 
when people say these kinds of things.  

Because I am immersed in the primary source 
documents of slavery, I can tell you there is no 
way to adequately convey how truly horrific 
slavery was–some of the things I have read 
have made me physically ill. 

The scope and scale of the everyday violence 
and emotional trauma is almost unimaginable. 

The methods slaveholders contrived to torture enslaved people into 
submission will make you weep for humanity. 

So here’s a thought: don’t feel the need to make any comment about 
slavery at all.  

If it’s a topic that interests you, ask questions, get references to primary 
source material, find out more about the institution and its aftermath. Be 
authentic and compassionate. Learn. 

Know that the beliefs that undergirded the system of slavery continued long 
after it was over and into the present day. Slavery was not something that 
happened a “long time ago.” 

Descendants of enslaved people have not even been free as long as our 
ancestors were enslaved.  

This country was a slaveholding republic for most of its history. Think about 
that. 

In the year 2000, I met my 103-year-old relative whose father John had been 
enslaved.  

Many of my African-American genealogist friends TODAY have grandparents 
or great-grandparents had been enslaved. That is a breath away. That is 
nothing. 

Nevertheless, most people don’t know much about slavery beyond what 
they’ve seen in pop culture (and “Roots”). There’s much to learn about the 
institution, far beyond what most of us were taught in school.  



214 
 

New scholarship has been uncovered and new sources, especially in the last 
50 years or so. Be open to learning more. I promise you will learn many things 
that you never knew and that is true for all Americans. 

I have created a reference list of recommended sources if you are interested in 
learning more about race and slavery, especially if you have gaps in 
knowledge on these topics. 

I created it because I have received hundred of emails on this post, and 
readers sharing their own personal stories. 

One excellent documentary I recommend are the first two episodes of “Many 
Rivers to Cross.” You can watch Episode 1 for free on You Tube. 

5) Real friendships can be had with the descendants of the slaves your 
family owned. I am proud to say I’ve developed several such friendships. We 
have helped one another with our research.  

The stories are numerous. Coming to the Table is one outstanding 
organization dedicated to providing the platform for those relationships to 
heal and have meaningful dialogue. 

God knows that right now we could all use more examples of how to have 
calm discussions of difficult subjects with others. 

To do that, you have to be willing to be uncomfortable, and sit through the 
discomfort, in order to learn. 

6) I had to come back and add this topic: miscegenation. Anytime the 
bodies of women are under the control of men, you can bet sexual exploitation 
will occur. This was frequent and commonplace during slavery, attested to by 
many hundreds of thousands of primary sources. Slavery narratives and 
interviews come back to the topic over and over again.  

Whole classes of people in society were created by it, for example, read about 
the practice of placage in Louisiana. 

It was not considered a crime to rape an enslaved women: they had no right to 
self-defense and no ownership of their bodies (see, for example, the book 
“Celia, A Slave.”) And I would be remiss if I neglected to mention that enslaved 
boys and men were also sexually exploited. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slavery-studies/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ud2tEfp6t3A
http://comingtothetable.org/
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai/enslavement/text6/masterslavesexualabuse.pdf
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai/enslavement/text6/masterslavesexualabuse.pdf
http://famous-trials.com/celia
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Understand that it was not just the slave master-any white man–overseer, 
neighbor, cousin–could and did take advantage of enslaved women.  

We do not just share a country; in many cases, we share a bloodline. 

DNA supports this, with a high percentage of black Americans today who have 
European-based Y-DNA (estimated at 25%) and autosomal DNA. 

 In the generations after emancipation, many blacks who looked white chose 
to pass, many for job opportunities or simply to escape the burden of race. 

 
As I am fond of saying: people have always–always– lived and loved across the 
false boundaries of race. Some of the earliest colonial laws in Maryland and 
Virginia were laws trying to stop these marriages and relationships.  

So please do not be surprised if someone in your family tree turns out to have 
been African-American, or if one of your slaveholding ancestors fathered 
children with his enslaved women.  

And I hope you won’t hide what you’ve found because of shame or 
embarrassment. 

Our country is still suffering from the long history of slavery in our 
country. The need for a Black Lives Matter movement today is a direct 
descendant of that institution and the continuation of its beliefs and practices.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/28/science/african-american-dna.html
http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2014/12/genetic-study-reveals-surprising-ancestry-many-americans
https://www.amazon.com/Chosen-Exile-History-Passing-American/dp/0674659929/ref=sr_1_6?ie=UTF8&qid=1487122792&sr=8-6&keywords=passing
https://www.amazon.com/Chosen-Exile-History-Passing-American/dp/0674659929/ref=sr_1_6?ie=UTF8&qid=1487122792&sr=8-6&keywords=passing
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/21/books/review/Johnson-t.html
http://www.newsweek.com/there-no-such-thing-race-283123
http://msa.maryland.gov/msa/speccol/sc5300/sc5348/html/chap3.html
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I’m not sure I think it will ever be overcome, so deep is it embedded in the 
American experience. 

Although we can’t change the past, we can do many things now in the present.  

I hope what I have written helps you to think about some things differently, 
There are actions you can take along your genealogy journey to help the 
descendants of slaves to trace our roots further. 

I will also add a reminder to all that race does not have a biological basis. 
We’ve lived with it for so long, we take it for granted, but the idea that human 
beings were created into separate “groups” that have differences reflected in 
their appearance, that cause different behavior is simply NOT REAL.  

This has been proven by science over and over again. [Update, 9/18: Read my 
post on The Invention of Race] 

Race was a concept created in 17th and 18th century American society for a 
very specific purpose and there are many books on the subject (here are some 
background readings).  

Race is a social construct–an idea created by society. One of my favorite 
(though intellectually heavy) books on the topic is Racecraft. A short interview 
summarizes the points of the authors, and it is one I think everyone interested 
in the subject should read. 

Though race is an invention, racism is in fact very real. 

Here’s a short experiment: anytime you hear something like 
“(Black/Hispanic/any group) people are more prone to (crime/lazy/insert 
any negative behavior),” replace the racial or ethnic group with another 
feature of human appearance. 

Try something like: 

 Blue-eyed people are more prone to crime than black-eyed people 
 Tall people are lazier than short people 
 People with blonde hair are not as smart as people with black hair  

You’d recognize those ideas as preposterous on their face. But people have 
those beliefs with regard to skin color every day and see nothing wrong with 
it. 

http://www.newsweek.com/there-no-such-thing-race-283123
http://www.newsweek.com/there-no-such-thing-race-283123
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-invention-of-race/
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-09.htm
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02.htm
http://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02.htm
http://www.livescience.com/53613-race-is-social-construct-not-scientific.html
https://www.amazon.com/Racecraft-Soul-Inequality-American-Life/dp/1781683131
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2015/06/karen-barbara-fields-racecraft-dolezal-racism/
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You have to ask yourself why is that?  

I’d love to hear in the comments, responses from descendants of white 
slaveholders on any of their own experiences.  

We are all on the same amazing journey to uncover our ancestors and I hope 
everyone received this in the spirit with which it was written. NOTE: if you 
enjoyed this post, please read Part 2. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/white-slaveholder-descendants/
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More Suggestions for White Slaveholder 
Descendants 

I was encouraged that many of 
you read my last blog post, and 
shared your feelings about 
being the descendants of 
slaveholders. That post had 
over 7,000 views! (Update, 
12/2018: Over 25,000 views of 
that post). 

At a time when so much 
ugliness is on display daily in 
our country, it heartens me that 
there are others who are 
enlightened and willing to 
learn. There are people trying 
to challenge outdated and false 
notions about race, history and 
identity. I thank you for that. 

 

More Ideas for Helping Descendants of Enslaved People 
Many of you expressed the desire to share the information you’ve discovered 
about your family’s enslaved people. Others want to understand more about 
their lives. I’ll expand upon those two topics in this post, and I’m going to 
include many links for further exploration. 

Here’s another idea for sharing information you may have: how about adding 
images of inventories/wills/deeds or other documents that name slaves into 
the image galleries of the slaveholder in your Ancestry tree? 

Transcriptions are nice, but the original images are even better. Can you 
imagine the resource that Ancestry.com could be for those researching 
enslaved people if everyone started to do that? Powerful. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/suggestions-for-the-descendants-of-slaveholders/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/SarahThomasCopelin_post.jpg?ssl=1
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I have written previously about how African-Americans can track 
slaveholders in family tree software. Slaveholder descendants can make use of 
this. You can create a fact, for example called “Enslaved People.” That 
information can then be tracked and printed in your narrative reports. 

Next, I want to provide an overview of some general concepts of slave 
research that you may find helpful. 

Finding the Last Slaveholder 
Descendants of enslaved people must identify the last slaveholder or we can’t 
progress beyond 1870, period. That is the sine qua non of slave research. 1870 
is the first year every African-American is enumerated in the U.S. Census. 

African-Americans are only included before 1870 if they were freed before 
1865, which almost 1/2 million were. Marriages between free blacks and 
enslaved people were common, especially in areas like the Upper South where 
free blacks were numerous. 

 

Sometimes the name of the last slaveholder is passed down in African-
American families through oral history. Notice I say “last slaveholder.” There 
was the “last slaveholder” (or some say “most recent”–meaning the one before 
emancipation) and there were “previous slaveholders.” 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/documenting-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/documenting-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1870-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1870-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/researching-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/researching-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/martha-simpson-right-under-my-nose/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/martha-simpson-right-under-my-nose/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-white-father-direct-evidence/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-white-father-direct-evidence/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/slaves1.jpg?ssl=1
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Many enslaved people were owned by numerous people over their lifetimes. 
Enslaved people often formed families with others on nearby plantations. 
These are often called “adjoining” or “joining” plantations in records. In fact, 
enslaved people lived within their own communities, created with slaves from 
from other “joining” plantations.  

Age 
The majority of enslaved people had only a vague idea of how old they were. 
We see this in the telltale “rounded” ages of former slaves in the 1870 and 
1880 censuses. 

We also see this when former slaves tried to get pensions for their Civil War 
service. Frederick Douglass discussed this in his famous narrative: 

“I have no accurate knowledge of my age, 
never having seen any authentic record 
containing it. By far the larger part of the 
slaves know as little of their ages as horses 
know of theirs, and it is the wish of most 
masters within my knowledge to keep their 
slaves thus ignorant.  
 
I do not remember to have ever met a slave 
who could tell of his birthday. They seldom 
come nearer to it than planting-time, 
harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or 
fall-time. A want of information concerning 
my own was a source of unhappiness to me 
even during childhood.  

 
The white children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I ought to be 
deprived of the same privilege. I was not allowed to make any inquiries of my 
master concerning it. He deemed all such inquiries on the part of a slave 
improper and impertinent, and evidence of a restless spirit.” 
 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracking-mason-garrard/
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/freedom/1609-1865/essays/aafamilies.htm
http://news.psu.edu/story/140975/2008/03/17/research/joining-places-explores-slave-neighborhoods-old-south
http://news.psu.edu/story/140975/2008/03/17/research/joining-places-explores-slave-neighborhoods-old-south
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/fredd.jpg?ssl=1
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Marriage and Family 
Children born during slavery were owned by their mother’s owner. If your 
ancestor owned a wife and her children, the husband may be an enslaved man 
owned by a neighbor. Enslaved people in the 1870 census were finally able to 
live together as a family unit. 

One of the very first things freedpeople did was try to find their children, 
spouses and parents. These documents are heartbreaking. This Civil War 
pension testimony of Bettie Bradley also illustrates: 

“..I had a husband in slave time in South Carolina. I belonged to Mr. Lewis M. 
Ayre near Sumpterville, SC and Elias Phoenix a neighbor’s servant was my 
husband according to slave custom.  
We had been married only about a year when I was sold to a n***** trader and 
brought to West Tennessee and bought by Mr Thomas Kilpatrick, now dead of 
Tipton County, Tenn. I was then given by him to his daughter Mrs. Cornelia 
Nelson and went to live with her at Bartlett Station, this county.” 

What Records are Enslaved People Found In? 
Many records that genealogists use discuss enslaved property. There is 
nothing technically called a “slave record.” Information about them is mostly 
found in estate records, but they were documented in church records, tax, 
court and deed records as well. 

Some have been fortunate to find the records of slaveholders that list slave 
births and deaths. I loved how Mariann Regan’s shared a journal that 
documented enslaved people owned by her family. 

There are also many states and counties that have unique records with regard 
to researching enslaved people. For example, Virginia’s slave birth register 
and the slave statistics available in some Maryland counties. 

Many of the New England states that gradually abolished slavery had to have 
records of the births of enslaved people. They needed this information to 
know when each person would be manumitted. The Virginia Historical 
Society’s Unknown No Longer database contains a nice visual showing the 
varied types of documents that mentioned enslaved people. 

The problem with all of this is that you have to know the name of the 
slaveholder FIRST before you can use these records. How do African-

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/searching-for-enslaved-fathers/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/searching-for-enslaved-fathers/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-search-families-newspapers/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-search-families-newspapers/
http://justthinking130.blogspot.com/2009/09/calvin-r-yarborough-where-it-all-began.html
http://justthinking130.blogspot.com/2009/09/calvin-r-yarborough-where-it-all-began.html
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/rn2_vitalstats.htm
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/rn2_vitalstats.htm
http://msa.maryland.gov/msa/homepage/html/whats_new.pdf
http://www.nj.gov/state/archives/catsuslaves.html
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American researchers work back to 1870, and then find that person’s last 
owner? That is the challenge. 

 
1823 estate inventory for Walter Williams 

Estate Records 
The single most important document for researchers of enslaved people is the 
estate inventory. But that’s only if the slaveholder died before 1865. If the 
slaveholder lived through the Civil War, the inventory won’t help because 
enslaved people were no longer property. In that case, researching the 
suspected slaveholder’s parents estate papers –and his wife’s parents—may 
yield the required connecting documents. 

Men very often came into enslaved property through their marriages, like for 
example, George Washington. I discuss inventories here because while wills 
often name slaves, they don’t often name all the enslaved property a person 
owned. 

In many cases, we can’t find direct evidence proving slaveownership. 
Researchers will have a build a case for slaveownership. 

Family Groupings and Surnames 
Even when one finds the identity of the slaveholder, another major hurdle 
awaits. Slaveholder practice was to use given names only in documents about 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracing-slaves-through-probate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracing-slaves-through-probate/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/search-wifes-family/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/effie-blanche-fendricks-and-slavery-ties/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/1823-inventory.jpg?ssl=1


223 
 

enslaved property, even though many knew the surnames of their slaves. Most 
estate inventories of slaveholders will provide a list of their enslaved property 
with dollar values attached to each name. 

Luckier researchers will find ages attached to those names, which is helpful. A 
much smaller group of only the luckiest researchers will find family groupings 
of those enslaved individuals. I found an inventory with surnames attached to 
the given names which was just astonishing. But even inventories that list 
family groupings almost never include the name of the father. They often only 
include a woman and her children. 

The lack of indication of family structures is one of the hardest things to deal 
with as an African-American researcher. One of the cultural clues researchers 
often use is the practice enslaved people had of naming their children after 
their parents or siblings. This was a way to remember loved ones in a life 
filled with constant sale. 

Slave naming patterns were important factor in reconstructing enslaved 
families. If a will exists, sometimes the relationships between enslaved people 
are included. 

Research Strategies 
Here are some ways that researchers find the name of the last slaveholder: 

 The records of Civil War soldiers. As these men and their families 
applied for pensions, they often mentioned their owners. Sometimes, 
Civil War service records include names of former owners. Border states 
have unique records related to the Civil War service of enslaved people. 
These states paid loyal owners for slaves that signed up to fight and 
many of those compensation records exist. 

 The 1870 census. Many enslaved people lived with their former owners 
or in close proximity to them. Using this as a clue, the researcher can 
then research that family for verification. 

 Same-surnamed whites living nearby that have large property holdings 
in 1870. Those people were most often slaveholders before the War. My 
Holt ancestor was owned by Giles Holt. Thomas Sugg owned my 
ancestor Sophronia Sugg. This does not hold true for all enslaved 
people. Some created new surnames and some had the surnames of 
previous owners. Most used the surname of one of their parents. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-distributions/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/henrys-slaves/
https://www.monticello.org/site/plantation-and-slavery/naming-patterns-enslaved-families
https://www.monticello.org/site/plantation-and-slavery/naming-patterns-enslaved-families
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/civil-war-pension-records/
http://www.slcl.org/content/guide-civil-war-slave-compensation-claims-compiled-military-service-records
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/giles-holt-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/giles-holt-the-slaveowner/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-surnames-where-are-they-from/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-surnames-where-are-they-from/
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 Researching whites living nearby in 1870 who do not share the same 
surname, but have large landholdings. 

 Some former slaves bought land from former owners post-
emancipation, so researching deeds can sometimes lead to the 
slaveholder. 

 Southern Claims Commission records included many enslaved people 
serving as witnesses for their former master’s claim. 

 Some Freedman’s Bank cards included the name of a former owner 
 Freedmen’s Bureau Records often included labor contracts between 

enslaved people and their former owners during Reconstruction. There 
are also other Freedmen’s Bureau records that can uncover links 
between slaves and their former owners. 

Suggested Resources 
For those looking for background reading, I recommend the book Finding a 
Place Called Home: A Guide to African-American Genealogy and Historical 
Identity by Dee Parmer Woodtor. This is an excellent book with a nice balance 
of African-American history and genealogy. 

NGS Quarterly and other genealogy journals have published many case studies 
involving enslaved people. Reading them is a good to learn more about 
methodology and sources. Slavery historian Ira Berlin (at the University of 
Maryland) does a fantastic job of discussing this history in his talk, Slavery In 
American Life). The work he and his team have done at the Freedmen and 
Southern Society Project has taught me so much. 

I have written numerous posts on slave and slaveowner research. Use the 
drop-down box in the right column of this blog (where it says “What I Talk 
About”) to see the associated posts. Some that I would recommend adding to 
this general overview are: 

What you Didn’t Know About Slavery 
How Were Slaves Sold? 
Slave Distributions 
The Terror of Reconstruction 
A Slave’s Letter to His Former Master 
Slave Research: Four Things You Need to Know 
Mind of the Slaveowner 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/southern-claims-commission/
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/African_American_Freedman%27s_Savings_and_Trust_Company_Records
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
https://familysearch.org/search/collection/2475025?collectionNameFilter=false
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/perry-simpson-found-freedmens-bureau-records/
https://www.amazon.com/Finding-Place-Called-Home-African-American/dp/037540595X
https://www.amazon.com/Finding-Place-Called-Home-African-American/dp/037540595X
https://www.amazon.com/Finding-Place-Called-Home-African-American/dp/037540595X
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/journal-articles-on-slave-research/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/journal-articles-on-slave-research/
http://www.c-span.org/video/?157002-1/slavery-american-life
http://www.c-span.org/video/?157002-1/slavery-american-life
http://www.freedmen.umd.edu/
http://www.freedmen.umd.edu/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/what-you-didnt-know-about-slavery/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/how-were-slaves-sold/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-distributions/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-letter-former-master/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-four-things/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-four-things/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
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Soldier Samuel Smith and his family 

My friend and fellow genealogist Melvin Collier has done numerous posts on 
his research on enslaved ancestors. I also recommend genealogist Renate’s 
blog Into the Light and her explorations of her enslaved ancestors and free 
black ancestors. 

Closing Thoughts 
Some of you may have noticed that I go to great lengths to use the phrase 
“enslaved people” as opposed to “slaves.” The battle between use of these 
terms continues in academic circles, but you can guess where I fall in that 
debate. 

Slavery was imposed on human beings and using the word “enslaved” makes 
that clear. Words have power. I will use the word “slave” only if the sentence 
becomes overly unwieldly. 

Researching the enslaved people your family owned could reveal information 
about your own family.  

Enslaved people were in the FAN club or cluster of people. They lived in close 
daily proximity to your family and both groups knew a lot about each other. 

Though most former slaves were illiterate, they knew alot about the 
slaveholding family. Look at Cupid Hamilton’s Southern Claims testimony: 

http://rootsrevealed.blogspot.com/2015/10/slave-ancestral-research-unearthing.html
http://rootsrevealed.blogspot.com/2015/10/slave-ancestral-research-unearthing.html
http://justthinking130.blogspot.com/search/label/slave%20owners
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/the_history_of_american_slavery/2015/05/historians_debate_whether_to_use_the_term_slave_or_enslaved_person.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/the_history_of_american_slavery/2015/05/historians_debate_whether_to_use_the_term_slave_or_enslaved_person.html
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-fan-club/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/soldier.jpg?ssl=1
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“My master Mr. William Heyward gave me two horses and a wagon to make a 
living for myself and family as he could not afford us any longer. 
He’s dead now…died in Charleston of yellow fever in 1872. His grandson Mr. 
William Hankel was not present when he gave me the horses and the wagon, but 
he lives on the plantation now and I believe knows all about it” 
 
That death date and place might be valuable information for the descendants 
of slaveholder William Heyward. 

Please continue to send me any specific questions you may have about your 
research and let me know your thoughts.
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Searching Ancestry Databases: Things You 
Should Know 
Since Ancestry remains the primary website for genealogy research, I’d like to 
share a few tips for researching its databases. 

For the first example, I’ll use the marriage database below called Maryland 
Compiled Marriages, 1667-1899: 

We Must Know the Source 
Typically, we put the names 
of our ancestors in the search 
box.  

If the search came up empty, 
we might conclude the 
marriage record wasn’t there. 

That’s a big mistake.  

In every database we search, 
we need to know the source 
of the information in the 
database. 

That is usually found beneath 
each database (see it in the 
image above).  

In this case, it is detailed by 
county, since the compiler, 

Jordan Dodd, utilized original records. 

Sometimes the source of a database is a published book. Other times its from 
Family History Center microfilm reels.  

It may also be from county courthouse or state archives. 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/newmaryland2.jpg?ssl=1
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A Maryland Example 
Let’s say I was searching for the marriage of a couple that occurred around 
1885, in Somerset and Montgomery Counties, Maryland. 

If that search returns with no results, what does that mean? Well, if I read the 
detailed source information, I would learn that for Somerset County records, 
this database only covers marriages through 1871: 
 

Likewise, for Montgomery County, the database only covers marriages 
through 1875: 
 

  
Although the title of the database states that the records are through 1899, 
that range does not mean that every county is covered for those years. 
Obviously, that is important to know. 

A Tennessee Example 
Another similar example is shown below in the database for Tennessee 
Marriages. My primary research county is Hardin County: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Somerset.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/montgomerymrgs.jpg?ssl=1
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The source information informs me that Hardin County is not included in this 
collection: 

 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tnmrgs.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tnmrgs.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tnmrgs.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tnmrgs.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tnmrgs_no.jpg?ssl=1
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Draft Registration Databases 
The World War I and World War II draft registrations are popular databases 
on Ancestry. The World War II draft cards capture many African-Americans 
who moved from the South during the Great Migration. 

My southern states of research include Tennessee and Florida. Again, reading 
the source detail for this database reveals important information:

 

 
The cards for the states listed above were destroyed. 

Thus, the only information for my Tennessee and Florida ancestors will be on 
those who moved North to one of the states covered in the collection. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/draft1.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/draft2.jpg?ssl=1
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Index or Images? 
When researching, we need to know whether a database is an index only or 
whether it is an index with images. 

 Images are always superior since any transcription introduces the possibility 
for error. 

Though an indexed-entry is helpful, genealogists should always consult 
original records.  

So instead of being satisfied with this indexed death in the Tennessee, Deaths 
and Burials Index: 

 

We should go to the Tennessee, Death Records database, that will allow us to 
see the image for ourselves: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tnindex.jpg?ssl=1
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If all you have is the index of a record, be sure to obtain the original record by 
writing to the appropriate archives or agency. 

Familysearch 
I’m still surprised at how many people don’t utilize the free Familysearch 
genealogy databases. They have more county level records which is what we 
need. 

Use Familysearch databases in conjunction with Ancestry. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/tndeathimage.jpg?ssl=1
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For example, Ancestry has a Delaware Death Records database that includes 
an index and images, through 1933: 

But if you also searched on Familysearch, they have death records through 
1961 for the state: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/delawaredeath.jpg?ssl=1
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Again, for both of these, you’d want to look and see what counties are covered 
and for what years. 

One Last Tip 
The indexed marriage database below included parent’s names: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Delware2.jpg?ssl=1
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At the bottom of the image, we find that the source is a Family History Library 
(FHL) microfilm, reel number 30135. 

So I logged in to Familysearch.org, and I searched their catalog using that film 
number. The film contains two items: 

 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/zach.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/zach2.jpg?ssl=1
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Somerset County, Maryland is adjacent to the county of Accomack in Virginia. 
It makes sense that some couples would have married there even though they 
were from Somerset. I’ll make sure to examine these original records myself. 

I hope these few tips will strengthen the research that you do online by 
helping you to focus on the source of the information. 

And remember that while the Internet is a valuable tool, most of our research 
still happens offline and in person at various repositories.

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/zach3.jpg?ssl=1
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Black Soldiers in World War I 
My great-grandfather Lawson Holt served 
in the Army during World War I. Like 
most, his were among the records 
destroyed during the infamous 1973 fire 
at the National Personnel Records Center. 

This post shows how it is possible to still 
find out more information about your 
ancestor’s military service. 

Registration and Training 
Lawson registered in the first of three 
drafts held for World War I. Born in Right, 
Tennessee, he was a single man and 
working as a porter in hotel when he was 
drafted: 

 

Published military indexes provided a 
basic sketch of Lawson’s service. It’s 
fair to say I had no understanding of 
most of the terminology. 

So, I began to read about African-
American service in World War I. Black 
men were segregated into all black 
units, the 92nd and the 93rd division, 
and it’s no surprise they were not well-
treated.  Racism and segregation was in 
full-swing. 

Nevertheless, Lawson enlisted at 
Jefferson Barracks Military Post in 
Missouri on 14 Sept 1917 and received 
training at Fort Des Moines, Iowa. (In 

https://www.archives.gov/personnel-records-center/fire-1973
https://www.amazon.com/Torchbearers-Democracy-American-Soldiers-Franklin/dp/1469609851
https://www.amazon.com/Torchbearers-Democracy-American-Soldiers-Franklin/dp/1469609851
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jefferson_Barracks_Military_Post
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/lawson_scan3.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/draft2.jpg?ssl=1
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1917, Fort Des Moines also trained the one and only class of African-American 
officers in World War I. Lawson, however, was not a part of that group.) 

From Iowa, Lawson went to Camp Funston, Kansas, where he trained and joined 
the 92nd division, one of two all-black segregated divisions. 

Service in the Sanitary Train 
Lawson’s assignment with the 317th Sanitary Train, Field Hospital 368 would 
yield some useful bits of information. But what in the world is a “Sanitary 
Train”? 

The Army’s Center of Military History and other military websites provided 
background. The Sanitary train was essentially a part of the medical team. 

The University of Kansas Medical Center’s website about Medicine in the First 
World War had the best descriptions and photographs to help me understand: 

The sick and wounded after receiving emergency treatment from the medical 
corps personnel at the regimental, battalion or support unit level were 
evacuated to the next phase of physician directed care which was provided by 
the infantry division’s Sanitary Train.  

This 950-man unit consisted of a: 

• Train Headquarters 
• Ambulance Section 
• Field Hospital Section 
• Camp Infirmaries 
• Divisional Medical Supply Unit 

The word ‘train’ identifies units assigned to support the entire infantry 
division. There were four trains: Ammunition, Supply, Engineer and Sanitary.  

All of these were mobile and relied on their horse drawn and motor vehicles 
to perform their supporting roles. 

The role of the Sanitary Train was to provide medical care for the entire 
division through its ambulance and field hospital sections and Camp 
Infirmaries. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Des_Moines_Provisional_Army_Officer_Training_School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Des_Moines_Provisional_Army_Officer_Training_School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camp_Funston
http://www.kumc.edu/wwi/essays-on-first-world-war-medicine/index-of-essays/military-medical-operations/ambulance-section.html
http://www.kumc.edu/wwi/essays-on-first-world-war-medicine/index-of-essays/military-medical-operations/ambulance-section.html
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National Archives at College Park 
Now that I had a good idea of what a sanitary train and a field hospital was, I 
went to the National Archives in College Park, Maryland to learn more. One of 
their military specialists ordered the original records of the 368th field 
hospital for my review. The records were neat and organized. 

 
 

 
However, I quickly discovered that military records are dry and boring, and 
certainly not written with genealogists in mind;) 

https://www.archives.gov/college-park
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/DSCN4072.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/DSCN4073-2.jpg?ssl=1
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I discovered that unlike the other Field Hospitals, the 368th did not operate as 
an actual hospital, but as a mobile unit. 

Although I never found out his actual job, through the monthly reports I was 
also able to follow more closely Lawson’s movements: 
 
 Before enlistment, he had been working as a postal clerk. This was no 

surprise, since his father, John W. Holt, back in Tennessee was a 
Postmaster. 
 

 By Dec 1, 1917, while at Camp Funston, Lawson was promoted to 
Corporal. 

 
 By June 1918, Lawson was sent overseas in France when he reported to 

Base Section #5 in France. 
 
 Lawson’s division was back in Camp Upton, New York by February 28, 

1919. 
 
 They disbanded on March 9 and Lawson went to Fort Oglethorpe, 

Georgia where he was honorably discharged on March 15. 
 

Interviews Online 
One of my most delightful discoveries was finding transcribed and digitized 
interviews of two African-American men who had also served in the 317th 
Sanitary Train during World War I. 

These interviews provided precious details about their experience.  

The soldiers sailed to France on two sister ships named the Great Northern 
and the Northern Pacific. The trip took 7 days. 

They discussed how almost all of the soldiers were infected with “cooties” 
(lice) once they got to active duty. 

At the signing of the Armistice, the French celebrated and poured wine all 
over everyone. 

The French displayed no racism towards black soldiers: 

http://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/bysearchterm?keyword=317th+Sanitary+Train
http://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/bysearchterm?keyword=317th+Sanitary+Train
http://theworldwar.pastperfectonline.com/bysearchterm?keyword=317th+Sanitary+Train
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“When the French people welcomed us with open arms, that is the only time that 
I ever realized what a real American soldier was.  
The French people had no prejudice whatever. Negro soldiers fraternized with 
the French girls just like the white soldiers did.” 
 
 – Robert Sweeney 

 
Soldiers Heading to France, courtesy NYPL 

African-Americans entered World War I with the same attitude they had in 
previous wars. They hoped that fighting for their country would prove their 
worth as Americans and as men. 

With rampant racism and a segregated military that mostly assigned blacks to 
support organizations, black soldiers suffered greatly. 

http://exhibitions.nypl.org/africanaage/essay-world-war-i.html
http://www.militaryhistoryonline.com/wwi/articles/fightingforrespect.aspx
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/blksoldiers.jpg?ssl=1
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There were some successes, such as the 369th Infantry, known as the Harlem 
Hellfighters. Some black soldiers saw combat, mostly those attached to 
France’s Army. 

However, when black soldiers returned home, they faced continued racism 
and violence. Massacres and lynchings broke out all over the country during 
the “Red Summer” of 1919. 

Serving honorably to further democracy had not won black people anything 
on the political or social front at home. 

Closing Thoughts 
I hope this post illustrates that even 
though the military personnel records 
for an ancestor may not exist, we can 
still learn quite a bit about their service. 

Sadly, Lawson suffered from severe 
mental illness upon his return from the 
war. Now I understand the likely 
reasons. 

As a part of the medical support team, 
he witnessed the horrible effects of the 
poison gas that the Germans used 
against the Allies. 

He witnessed firsthand the explosion of 
the 1918 flu epidemic, which 
decimated soldiers and sailors. The flu 
killed more soldiers than the actual 
War did; more than 50 million people 
around the world. 

All this, in addition to the racism he experienced must have been truly an 
awful experience. 

https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/369th-infantry
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-narrative-reports/
http://www.firstworldwar.com/weaponry/gas.htm
http://www.firstworldwar.com/weaponry/gas.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1918_flu_pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1918_flu_pandemic
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Merriman_WW1_Tiff_label.jpg?ssl=1
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Lawson witnessed great suffering and death while he was a soldier. I suspect 
he had what we know today as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

Lawson died in the VA hospital in Alabama at the young age of 44. The cause 
of death was “General Paralysis of the Insane.” That doesn’t even sound like a 
real thing. 

It saddens me that he lived in a time when he likely did not receive the care he 
needed. He had his flaws like any human being. He created three children, 
none of which he raised. 

Lawson Holt rests at the National Cemetery in Mobile, Alabama. Rest in peace, 
Lawson. And thank you for your service. 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/lawson-holt.jpg?ssl=1
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Freedmen’s Bureau Record Uncovers Likely 
Slaveowner 

 
Freedmen’s Bureau, LOC (LC-USZ62-1055555) 

I made a big discovery recently courtesy of Familysearch’s newly indexed 
Freedmen’s Bureau Labor Contracts. 

A Little Background 
Several years ago, I used cluster research to trace my Tennessee ancestor 
Mike Fendricks back to his Alabama roots. 

At a standstill with Mike, I traced the roots of Dee Suggs, a man Mike lived 
with in 1920. Mike and Dee, I concluded after reviewing all the evidence, were 
likely brothers. 

I eventually found them living with their mother Sophronia Suggs in this 1870 
Franklin County, Alabama household (Dee’s name is “Dewitt”): 

https://familysearch.org/search/collection/2475025?collectionNameFilter=false
https://familysearch.org/search/collection/2475025?collectionNameFilter=false
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/one-step-closer-in-alabama/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/LOC3c05555v.jpg?ssl=1
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1870 Sofronia Suggs 

Labor Contract 
This new discovery turns that presumption into fact. The January 1866 
Freedmen’s Bureau labor contract between Thomas Suggs and “a lot of freed 
people” included: 

“Frony, aged thirty-two and her four children, to wit, Frank, 15 years of age, 
Mike 10 years, Carry, 6 years, Dee, three years of age…” 
 

 

Thomas Sugg was very likely Sophronia’s former owner. 

It’s sad to read the lengthy and detailed Sugg agreement. Frony was just 
signing up for something that was an extension of and as close as possible to 
actual slavery. 

One phrase from the document summarizes the central problem with this 
arrangement: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-contracts/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/soph.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/clip.jpg?ssl=1
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“the freed people…may at any time be driven from the farm without any pay for 
labor they may have performed.” 
 

We know from the Freedmens Bureau’s own records that this happened 
repeatedly. Families were forced off the land without pay once the crop came 
in. 

Feel free to download and read my transcription of Frony’s entire labor 
contract: 

frony-fbureau-contract 

Freedmens Bureau Records 
Freedmen’s Bureau records are an unparalleled resource for understanding 
the lives of the roughly four million former slaves. They offer a look inside the 
chaotic five years before the 1870 census. 

Notoriously hard to research, I offered a strategy for approaching Freedmen’s 
Bureau records some years ago.  

If you are new to these records, please refer to that post to get some ideas on 
how to start. 

Familysearch’s indexing of some of these records is tremendously useful. 
However, keep in mind that ALL the Freedmen’s Bureau records available at 
Familysearch are not yet indexed.  

There are many that still can only be searched by browsing each page. 

I’m so happy to have found confirmation that Sophronia is my 3rd great-
grandmother.  

I have had other successes in these records, so I hope you take a look at this 
invaluable resource. 

If you have already found your ancestor in these records, please share it with 
us in the comments. Good luck!

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Frony-FBureau-Contract.docx
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-strategy-for-researching-freedmens-bureau-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-strategy-for-researching-freedmens-bureau-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-strategy-for-researching-freedmens-bureau-records/
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Never Rely on Just the Census 

 
1880 Lydia and Daniel Waters 

Ah, the census. The glorious census. It’s such an important document in 
genealogy, I would venture to say even a foundational document. But its flaws 
are many. 

Those who rely on only the census to reconstruct their ancestral families 
do so at the risk of recreating a family inaccurately. Take for example the 
case of my ancestor Lydia. 

Lydia’s Husbands 
Lydia Wilson married Daniel Waters 23 July 1879 in Somerset County, 
Maryland. The couple and their young son John appear there in 1880 (image 
above). 

By 1900 (below), Daniel presumably died. Lydia was enumerated with new 
husband Edward Cottman, and their daughter Mamie. Lydia’s sons Cranston, 
James and George, surnamed Waters, also appear. (they are mistakenly 
marked as boarders). 

 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/1880Lidia.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/1900Lydia.png?ssl=1
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In 1910, Lydia and Edward were enumerated with James (marked as a 
stepson) and Mamie: 

 

In 1920, daughter Mamie remained in the household with 67-year-old 
widowed Lydia: 

 

All told in these four census records, we count four children. 

Lydia’s Children 
However, the careful examiner of the 1900 and 1910 censuses will notice that 
Lydia birthed six children, six of whom are living. 

Who are the other two children? Would you have noticed or missed that? 

Well, lucky for us, Lydia left a will. In that will she names all six of her 
children: Mamie, George, [John] Cranston, James, Fannie and Allena. Of course, 
that record is not online. 

Deed records for Lydia’s land also reveal the names of her children. For the 
most part, those records also are not online. 

But which kids were fathered by which of Lydia’s husbands? 

The 1900 census enumerates Lydia’s three sons with the surname “Waters” 
and her daughter Mamie as a “Cottman.” If we assume that those names are 
accurate, that still leaves us daughters Allena and Fannie to properly place in 
the family. 

Lydia’s daughter Fannie Waters married Rev. Fred Gillis. The couple migrated to 
Smyrna, Delaware, as mentioned in Lydia’s will. 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/1910Lydia.jpg?ssl=1
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/1920Lydia.jpg?ssl=1
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Is that marriage record online? No. 

Lydia’s daughter Allena was trickier. Like her sister Fannie, she is never 
enumerated in the household with her mother Lydia. And the reference to 
Allena “Waters” in Lydia’s will could easily lead one to believe that she was 
the daughter of Lydia’s husband Daniel Waters. 

But she wasn’t. 

Allena married Emory Graham Waters. The couple appears in the county 
censuses through 1940. They married in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1903. 

Thus, Allena’s married name was Waters. Allena’s maiden name was 
actually…..Wilson. 

Recall that Wilson was Lydia’s surname prior to her marriage to Daniel 
Waters. But….did Lydia have her out of wedlock? Certainly not impossible, but 
let’s take a closer look. 

Original Record Provides Important Clue 
I often emphasize the need to examine original records.  We should never be 
satisfied with the indexed records we find online and in books. Always strive 
to retrieve the original record and examine it for yourself. 

By examining the original marriage record for Lydia and Daniel, I noticed 
Lydia Wilson was marked as a widow. That’s an important clue that implies 
two things. 

Lydia had been married before her marriage to Daniel Waters. And, Wilson 
was not Lydia’s maiden name. 

Original records in Somerset County recorded no previous marriage for Lydia. 
So I researched all of her children. I retrieved the records of their marriages, 
deaths, land purchases, etc. 

And finally, only in daughter Allena’s Delaware death certificate did I find 
what couldn’t be found anywhere else.  

Her mother’s first husband was named Alfred Wilson. I finally discovered their 
marriage in Baltimore City. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/always-check-the-original/
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This previous marriage is hard to discern because Allena, an only child, was 
not living with her mother in 1880. 

I found Allena living in Philadelphia in 1900, working as a servant. Perhaps 
this is why she married there: 

 

Closing Thoughts 
This example illustrates the folly of depending on census records to tell you 
the complete story of a family. 

The census must be used in conjunction with other records. And those 
other records are mostly not online. 

You’ve got to obtain copies of records from archives and vital record 
repositories. That involves writing away and paying for copies. Better yet, go 
in person if the place is local. 
 
The census records alone for Lydia’s family would have us believe Lydia had 
two husbands and four children. 

But reasoning through the evidence helped us to properly orient Lydia’s 
family, and uncover her first marriage. 

By the way, Lydia’s maiden name was….. Bowser. I eventually found her 
marriage record in Baltimore. 

And of course, that wasn’t online. ����

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/allenaclip.png?ssl=1
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Verify Your Oral History 
One of the first things we’re instructed when 
we begin our genealogy journey is to 
interview our elders. 

This is by far one of the most important 
things for us do. 

Our family members can provide information 
we may never find in documents. It has 
always been ironic to me that the time when 
most people are interested in their history is 
generally when they are older, and their 
elders have passed away. 

Ask Questions Now and Assess 
I advocate to everyone that even if you have 
zero interest in your roots, please ask the 
important questions to your family members 
NOW. 

Although you have no interest, maybe your children will. Maybe you will later 
on, when all the people you need to talk to are gone. 

However, we also need to understand that oral history has to be assessed in 
the same way we assess information from other sources. It is another piece of 
evidence. 

Everything Cousin Bebe or Uncle George says may or may not be accurate and 
there are many reasons for this. As we age, our memory can fade. As my 
mamacita Carole likes to say, “we have trouble with data retrieval.” LOL 

Stories passed down over generations can change in detail such that by the 
time we hear them, they bear little resemblance to the original tale. 

As humans, we can have valid reasons for “glossing over” or omitting details 
considered hurtful or shameful at the time. 

Idella Prather Diggs 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/IdellaDiggs.jpg?ssl=1
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Divorces, “outside” children, children born out of wedlock, bias, 
embarrassment, indigent circumstances, interracial liaisons, abandonment 
and criminal behavior are just some of the kinds of issues that occur at some 
time in many families. 

Not Just an “Interview” 
Oral history is not just formal interviews with family members, but also 
information your parents or other family told you over time. Letters. Phone 
conversations. 

Things you “know” because your family has told you so. 

So the first step is to write the story down. Write who told you and when. 
Attempt to ascertain where the story originated, and whether or not that 
person had firsthand knowledge of the event. 

Is your mother telling you something that her great-aunt told her when she 
was a little girl? Write that down. 

From page 157 of the book “Evidence Explained” we learn a crucial point 
about oral history: 

Oral history is a resource that is at once important yet questionable. It’s 
credibility rests upon the reliability of the channel through which the 
information has been conveyed and the veracity of the original source. 
 
How to Verify 
Next, you want to do what you can to verify the information. Some of that will 
be as easy as ordering vital records to prove/disprove births, deaths or 
marriages. 

You might consult census and probate records about birth and death dates. 

Some stories are not as easy to verify. Many African-American families have 
stories about a slaveowner who fathered children with an enslaved woman. 

DNA is now a powerful tool that we can use along with more traditional 
sources to prove even those connections. 

My friend Jonnie Brown is a great example of that. Her grandfather told his 
children that his father was a white man. 
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Robyn interviewing Cousin Theodore Prather 

DNA was able to confirm the truth of her family’s oral history. Her white 
great-grandfather, a Confederate soldier, was identified. 

Though it was a common practice, finding that in written documents is rare. 
(My friend Aaron was one of the lucky ones) 

Examples 
There are many reasons for inaccurate oral history. Here are a few examples 
of oral history in my family and my attempts at verification: 

One 92-year old elder shared that his aunt, Idella Prather (shown in all her 
glory in the photo heading this post) “worked for a Senator in Washington, 
D.C. His name was Watts.” 
 
Verification: This elder almost got it right. In the 1930 census, I found Idella 
and her husband George working as servants in the D.C. household of 
Congressman Henry Watson. 

My maternal grandmother told me: “My daddy had one half-sister I remember. 
Her name was Mary Neal. She was very fair, almost white, and had long, straight 
hair like an Indian.” 
 
Verification: In the 1940 census, I found the elusive Mary Neal, and unraveled her 
family history. She was indeed a half-sister to my great-grandfather. With multiple 
marriages, she would have been hard to find without my grandmother’s 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-white-father-direct-evidence/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/analysis-uncovers-identity/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/PWS0091-35.jpg?ssl=1
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information. Joyously I met her descendants last year, who confirmed that she 
indeed looked exactly as my grandmother remembered. 

 

Verification: The interview above is a good example of something that 
happens frequently with oral history. There are statements that are accurate 
and some that are inaccurate. 

So many free blacks lived in this small area that it was called Freetown. 
Richard Waters did free a large number of his slaves beginning in the late 
1700s. 

He inherited his land and his slaves. But he was not Scottish; his family was 
from Virginia and before then, from England. 

Richard Waters was not a missionary, but he was a prominent Quaker, and 
was probably led by those religious beliefs to free his slaves. 

Though he freed many slaves, there were other whites in the area who did the 
same under the influence of the Methodist church. 

And there was indeed an African-American postmaster, Emory Graham 
Waters, who was a great source of pride to everyone in this community. 

Several people I’d interviewed over the years who grew up in Hardin County, 
TN, spoke of a racial disturbance that occurred early in the century. They 
spoke of the black community arming themselves and fighting back against a 
white mob. But no one remembered exactly what the incident was. 

https://aahistorydelmarva.wordpress.com/2013/09/15/upper-hill-and-upper-freetown/
https://aahistorydelmarva.wordpress.com/2013/09/15/upper-hill-and-upper-freetown/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/clip.jpg?ssl=1
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Verification: I’d tried searching the local newspaper and consulting with local 
historians. It wasn’t until the Tennessee State Archives posted a map from a 
court record to their blog earlier this year. 

That led to me finally discovering the case of a young black man who, in 1916, 
shot and killed a young white man (James Young) in a dispute over a woman. 
The young man, Lennie Kendall hid out for about a week before being caught. 

 

http://tslablog.blogspot.com/2016/01/from-tennessee-supreme-court-case-files.html
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/ARTICLE1916.jpg?ssl=1
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I read the details and the timeline; I knew I’d finally found the story I’d been 
searching for almost 20 years. 

A story I’d heard from so many elders. I ordered copies of the entire court case 
(I won’t tell you how much that cost;) and thankfully, it was all typewritten. 

The racial caste system of the times was in full swing. It’s clear from the files 
that the white community disapproved of James Young’s relationship with a 
black woman. That is largely why Lennie Kendall was let off lightly given the 
times. 

 

Closing Thoughts 
I have seen researchers hold firm to oral history when the evidence points in 
another direction or disproves the oral history entirely. 

We need to be aware of these biases and fight that impulse. 

Sometimes the story is so fantastical that we really want to believe it, but we 
shouldn’t let that desire drive our research.
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A Slave’s Letter to His Former Master 

 

UPDATE: After I posted this, I discovered more articles about the history of 
Jordan Anderson, the author of this amazing letter. 

The Smithsonian wrote an article  and I enjoyed this article in the UK’s Daily 
Mail, which provides extensive background research on Jordan. In terms of 
genealogy, this author satisfies family historians. 

Historical Background 
Jordan Anderson was indeed a real person as was the owner to whom the 
letter below was addressed. Tennessee-born Jordan Anderson is enumerated 
in the 1870, 1880, and 1900 censuses in Dayton, Ohio with wife Amanda 
(Mandy in the letter). A published obituary noted his death in 1905 at the age 
of 79. 

His owner Patrick Henry Anderson is enumerated in the Wilson County, TN 
censuses of 1850 and 1860. In 1860, he owned 32 slaves, including one of age 
to be Jordan. 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/free-mans-1865-letter-his-former-slave-owner-180957278/?no-ist
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2174410/Pictured-The-freed-slave-moving-letter-old-master-asked-work-farm.html
http://kottke.org/12/02/what-happened-to-the-former-slave-that-wrote-his-old-master
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/JordanBlog.jpg?ssl=1
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This letter was included in historian Leon Litwick’s famous slave anthology 
“Been in the Storm Too Long,” and the letter was published in several 
newspapers at the time. 

Jordan indicates that the letter was transcribed by his good friend, a banker 
with abolitionist leanings named Valentine Winters. 

I feel somehow connected to Jordan, since my mother grew up in Dayton, and 
he is buried at the same cemetery as many of my relatives. 

This slave’s letter to his former master is something that everyone 
researching enslaved people should read. The letter was written by Jordan 
Anderson in response to his former owner’s request for him to come back to 
Tennessee from Ohio to work for him. 

The letter is simply amazing. Through his sarcasm, we can feel the pain that 
his family suffered while enslaved. 

Jordan’s Letter 
Dayton, Ohio, August 7, 1865 
To My Old Master, Colonel P.H. Anderson 
Big Spring, Tennessee 

Sir: I got your letter, and was glad to find that you had not forgotten Jordan, 
and that you wanted me to come back and live with you again, promising to do 
better for me than anybody else can. I have often felt uneasy about you. 

I thought the Yankees would have hung you long before this, for harboring 
Rebs they found at your house. I suppose they never heard about your going 
to Colonel Martin’s to kill the Union soldier that was left by his company in 
their stable. 

Although you shot at me twice before I left you, I did not want to hear of your 
being hurt and am glad you are still living. It would do me good to go back to 
the dear old home again, and see Miss Mary and Miss Martha and Allen, 
Esther, Green, and Lee. 

Give my love to them all and tell them I hope we will meet in the better world, 
if not in this. I would have gone back to see you all when I was working in the 
Nashville Hospital, but one of the neighbors told me that Henry intended to 
shoot me if he ever got a chance. 
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I want to know particularly what the good chance is you propose to give me. I 
am doing tolerably well here. I get twenty-five dollars a month, with victuals 
and clothing; have a comfortable home for Mandy,—the folks call her Mrs. 
Anderson,—and the children—Milly, Jane, and Grundy—go to school and are 
learning well. 

The teacher says Grundy has a head for a preacher. They go to Sunday school, 
and Mandy and me attend church regularly. We are kindly treated. 

Sometimes we overhear others saying, “Them colored people were slaves” 
down in Tennessee. The children feel hurt when they hear such remarks; but I 
tell them it was no disgrace in Tennessee to belong to Colonel Anderson. 

Many darkeys would have been proud, as I used to be, to call you master. Now 
if you will write and say what wages you will give me, I will be better able to 
decide whether it would be to my advantage to move back again. 

As to my freedom, which you say I can have, there is nothing to be gained on 
that score, as I got my free papers in 1864 from the Provost-Marshal-General 
of the 
Department of Nashville. 

Mandy says she would be afraid to go back without some proof that you were 
disposed to treat us justly and kindly; and we have concluded to test your 
sincerity by asking you to send us our wages for the time we served you. 

This will make us forget and forgive old scores, and rely on your justice and 
friendship in the future. 

I served you faithfully for thirty-two years, and Mandy twenty years. At 
twenty-five dollars a month for me, and two dollars a week for Mandy, our 
earnings would amount to eleven thousand six hundred and eighty dollars. 

Add to this the interest for the time our wages have been kept back, and 
deduct what you paid for our clothing, and three doctor’s visits to me, and 
pulling a tooth for Mandy, and the balance will show what we are in justice 
entitled to. 

Please send the money by Adams’s Express, in care of V. Winters, Esq., Dayton, 
Ohio. 
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If you fail to pay us for faithful labors in the past, we can have little faith in 
your promises in the future. We trust the good Maker has opened your eyes to 
the wrongs which you and your fathers have done to me and my fathers, in 
making us toil for you for generations without recompense. 

Here I draw my wages every Saturday night; but in Tennessee there was 
never any pay-day for the negroes any more than for the horses and cows. 

Surely there will be a day of reckoning for those who defraud the laborer of 
his hire. 

In answering this letter, please state if there would be any safety for my Milly 
and Jane, who are now grown up, and both good-looking girls. You know how 
it was with poor Matilda and Catherine. 

I would rather stay here and starve—and die, if it come to that—than have my 
girls brought to shame by the violence and wickedness of their young masters. 

You will also please state if there has been any schools opened for the colored 
children in your neighborhood. The great desire of my life now is to give my 
children an education and have them form virtuous habits. 

Say howdy to George Carter, and thank him for taking the pistol from you 
when you were shooting at me. 

From your old servant, Jourdon Anderson
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Deed Record Bonanza 

 
1877 Upper Fairmount/Freetown 

I’ve discussed deeds in this blog before and why they should be a cornerstone 
record in researching the lives of your ancestors. 

In this post, I show how using deeds connected a family from the 1850s 
through the mid-twentieth century. 

Levin Waters 
Levin Waters and other ancestors lived in Somerset County, Maryland in a 
little community called Upper Fairmount and nearby Upper Freetown. 

The 1877 atlas clipping above shows both areas. Freetown, I believe, got its 
name from the prevalence of free blacks in the community. 

Levin is an especially tricky man to research. This neighborhood over the 
years was filled with other men, of all ages, also named Levin Waters. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/black-farmers/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/1877_fairmount_freetown.jpg?ssl=1


262 
 

So care in proving identity, and not just matching the name, requires a 
thorough search through a broad selection of sources. 

One Amazing Deed 
Sometime before 1 May 1900, Levin Waters died. Because he left no will 
(which means he died intestate), the land that he owned descended by the 
laws of Maryland to his heirs. 

His heirs decided to sell that land (to another man named Levin T. Waters, Jr.). 

The 1900 deed provides the names and locations of Levin’s heirs. It describes 
the grantors with the important phrase “heirs of Levin Waters deceased.” 

Daughters represent a problem when we don’t know who they married, so 
that’s one of the benefits of finding deeds like this. 

Levin’s named heirs were: 

 Alverta Johnson, with husband William C. Johnson 
 Samuel Waters, and wife Josephine 
 Manuel Waters and wife Mollie 
 Fred Waters and wife Mary 
 Sarah Johnson and husband James Johnson 
 Christianna Hall and husband Garrett B. Hall 
 Bessie Moore’s husband James Moore 
 Henrietta Waters, and her husband John E. Waters 
 John Waters and wife Grace 

 

One Amazing Deed Leads to Another 
Look at all the family history provided in this one deed. 

Before this deed, I had no information about at least half of Levin’s children. 
The deed reveals that Samuel and John Waters and their wives were living in 
Dorchester County, MD. The rest were still living in Somerset County. 

I continued researching through Somerset County deeds for Levin’s children. 
The key is that I kept searching forward in time, long after Levin died. 

That led me to another amazing deed. Before his death, Levin gave a small 
piece of land to Robert Moore. Robert was married to Levin’s daughter 
Elenora. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/prove-identity/
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Robert Moore also died without leaving a will sometime before 1950. So, his 
land descended to his living heirs. Roberts heirs sold the land in May 1950 to 
George E. Waters. 

The 1950 deed described the legal history of the land. It began by stating that 
the grantors were selling “the same land which was conveyed to Robert H. 
Moore by Levin Waters.” 

Robert’s Descendants 
Robert’s land descended to: 

 daughter Hennie Waters 
 son James E. Moore 
 daughter Beulah Whittington 
 Lorena Horsey, Donald and Thelbert Moore, the widow and children of 

son Fred Moore, deceased 
 Russell Nichols and William Smith, children of deceased daughter Hattie 
 Olivia Keith, daughter or deceased daughter Nora 
 and Laura, Welthus, Reginald and Marjorie Moore, the widow and 

children of deceased son Samuel 
The deed states that Beulah was living in Port Norris, New Jersey. 
Russell Nichols and his wife Dora, William Smith and Olivia and her husband 
Lewis Keith were living in Atlantic City, New Jersey. 

Lorena Horsey and her husband John were living in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. All of the others were still living in Somerset County, Maryland. 

Some Tips 
In two deeds, we have mapped the family history of Levin Waters. He was 
born about 1820 and the deeds continue through his daughter Elenora 
Moore’s heirs in the mid-20th century. 

Here are a few tips for your search: 

1. Use census records as a guide. When someone owns land, then find the 
corresponding deeds. 

2. Search the deed indexes for every known child. 
3. When your ancestors own land, find the deeds of them buying the land 

and selling the land. Remember that if someone inherits land, their is 
often no deed showing that. You’ll have to wait until they sell the land. 
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4. Search tax records since owners had to pay property taxes. 
5. Deeds sometimes mention that the land is being sold as a result of a 

court decree. Find that court record. 
Closing Thoughts 
Much of deed research consists of searching through very dry records that 
describe land boundaries and the legal transfer of ownership. Many deeds 
provide no information about families or relationships whatsoever. 

The victory will come to those researchers diligent enough to keep 
searching. 

There are several good books and lots of training available to help you 
understand deed records and how to use them. 

One of my favorites is the Deed Records course offered by the National 
Genealogical Society. Learn about using deed records before you dive in, or 
you’ll be looking at a lot of documents that you don’t understand. 

Those of you who have made discoveries using deed records, I’d love to hear 
about it in the comments.

https://www.amazon.com/Locating-Your-Roots-Discover-Ancestors/dp/0806320370
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/U.S._Land_Records_Class_Handout
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/genealogy-courses/
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The Ku Klux Klan Hearings 

 
LC-USZ62-93080, Klan rally in DC, 1926 

In 1871, the U.S. Government held hearings on the rampant violence in the 
South by the Ku Klux Klan and other white terrorist organizations. 

The official name of these records is the “Report of the Joint Select Committee 
Appointed to Inquire Into the Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrectionary 
States.” However, they are often referred to by historians as the Ku Klux Klan 
Hearings or the KKK Testimony. 

I first discovered these records when my friend Tim Pinnick  gave a lecture 
about them. 

Online Access 
Thanks to the Making of America website, you can now access all volumes of 
the Ku Klux Klan Hearings. 

http://www.blackcoalminerheritage.net/
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/metabook?id=insurrection1872
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/metabook?id=insurrection1872
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/klanpic.jpg?ssl=1
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Even better—the volumes are fully text-searchable! Here is the what the 
website looks like: 

 

The hearings are documented in the U.S. Serial Set, which are the published 
records of the U.S. Congress. These hearings were the precursor to the passing 
of the 1871 Klan Act. That Act enabled President Ulysses Grant to send federal 
troops to southern states to maintain order and penalize the acts of private 
citizens. 

Federal prosecutions under this Act did serve to sufficiently cripple the first 
iteration of the Klan. Unfortunately, in the first decade of the 20th century, the 
organization came back with a vengeance. 

The Testimony 
The real jewel of these records is the verbatim testimony from North Carolina, 
South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi and Florida. They cover 13 
volumes and over 7000 pages of testimony and reports! 

These records include first person testimony from numerous freedmen and 
women. They also include testimony from local white officials, both those 
aligned with the Confederate cause and those aligned with the Union. 

These records are indexed in great detail at the beginning of each published 
volume. Here is an example of one of the indexed pages as well as two pages 
from Andrew Flower’s testimony: 

 

https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwss.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Enforcement_Act_of_1871
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/12/second-klan/509468/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/12/second-klan/509468/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/web.png?ssl=1
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/indexpage.png?ssl=1
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/page45.png?ssl=1
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These records provide some of the best testimony describing what living 
conditions were like for former slaves in the South during Reconstruction. As 
expected, there are numerous beatings, whippings, murders, rapes and other 
assaults. 

Freedmen who educated themselves or taught schools, or purchased land 
were frequently assaulted. They burned down black churches. Violence 
became so common that the term “Ku-Klux” became a verb. People discussed 
being “Klu-Kluxed last night.” 

The violence during Reconstruction, which I have blogged about before, is 
truly mind-boggling. Although freedmen were the primary victims, so were 
white men who pledged allegiance to the Republican Party (the old 
Republican Party, which has nothing in common with the one today). 

Voting Targeted: Just Like Today 

 

Black republicans became targets. Most of the perpetrators faced no 
repercussions. 

What may surprise you is how much of the violence was directed towards 
getting the freedmen not to vote the Republican ticket, especially in 1868. The 
perpetrators understood that they needed to regain political power. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-terror-of-reconstruction/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_United_States_Republican_Party
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_United_States_Republican_Party
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/story-deadliest-massacre-reconstruction-era-louisiana-180970420/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/story-deadliest-massacre-reconstruction-era-louisiana-180970420/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/m-1265-1.jpg?ssl=1
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This is yet another demonstration of how “racist belief” alone was not the only 
driver for violence. It provided the control needed to keep the freedmen at the 
very bottom of the economic, social and political ladder. 

Those in power needed to keep a compliant and dependent labor force in the 
South to continue to work the land. It is so important that we understand that. 

One website offers some chilling examples of how well the violence 
accomplished its purpose: 

“Those murdered during the KKK’s campaign included Arkansas Congressman 
James M. Hinds, three members of the South Carolina legislature, and several 
men who had served in state constitutional conventions.”  

“According to testimony, in other violence, Klansmen killed more than 150 
African Americans in a single county in Florida, and hundreds more in other 
counties…” 

“The Klan was most successful at taking the vote away [from] black 
southerners. For example, in the April 1868 Georgia gubernatorial election, 
Columbia County cast 1,222 votes for Republican Rufus Bullock, but in the 
November 1868 presidential election, the county cast only one vote for 
Republican candidate Ulysses Grant.” 

If that isn’t chilling, I don’t know what is. 

Closing Thoughts 
Search for your family surnames, but I also highly recommend searching also 
for your county of research and its surrounding counties.  

For example, my ancestors were in Taylor County, Florida, so I researched 
testimony from that county. Consider that violence was one of the main 
reasons freedmen and women migrated out of their home counties. 

How did African-Americans survive all of the atrocities they collectively 
endured? We may never truly know. 

I’d love to hear your comments if you have researched this source.

http://www.paperlessarchives.com/kkk_1871_testimony.html
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Thomas S. Sudler Account Book 

 

I’ve written before about the information that can be found in what I call 
Community Papers. These Papers include account books, diaries, ledgers, 
loose papers, family records, etc. 

These are the papers of (usually) prominent men and families. They might be 
large slaveholders, doctors, merchants or lawyers. Almost every library and 
archives has these kinds of papers housed in their Manuscript or Special 
Collections. 

I recommend viewing these records for what they can tell us about the lives 
our ancestors lived. Enslaved people and free blacks are often mentioned in 
these records. 

Capturing that social history is just as important as reclaiming the names of 
our ancestors. 

Thomas Seon Sudler 
I recently got a chance to view the Thomas Seon Sudler Account Book at the 
Maryland Historical Society in Baltimore, Maryland. Thomas lived in the 
community where my ancestors lived in Somerset County, Maryland. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-research-community-papers/
http://www.mdhs.org/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/sudlers.png?ssl=1
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In a place called “Back Creek,” near the Great Annemessex River, Thomas 
owned more than 400 acres of land called “Sudler’s Conclusion. 

By 1820 he owned 15 slaves. His home still survives (shown above), along 
with some of its outbuildings. It is one of the most important historic homes in 
the county. 

I have collateral ancestors who were enslaved by Thomas Sudler. My direct 
ancestors were enslaved by his neighbor William Waters and other members 
of the Waters family. 

On Farming 
Thomas was a meticulous record-keeper, though not a neat writer (!). His 
book recorded many things we would expect to see from someone who owned 
a farm. 

He noted what crops were planted, what the weather was like, and other 
activities like hog killing and shearing sheep. The primary crop was tobacco 
and wheat, with some cotton. 

Other entries mention a variety of foods probably for consumption such as 
watermelon, red peppers, corn, sweet potatoes, apples and beehives for 
honey: 

 “Began to heap the plant bed before the door Friday Feb 12, 1819 
Note: I lent Emory S Sudler one cow and calf to give him milk Friday Feb 12, 
1819 
Tubman W Sudler was to see me Thursday Feb 11, 1819 and helpt the people to 
worm the plant and fence in the Neck..[?] It took 26 pannels of fence ‘round[?] 
the bed 
Began to Burn the plant bed before the door Monday Feby 22 & finished burning 
Tuesday 23 and sewed it on Tuesday..” 

Miscellaneous Topics 
He writes about births and deaths, visitors and activities like making candles. 
Surprisingly, at times he includes poetry and scripture. Other entries record 
his feelings: 

 

 

http://msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/stagsere/se1/se5/019000/019600/019643/pdf/msa_se5_19643.pdf
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Note January 4th Poor old Nish Departed this Life being Friday Night and on 
Saturday morning January 3rd, 1819 Tubman W Sudler and his wife went 
away from me by perswasion which was a sorrowful day to poor me I don’t 
know what is to become of me, 

I see nothing but trouble and want both to me and my family what to do. I cant 
tell for the best I sent Caleb up for my poor son Tubman W Sudler, whether he 
will be too good as to come and see me 

Free Blacks 
 
This book offers all sorts of other interesting tidbits.  The image below is hard 
to see, but Thomas paid several free black men for harvesting wheat. They 
likely worked alongside his slaves as well as alongside other white men: 

Free Blacks Working 

John Tull 1/2 day work harvest, $1.50 
Levin Tull 1/2 day work harvest, $1.50 
Negroe Nathan Turpin one day, $1.50 

June the 27, 1826 Harvest Wheat 
Harry Waters half day, $.50 (Negroe) 
Peter Waters half day, $.50 (Negroe) 
Levin Waters, half day $.50 (Negroe) 
 

Enslaved Property 
One page simply provides a list of names. I am almost certain these are 
Thomas’ enslaved people. They appear throughout the account book 
performing various tasks: 

One entry shows a man named Daniel making shoes for Thomas’ slaves: 

Daniel made 5 pair viz Nan, Ben,Tobe, Job and Cesar….13 pair in all 

This entry shows the purchase of stockings for his “black people”: 
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Note all our black people new stockings in the fall 1815, except 4 as follows 
Tobe, Ben, ?, Lucey 

Another page notes the death of a slave owned by one his neighbors, William 
Waters: 

Note Negroe Stephen the property of Capt William H Waters got drowned on 
Friday December 23, 1825 

A Runaway 
An enslaved man named Arnold tried to run away. It is unclear whether 
Arnold is Thomas’ slave: 

Arnold ran away on Sunday May 21, 1825 and taken up in the Delaware State 
on Monday 23 by Mr Peter Stewart. Tubman W Sudler went up after Arnold 
on Thursday the 26. 

But Arnold paid the ultimate price. He was sold at the slave market located in 
nearby Princess Anne: 

William L Wynn Petersburge who bought Arnold May Saturday 28, 1825 at 
PAnn Town 

Closing Thoughts 
I hope this post illustrates that even items with benign titles like “Account Book,” 
can convey a wealth of information. 

This book had short entries, but they gave us a glimpse into life in the early 
1800s. The book discusses the care of enslaved people and the interactions of 
free blacks. 

This post also illustrates how important it is to study the neighborhood. Doing 
that is how I knew Thomas Sudler lived in the neighborhood of my ancestors. 

Many of the free black Waters men he mentions are men whose families I 
know. And while the 1820 census does not include slaves’ names, Thomas’ 
book reveals the names of most of them. 

Readers, have you looked at any Community Papers yet?
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Perry Simpson Found in Freedmen’s Bureau 
Records 

 
Freedmen’s Bureau, LOC (LC-USZ62-1055555) 

Finally- I found a needle in a haystack. I found my 4th great-grandfather, 
Perry Simpson, in Freedmen’s Bureau records! I have probably looked 
through thousands of pages of these records through the years and that is no 
exaggeration. 

I found his name in a Register of Letters Received in the Field Office Records for 
Maryland and Delaware. A “register” is one of the formats the agents used to 
document the many letters that poured in, and each register entry provides a 
brief summary. Perry, who lived in Howard County, was launching a 
complaint against Delilah Duvall. She had agreed to split shares of the crop 
with him (presumably in 1866) and after the crop came in, she refused to give 

http://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/freedmens-bureau/resources.html
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/LOC3c05555v.jpg?ssl=1
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him his share of the crop. Sadly, this was very, very common in the years after 
emancipation: 

 
Register of Letter, Jan 1867 

I’m still searching for his original letter, but I also found his case referenced in 
the book of Endorsements, which shows his complaint traveling up the chain 
of command. Unfortunately, in the end, there was no justice for Perry. An 
excerpt from the Endorsement stated: 

nothing more has been done in the case, except to call the attention of the State’s 
Atty Genl for Howard Co. to the matter who informs us with regret that nothing 
more can be done, Duvall is very worthless-a civil trial will only subject the man 
Simpson to more expense for nothing, as no Justice of the Peace in that county 
will give judgement on negro evidence. They do not refuse to take evidence, but 
allow him to testify in order to avoid the Civil Rights Bill, but do not allow the 
testimony to have any weight in making their decision, as reported by Mr. Lands 
[?] the attorney a true friend of the Bureau 

 

I was surprised at how emotional this document made me. It took a lot of 
courage and moxie for a former slave to formally complain to the Bureau. 
Retribution from local whites, including acts of violence and even murder was 
common. The above outcome references the 1866 Civil Rights Bill passed by 
Congress.  

It came up quite a bit in Bureau records, because it was supposed to change 
one of the reasons why black people were always so vulnerable: their 
testimony alone could never be used in most states against any whites. When 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Perry_Register-of-Letters.jpg?ssl=1
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the law was passed, some local law enforcement officials still refused to take 
complaints from blacks without white witnesses, and the Bureau pressed for 
prosecution of those local officials. What is shown above is that this particular 
Howard County official would take Perry’s testimony and allow it in court in 
order to avoid prosecution under the law, but that essentially it wouldn’t be 
given any weight. Just like all those cases in the 1950s and 1960s. 

I tell you, there is so much today that we simply take for granted. I can’t 
fathom what it must have been like to live with the fear that anything–
ANYTHING–could be done to you with no redress. 

I have been predicting that when the Freedmens Bureau Indexing Project is 
completed later this year, family historians are going to reclaim scores of their 
enslaved ancestors and lost histories. But we don’t have to wait until then. 
Many of the Freedmen’s Bureau Records have been digitized and are freely 
accessible on Familysearch.org. Though the records are difficult to navigate, I 
suggested a workable strategy to research them back in 2012. 

I strongly suggest scrolling page by page through those records. That is 
the only way I found Perry’s letter. The truth is that the digitization of the 
Bureau records makes scrolling through a few hundred images pretty easy. 
Aside from possibly finding a family member, you will learn about the 
community where your ancestor lived during the transition from slavery to 
freedom. You will read the stories of former slaves striving: 

 to find family members sold during slavery 
 to reclaim children being held illegally by former owners 
 to be paid for their labor, after employers throw them off the land 
 to get legal redress for other crimes against them 
 to build schools 
 to get their bounty money and pensions 
 to find work 

 

…and more. I found myself engrossed in so many of these stories, whether or 
not they were my ancestors. Tell me in the comments if any of you have had 
any luck in these records yet. If not, keep looking. Use my find as inspiration;)

http://www.deseretnews.com/article/865631024/LDS-Church-FamilySearch-launch-project-to-index-Freedmen7s-Bureau-records-of-4-million-former.html?pg=all
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-strategy-for-researching-freedmens-bureau-records/
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DNA Bombshell: John Smith Origins Uncovered 
This story is several months old. 
I had to let the emotion wear off 
to think clearly enough for a 
post. 

I knew of the amazing 
discoveries some people made 
with DNA testing in recent 
years. 

Last summer, my AAHGS 
chapter (shout-out to Central 
Maryland) had a series of 
introductory sessions on the 
topic. 

I’d taken the autosomal test two 
years ago, but after hearing 
others’ success, I asked other 
family members to take the test. 
Ever the willing soul, my dad 
jumped right in. 

John Smith’s History 
His grandfather, John Smith (shown above), had been the number one biggest 
brick wall in my 18 years of research.  

With the name ‘John Smith,’ he is often the topic in my lectures and classes. 

He lived in Jacksonville, Florida in the early 20th century, married Georgia 
Harris, and had three known children.  

I track him there until his death in 1960.  

I have never been able to find him in any Florida census before 1930, but 
multiple sources provide Georgia as his birthplace. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/where-art-thou-john-smith/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/where-art-thou-john-smith/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/05/jnsmith2.gif?ssl=1
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John first appears, unambiguously, in his 1918 World War I draft registration 
in Jacksonville: 

 

 

  

In John’s obituary, likely his son William reported that John was born in 
Swainsboro, Georgia. 

John himself said in his Social Security SS5 form that he was born in Tifton, 
Georgia. He said Simon Smith was his father, and indicated that he did not 
know his mother’s name: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/JohnSmith_WW1a.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/JohnSmith_WW1b.jpg?ssl=1
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I spent some time searching for Simon Smith’s in Tifton, but that was fruitless. 
I was unable to uncover anything about John’s life in Georgia(?). My dad and 
uncle also reported that they thought John was interracial. They noted that he 
looked “white”, as can be seen in the photo that heads this post. 

So, I gave up the idea that I would ever know more about John’s roots. Until 
autosomal testing came along. 

Robeson County, North Carolina? 
My father’s Autosomal DNA immediately matched numerous people from 
Robeson County, North Carolina. This was odd. I had no roots in North 
Carolina. 

I suspected the matches were on his father’s side because his mother’s roots 
are well-documented in Maryland. One match was incredible: a calculated 2nd 
cousin! 

That means one of this individual’s grandparents was a sibling to my father’s 
grandfather. 

I discovered that Robeson County, NC is the historic home of the Lumbee 
Indians. Their history is fragmented, but most sources say they are descended 
from Cherokee and Tuscarora, Anglo- and African-Americans.

http://www.lumbeetribe.com/
http://www.lumbeetribe.com/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/JohnSmith_SS5_2.jpg?ssl=1
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 The endogamous community is comprised of specific surnames such as 
Locklear, Oxendine, Lowery, and Dial. 

They are listed in early census records as free people of color. One of their 
forebears, Henry Berry Lowery, gained notoriety during the Civil War. I also 
read an excellent book on Lumbee history and racial/tribal identity. 

I spent a month reading DNA/genealogy blogs (like Kitty Cooper’s blog and 
Melvin Collier’s blog) and learning how to upload and examine my results at 
gedmatch.com. 

The Georgia Connection 
Since I had only evidence that John was born in Georgia, I wondered how 
North Carolina might have come into the picture. After reviewing the census 
in Robeson County, NC from the 1920s through the 1940s, I noticed something. 
So much of good genealogy research is simply that: noticing things. 

There were many people with children who had been born in Georgia, 
although their parents were born in North Carolina. That is a census clue that 
screams “migration.” 

I created a list of the people in the community with children born in Georgia. 
Then I found World War II draft cards for many of the male children, in order 
to find their birthplaces. Most of these males reported births in Claxton, 
Bulloch, or Evans County, Georgia. 

For example, see Vandy Locklear’s 1920 household in Robeson County, NC: 

 

This is Vandy’s son Miller’s draft card (he is 14 years old in the image above): 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/where-art-thou-john-smith/
http://www.amazon.com/Lumbee-Indians-Jim-Crow-South/dp/0807871117/ref=pd_sim_14_2?ie=UTF8&dpID=51rRf-CQzIL&dpSrc=sims&preST=_AC_UL160_SR109%2C160_&refRID=1CNJP95WFC4J60DG4JCQ
http://blog.kittycooper.com/
http://rootsrevealed.blogspot.com/2015/05/african-autosomal-dna-matching-feeling.html
https://www.gedmatch.com/login1.php
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/1920vandy-1-e1456793905509.jpg?ssl=1
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Evans County, Georgia was created from Bulloch County, Georgia in 1914. 
Claxton was the capital of Bulloch County. So I headed to the 1900 and 1910 
censuses in Bulloch County and YES! There they are, migrants from Robeson 
County, NC, working in the brutal turpentine camps of Georgia. 

By 1930 and 1940, many of these camps departed Georgia for Florida and its 
fresh supply of woodlands. Some laborers followed the camps to Florida 
(perhaps my ancestor John?). Many of the Robeson County migrants, older 
now, went back home to North Carolina. I traced at least 25 families. 

DNA Matches Provide Leads 
Simultaneously, my conversations with database matches finally yielded a 
feasible candidate: Nelson Locklear appeared in the trees of several of the top 
matches. 

Now keep in mind this is a highly endogamous community and the same 
families show up in almost everyone’s tree. This makes finding our match more 
difficult. So I focused on the top three matches with my dad. 

I was not surprised to find Nelson Locklear living in Bulloch County, Georgia 
in the 1900 census alongside his other kinsmen. 

I was COMPLETELY BLOWN AWAY when I saw who was living next door: 

http://daysgoneby.me/turpentine/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/millerlocklear.jpg?ssl=1
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I knew it was my John Smith. The little hairs on the back of my neck stood up. 
He was the right age and in the right place. 

He lived next to a man whose DNA made it’s way into my dad, in large 
quantity. And my uncle too, by the way, who I also tested. 

My grandfather’s recollection of Swainsboro as his father’s birthplace was 
probably not right. But guess what city is in Bullock County, Georgia? 

Statesboro. Not Swainsboro, it was Statesboro. That would be an easy error to 
make. 

A Family Back in Robeson 
Nelson Locklear was a married man, not that that ever stopped men from 
fathering children with other women. In the 1880 Robeson County, Nelson 
Locklear was newly married. It seems a tad unlikely that he would bring a son 
all the way to Georgia from NC. It seems more likely that he fathered John 
there in Georgia. 

Closing Thoughts 
This ranks as one of my most satisfying and unexpected finds. I had long given 
up the thought that I would find anything more on John Smith. But DNA 
allowed me to do that. 

This example shows how even original sources (John’s SS5) can contain 
inaccurate information. 

It is also another example of how human beings aren’t doing anything now 
that hasn’t been done for hundreds of years. Genealogy shows us just how 
human we all are. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/inaccurate-records/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/1900nelson.jpg?ssl=1
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People birthed children before and outside marriage. They lived and loved 
across the false boundaries of race. 

Why did John list Tifton, Georgia as his birthplace and Simon Smith as his 
father? Who knows. Did John even know that Nelson was his father? Maybe 
not. 

But Autosomal DNA just exploded the biggest brick wall I’ve ever had. 

(Update, 2019: my father and uncle have hundreds of DNA matches with the 
Lumbee community. I’ve solidified numerous matches to Nelson’s parents, 
Malcolm and Polly Ann Dial, and Polly’s parents, George Dial and Mary 
Lowery.  

My father and uncle have numerous very close matches–more than 20 
individuals who match between 200-300cm, on Ancestry, Gedmatch, My 
Heritage, and Family Tree DNA.  

I have just ordered a Y-DNA test and will look forward to what that reveals. 
My hope now is to hopefully discover the name of John Smith’s mother.)
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The “Lost Friends” Slavery Database 
I’ve just discovered the wonderful 
“Lost Friends” database.  

It contains ads of former slaves 
searching for their loved ones after 
emancipation. 

Sold away or otherwise taken away 
by slaveholders, enslaved people 
often never saw their loved ones 
again. 

I posted a few months ago about 
these ads.  

 

Ads here are from the Southwestern Christian Advocate newspaper. 

The Advocate was a Methodist newspaper, but other newspapers ran these 
ads as well. 

The Stories 
It’s hard to not get lost in the stories. The sadness and grief is tangible as 
parents held out hope to find their children.  

Children tried to find their parents. Siblings and spouses tried to find one 
another. 

I was surprised to find the ad above. It was from a woman taken from 
Somerset County, Maryland, where my Waters ancestors are from. 

Did she ever find them? From Baltimore, she was probably shipped to New 
Orleans.  

The manifest below (which includes a Caroline Waters) illustrates this: 

 

http://www.hnoc.org/database/lost-friends/search.php
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-search-families-newspapers/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-search-families-newspapers/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/18820316_LostFriends_3rd-ad.jpg?ssl=1
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There’s not enough information to say this is the same woman. But the ship’s 
manifest is more proof of broken relationships. It does not say where or from 
whom these people were purchased. 

Local traders bought slaves as they traveled the countryside over a period of 
months. Stowed in the Baltimore slave pen, they waited until it was time to 
board the ship. Many others had to walk hundreds of miles to the Southern 
markets. How Awful Slavery Was. 

Let’s not forget that this was a part of the Domestic Slave Trade in the United 
States. Traders and slaveholders sold over one million enslaved people from 
the Upper South to the Deep South. 

This trade destroyed established black families. Many of these people were 
second and even third generation American-born. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/caroline_slavemanifest.jpg?ssl=1
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New Databases 
Uncovering of the lives of slaves is the purpose of numerous databases 
released over the last few years. One of my favorites is the Digital Library of 
American Slavery. 

It includes North Carolina runaway ads and links to the Slave Trade database. 
Additionally, it links to Forever Free, a database that contains slave 
information from deeds in several North Carolina counties. 

There’s also the Virginia Historical Society’s Unknown No Longer. It contains 
information about slaves from many different records. 

Soon, the Virginia State Archives will release their database of information 
about enslaved people, Virginia Untold: The African-American Narrative. 

The Family History Center will soon finish it’s transcription of the Freedmen’s 
Bureau records. (Update: their transcriptions are complete.) 

Readers, if you know of other digitized records of enslaved people, please 
share them with us.

https://library.uncg.edu/slavery/
https://library.uncg.edu/slavery/
http://www.virginiamemory.com/collections/aan/
http://www.discoverfreedmen.org/
http://www.discoverfreedmen.org/
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How Were Slaves Sold? 

 
Slaves for sale in New Orleans, NYPL via Wikipedia 

It is a well-known fact when researching African-American enslaved ancestors 
that slaves were frequently sold. In fact, many enslaved people had a personal 
experience of their own sale or that of another family member. 

It’s recounted in numerous slave narratives, such as this excerpt from Leonard 
Black’s narrative: 

“As near as I can remember, my mother and sister were sold and taken to New 
Orleans, leaving four brothers and myself behind. We were all placed out. At six 
years of age I was placed with a Mr. Bradford, separated from my father, mother 
and family.” 
 

Many of the over 2,000 former slaves in the 1930s slave interviews also 
recount slave sales, such as this one by Delia Garlic: 

“Babies was snatched from their mothers’ breasts and sold to speculators. 
Children was separated from sisters and brothers and never saw each other 

http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/black/black.html
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/black/black.html
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/slavesforsaleneworleans1861_NYPL-via-Wiki.jpg?ssl=1
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again. Course they cry; you think they not cry when they was sold like cattle? I 
could tell you about it all day, but even then you couldn’t guess the awfulness 
of it.” 

But how were slaves sold? What is our understanding of slave sales as it 
relates to our genealogical research? 

(Sidenote: I won’t be discussing inheritance, though many enslaved people 
were inherited.  

Upon their owner’s death, they were bequeathed among the owner’s family. 
As chattel, slaves were also gifted and mortgaged. 

So the first place to look for the origins of enslaved people is in the immediate 
family of their current owners—their parents, their wife’s parents, siblings, 
even aunts and uncles.) 

The Domestic Slave Trade 
During the Domestic Slave Trade, which emerged when the African Slave 
Trade was outlawed, almost 1 million enslaved people were sold from the 
states of the Upper South (Maryland, Virginia, Delaware, North Carolina). 

Families were ripped apart as many of these people were children and young 
adults, many of whom had been in America for several generations by that 
time. 

The map below is one of my favorites from the Schomburg Migrations 
website. It shows the common routes taken during the trade: 

 

The Dread of Sale 
Sale was a psychological terror that shaped the lives and actions of our 
ancestors. It was frequently the impetus behind attempts to run away; we 
know this from the runaway ads. 

Slaves knew that in most cases sale was the death of their familial 
relationships. If they were “sold south,” they would never see their family 
again. 

Slaveholders often used the threat of sale against their enslaved laborers. 

http://www.inmotionaame.org/print.cfm?migration=3
http://www.inmotionaame.org/migrations/landing.cfm?migration=3&bhcp=1
http://www.inmotionaame.org/migrations/landing.cfm?migration=3&bhcp=1
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Many genealogists assume (or rather hope) they will find a bill of sale in the 
courthouse deed records with their ancestor’s name on it. And some will. 

A slaveholder could have some protections related to the sale if it was 
documented at the courthouse. But it was not required that they do so. It’s 
personal property, after all. 

Lack of Documents 
More importantly, I would venture that many genealogists won’t find that 
document for this reason: Most slaves were sold first to slave traders and 
then taken by those traders to be sold elsewhere. 

You’ll see traders referred to in primary documents as “nigger traders” and 
also as “speculators.” This is the way most slaves were sold.  

Now maybe an enslaved woman talked her owner into buying her husband. Or 
maybe an owner decided to sell a slave to a son-in-law or neighbor because he 
was in need of cash. 

But those kinds of sales did not make up the bulk of the market in slave sales. 

Slave traders were private businessmen. Their records were private business 
records. Few have survived or become available to the public (such as this one 
from William James Smith). 

Even if they survive, most of these records don’t include who the slave was 
purchased from, where they went and who they were subsequently sold to. 

In other words, they usually don’t contain enough information for genealogists 
to track an ancestor. 

To Market 
The antebellum slave market at New Orleans was the largest in the South, and 
the richest and most well-known slave traders were shipping slaves to New 
Orleans. 

I highly recommend the book “Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave 
Market,” by Walter Johnson for a look at the experiences of slaves in the 
market. 

Slaves were shipped by steamboat and later by rail, but many were forced to 
walk long distances overland to their destinations in chains. 

http://www.slate.com/blogs/the_vault/2014/04/07/slave_trader_ledger_william_james_smith_accounting_book.html
http://www.npr.org/2015/07/18/423803204/remembering-new-orleans-overlooked-ties-to-slavery
http://www.hnoc.org/purchasedlives/
http://www.hnoc.org/purchasedlives/
http://www.amazon.com/Soul-Inside-Antebellum-Slave-Market/dp/0674005392/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1452301765&sr=1-1&keywords=soul+by+soul
http://www.amazon.com/Soul-Inside-Antebellum-Slave-Market/dp/0674005392/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1452301765&sr=1-1&keywords=soul+by+soul


291 
 

The slave coffle became a common sight in the South. The photo below depicts 
a coffle in Virginia in 1839: 

 
James Buckingham, The Slave States of America (London, 1842), vol. 2, facing p. 553. 

 

Other large markets were at Natchez, MS, Savannah, GA, Memphis, TN, 
Richmond and Alexandria, VA, Montgomery, AL, Charleston, SC, and 
Washington, DC, with other smaller markets spread across the South. 

Slave Traders 
Traders also sold slaves in the small rural towns and cities as they passed 
through on the way to larger markets. 

Slaveholders like Isaac Franklin (pictured below) and John Armfield, 
headquartered in Alexandria, also had offices in several of those markets. 

They sold over 1,000 slaves every year into the southwest at their heyday in 
the 1830s. 

http://mshistorynow.mdah.state.ms.us/articles/47/the-forks-of-the-road-slave-market-at-natchez
http://dsl.richmond.edu/civilwar/slavemarket_essay.html
http://edu.lva.virginia.gov/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/doc/slavepen
http://www.hmdb.org/marker.asp?marker=70715
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/12/arts/design/charlestons-museums-finally-chronicle-history-of-slavery.html
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/coffle.jpg?ssl=1
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Franklin owned several large 
plantations in Louisiana and 
Tennessee at his retirement and he 
had made almost a million dollars. 

Other regions had large traders—
like Robert Lumpkin in Richmond, 
Austin Woolfork in Baltimore, and 
former Confederate General Nathan 
Bedford Forrest in Memphis, 
Tennessee. 

In addition to the larger players, 
hundreds of other men in these slave 
centers participated in the slave 
trade business, running hotels, 
auction houses and slave jails and 
pens. 

Traders ran frequent ads in local papers and were identified in city directories 
and even in some census records. 

http://articles.baltimoresun.com/2000-07-12/news/0007120236_1_slave-pens-pratt-street-slave-trade
http://www.inmotionaame.org/gallery/detail.cfm;jsessionid=f830194761452279247343?migration=3&topic=5&id=342018&type=image&metadata=show&page=&bhcp=1
http://www.inmotionaame.org/gallery/detail.cfm;jsessionid=f830194761452279247343?migration=3&topic=5&id=342018&type=image&metadata=show&page=&bhcp=1
http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/slide_player?mets_filename=sld2113mets.xml
http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/slide_player?mets_filename=sld2113mets.xml
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Isaac-franklin-by-wb-cooper.jpg?ssl=1
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Estate Sales 
Another large source of slave sales came from estate sales. When a 
slaveholder died without a will, their slaves and other property were divided 
among heirs according to the inheritance laws of the state. 

You’ll find many slaves sold during estate sales, and you will often find 
neighbors buying slaves as well as farming equipment and other household 
goods. 

The example below is from Solomon Holland’s estate sale in 1840 in 
Montgomery County, Maryland. 

It shows the sales of his estate, and most importantly, who those slaves were 
sold to: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/ad1.jpg?ssl=1
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/header.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/part2.jpg?ssl=1
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That means we need to look at the estate sales of the neighbors of the 
people who owned our ancestors. These documents may reveal a previous 
owner of an enslaved ancestor. This is classic Cluster Research.  

If a slave was fortunate, he or she may be purchased by a neighbor, and able to 
visit former relatives and friends. 

This was a far better fate than being sold to a slave trader, who wasn’t limited 
to the local area. 

Closing Thoughts 
Professor Heather Williams wrote a book in 2012 about slave separation 
called, “Help Me to Find My People: The African American Search for Family 
Lost in Slavery.” 

In it, she describes how slaveholders had crafted a narrative that black people 
did not form emotional attachments to their family members the way that 
whites did. 

As she describes, that falsehood is belied by the fact that slaveholders often 
didn’t want to be around when the separation took place. 

They would often arrange for some ruse so they would not have to witness the 
crying and extreme display of their slave’s emotions. 

That happened in the movie about Solomon Northup. There’s a scene where 
the slaveholder’s wife eventually sells the female slave for constantly crying 
about losing her children. 

I have posted before about the heart-wrenching efforts of former slaves to 
find their family members after emancipation. Take a look at this amazing 
website, Lost Friends, which extracts some of those ads. 

Slavery was such a demonic and inhumane system. Not for one second do I 
forget that.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-1/
http://www.amazon.com/Help-Me-Find-My-People/dp/0807835544
http://www.amazon.com/Help-Me-Find-My-People/dp/0807835544
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slaves-search-families-newspapers/
http://www.hnoc.org/database/lost-friends/index.html
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Who’s Your Daddy? Bastardy Records 

 
Cincinnati Enquirer, 25 Nov 1878 

One of the hidden gems inside court records are the aptly named “Bastardy 
Bonds.”   These records, like much in genealogy, are another reminder that 
human behavior hasn’t changed much. 

Anything that happens now also happened in the past. Children born out of 
wedlock, like today, was a common occurrence.  People also had kids with 
other people while they were married to someone else. 

What Are Bastardy Records? 
We often find children in a census with their mother whose paternity is 
unknown. In many states, the fathers of these children had to post bond that 
they would care for the child. The county did not want to be held financially 
responsible for those children. 

Black’s Law Dictionary defines bastardy proceedings as “legal action that is 
taken to compel the father to support his illegitimate child.” Black’s defines 
bastardy as “the offense of begetting.” 

I call these records yesteryear’s version of child support. For a long time, this 
caused shame to be heaped upon both mother and child (though oddly, not the 
man. Hmmm.) I still cringe when I see the words “bastard” and “illegitimate” 
in birth records. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/divorce-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/john-holts-will/
https://thelawdictionary.org/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/bast_ohio.jpg?ssl=1
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Bastardy Record Examples 
As seen in the image above this post, newspapers are a great place to look for 
cases of people charged with bastardy. Otherwise, you’ll want to check 
through the county court records. Some are indexed. 

The record below is a “bastardy recognizance” for Dennis Waters of Somerset 
County, Maryland in 1893: 

 

 

The record notes the birth of a “female illegitimate child,” born “the 6th of May 
last” to Kate Ward. If that child was your ancestor, you’d have an exact 
birthdate pre-dating the statewide birth records. 

The record also associates Wesley Hall and Levin H. Waters with Dennis 
Waters, since they secured the bond of $80. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Bastardy_Dennis.jpg?ssl=1
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That gives us two people to add to Dennis’ “cluster”–they are likely close 
friends or family members. These records for Maryland were recorded 
(oddly) in the deed records.  

They are more typically found in court records. Also, this record is indexed 
under the name of Dennis Waters. 

North Carolina 
North Carolina has one of the best collections of bastardy records. In 
September 1892, Isabella Battle charged that William Baker did “seduce and 
begat her with child under the promise that he would marry her:” 

 

 

 

The 1894 Bastardy record below names all four of Sank Summerlin’s children 
and provides their ages: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/NCB1.jpg?ssl=1
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/NCB2.jpg?ssl=1
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And lastly, the 1899 Bastardy record below shows that some men denied the 
charges. 

In this case, Walter Wallace lost and had to pay court fees, post bond and pay 
fines in addition to other charges. I wonder how they established paternity 
back then? It’s not like they had DNA tests: 

 

 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/NCB3.jpg?ssl=1
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I’ve seen these records in Maryland, Tennessee and North Carolina, but I’m 
sure they appear in the records of other states. 

In the comments, my readers, tell me in what other states you have seen these 
records?  Also, I’ve always wondered is who brought the action? Was it the 
mother? Was it a local official? A nosy neighbor? 

It reminds me of that old phrase, “Mother’s baby, daddy’s…. maybe.”
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Follow the Witness: They May Have the Answer 

 
Witness “Wm. J. H. Tull” 

Many of our artificial brick walls are caused by our inability to extract every 
clue from each source. One of my favorite suggestions is to tell people to 
Follow the Witness. 

Many of the most common sources we use, such as deed records, probate 
records and marriage records, are legal documents that in many cases needed 
a witness. 

In some cases (most notability with marriages and execution of probate 
duties) a person had to post bond. That’s the “co-signing” of today. 

Who are the people most likely to serve as a witness or guarantee a bond? 
They are most likely family members or close friends. 

Put another way, you might co-sign a loan for your daughter; you probably 
wouldn’t do it for the guy who lived down the street that you barely know. 

I’ve discussed before the need to use the cluster approach in genealogy—what 
Elizabeth Shown-Mills calls the FAN club. 

That’s the concept of not just researching your direct ancestors, but 
expanding your research to the group of Family, Associates and 
Neighbors that your ancestors had. Why? 

Because it increases your chance for success. It operates on the principle that 
most people lived, moved, associated, worked, worshipped, and married in 
groups, not in isolation. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/artificial-brick-wall/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/clues-from-the-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/clues-from-the-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/clustering-at-the-cemetery/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Deed2_DanWaters.jpg?ssl=1
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That principle is number six in my list of Top Ten Key Genealogy Principles: 
Rebuild Communities (Don’t Collect Individuals). 

To that end, never forget to notice those witnesses. In the example below from 
Tippah County, MS in 1888, the top portion of the record is a marriage bond: 

 

Even though it doesn’t have the word “BOND” emblazoned across it, once you 
read the words, you realize that’s what it is (it’s that little word ‘surety’). I 
posted on this topic before, the need to understand the different kinds of 
marriage records. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/robyns-10-key-genealogy-principles/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ms_witness_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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WE can see in the document that James Rutherford signed a bond with Lee 
Rutherford for his marriage. 

You’ll have to go to other records to confirm the relationship, but my guess is 
that James is Lee’s brother or father. This record also preserves a wonderful 
note from what presumably are the bride’s parents, Silas and Ednie Foster. 

In the 1879 marriage record below from Decatur County, TN, we see one 
“G.W. Holt” signing a bond for James Tall’s marriage to Mary Garrard: 

 

 

 

Even though George’s Holt surname does not suggest a relationship, we’d 
want to research him as a part of the “cluster” for James Tall. It’s no surprise 
they are neighbors in the 1880 census: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/tallmrg1_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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Turns out both men married daughters of Mason Garrard. That’s the “cluster” 
at work. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/tall_holt.jpg?ssl=1
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But be careful: many of the marriage record books that clerks used had pages 
that looked something like this one below from Richmond County, GA in 1875: 

 

 

 

When you read it, you find that each couple’s entry is a marriage license and 
then a return from the minister (at the bottom where it says ‘I hereby Certify’) 
stating the actual date the ceremony was performed. 

In this case, you’d want to see if marriage bonds or the application for a 
marriage license were kept in a separate book or set of loose papers. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/application-marriage-license/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/application-marriage-license/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ga_mrg_nowitness_clip.jpg?ssl=1
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As an example from deed books, shown below is the last page of an 1877 
Somerset County, MD deed: 

 

The witness here—where you see the word “Test.”—is “Ella D. Coulbourne.” 
What is her relationship to the parties in the deed, who are Bradshaws and 
Hendersons?  

You’d want to research that. 

But again, beware! –there are many marriage records and deed records where 
the court clerk also serves as the witness. 

You’ll need to check a few pages in both directions from the record of interest 
to ascertain whether that is the case, such as in this 1883 Somerset County, 
MD deed: 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/deed_witness.jpg?ssl=1


308 
 

 

You can see that witness “J.T. Warfield” is the same Justice of the Peace who 
certifies the deed. 

Witnesses have played a key role in some of my biggest genealogical 
breakthroughs,  such as discovering the connection between my great-
grandfather Mike Fendricks and Dee Suggs. 

You can see Mike Fendricks below guaranteeing a bond on Dee Suggs 
marriage license: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/one-step-closer-in-alabama/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/one-step-closer-in-alabama/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/deed_clerkclip.jpg?ssl=1
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Get in the habit of scrutinizing your sources. Look for and then follow the 
witness. He (most likely a he) may be just the clue you need to figure out the 
family of origin or the family that a daughter or sister married. 

He may be just the neighbor to lead you to where your family migrated to or 
from. 

In the comments, I’d love to hear examples from readers about any 
discoveries made where witnesses were a key piece of evidence?

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/DeeSuggs_Marriage.jpg?ssl=1
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Are Your Assumptions Leading You Astray? 
It’s fine to make assumptions during your genealogical research. In fact, we all 
do it whether we think we do or not. 

However, as we review our sources and uncover evidence, we have to 
remember our assumptions.  We must be willing to let them go in light of new 
information. 

We need to follow where the evidence leads us, and not what we think or wish 
it should say. Our assumptions can be stubborn. 

This is especially true when it comes to oral history. We sometimes try to 
make the evidence “fit” the oral history. 

Common Assumptions 
Here are some common assumptions we make during our research, some of 
which I have blogged about before: 

 

 Parents were married 
 A child’s birth occurred after a marriage 
 Parents were only married to each other 
 The wife in the census household is the mother of all of the children 
 A person living in the same place with the same name is OUR ancestor 
 People stayed in one county or state their entire lives 
 Children took the surname of their father 
 People married or died in the county or state where they lived most of 

their lives 
 People appear in the records as one “race”  
 Enslaved people took the surname of their last slaveholder 
 Children survived to adulthood 

 Enslaved people had no surnames before emancipation 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/robyns-10-key-genealogy-principles/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/verify-your-oral-history/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records-multiple/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/wife-mother-children/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/deconflicting-the-same-name/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/phillip-holt-not-dead/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-definition-of-black/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slave-surnames-where-are-they-from/
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And the “mother of all assumptions”—assuming that what we find in an 
original source is accurate without correlating that information with other 
records. 

People can and did misremember, lie, deny, make things up and simply err. 

So, as you are planning and reviewing your research, be sure to do a mental 
check of your assumptions. They can lead you astray, and create what I call an 
artificial brick wall. 

Readers, tell me in the comments what erroneous assumptions have you had 
in the past with your research?

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/lie-to-me/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/lie-to-me/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/artificial-brick-wall/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/artificial-brick-wall/
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Extracting Every Clue from the Census 
Census records can rightfully be called the foundation upon which much of 
our research builds upon.  That begs a question. 

Have you learned to sift through each census record to extract every little clue 
about your ancestors and their communities? 

Many people haven’t. I’m still learning new ways to do this. We know that 
census records have high levels of inaccuracy. But it’s still important to know 
how to interpret more from them than just names and ages. 

I’ve written before about the importance of using the online accessible 
instructions given to the census enumerators every in every year. 

Here are just a few examples of some of the things you may be missing: 

1870 Census 

 

In the 1870 census above, would you have noticed (circled in red): 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-definition-of-black/
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/voliii/tEnumInstr.shtml
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/voliii/tEnumInstr.shtml
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/1870v3.jpg?ssl=1
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 that the dollar value in the real property column 8 for Mary Ross implies 
land ownership? You’d want to find those deed records. 

 that the high real estate value for Remus Riggs suggests previous 
slaveownership? 

1880 Census 

 

In 1880 above, would you have noticed: 

 the tickmark in column 20 saying that James Berry was maimed, 
crippled or bedridden? 

 wife Valeria who was “housekeeping” was working for wages outside the 
house? Wife Ella, who was “keeping house,” is more what we would 
think of as a housewife? 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/1880v4.jpg?ssl=1
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 the tickmark in column 12 indicating that Richard Case and his wife 
married within the last year? 

 the Matthias Dorsey and Nancy Williams families lived under the same 
roof (dwelling no. 478 contains families 495 and 496)?  It doesn’t mean 
they are related, but that possibility needs exploration. 
 
 

1910 Census 

 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/1910_redov2.jpg?ssl=1
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Would you have noticed: 

 Harry Haskins “Emp” in column 20 means he was an employer paying 
people to work for him?  Emmett Fly was working for wages? (this 
enumerator did not follow instructions; he was supposed to write a “w” 
for wages, not a “wa”) 

 the “O” in column 26 means Harry Haskins and James Tall own their 
property. Emmett Fly and Jerry Bridges are renting, with an “R” in that 
same column? 

 the “H” in column 28 means Emmett Fly is living in a House, not a 
Farmhouse? 

 the “UA” in column 30 means that James Tall served in the Union Army? 
 the “Bl” in column 31 for Willis means that he is blind? 
 the “OA” in column 20 for John Simmons means that he is working on 

his “own account”? 
 

Closing Thoughts 
Some of these might seem like small things. But every little piece of 
information is meaningful in genealogy. These kinds of details are what go 
into making a fascinating and more accurate story of our ancestor’s lives. 
 
There is a lot more information in census records than we utilize. Learn to 
examine those census columns on the right-hand side of the page that we tend 
to overlook. 

Here are a few resources where you can learn more: 

 NARA has a great link on clues in census records 
 I like Ancestry’s Wiki Template for Census Information 
 Mark Lowe has a terrific video available on using tickmarks in early 

census records 
 I’ve always been a *huge* fan of Michael Neill’s articles; these are links 

to 
several of his posts on census records and strategies 

 
My readers, tell me, what clues have you found in the census that surprised 
you?

http://www.archives.gov/research/census/1850-1930.html
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Template:USCensusComparison&cj=1&netid=cj&o_xid=0001029688&o_lid=0001029688&o_sch=Affiliate+External
https://www.ancestry.com/academy/course/census-pre-1850-tick-mark
https://www.ancestry.com/academy/course/census-pre-1850-tick-mark
http://www.rootdig.com/adn/censusreview.html
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A Walk Through County Court Minutes 
  

 
Old James City VA Courthouse, Library of Congress Photograph 

Have you ventured into the waters of county court records yet? I am a big fan 
of court records. Today, I’d like to show you what you can find in these 
records. 

As I’ve mentioned before, court records are an intermediate/advanced 
resource. I wouldn’t recommend them for beginners. 

Why Court Records Can Be Difficult 
Court records can be complex for many reasons: 

(1) there are separate state and federal court systems, 

(2) courts in each state often have different names 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/court-records-rock/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/jamescitycountycourthouse1943.png?ssl=1
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(3) courts exist in a hierarchy, 

(4) the names of various courts have changed over time and, 

(5) court records exist in different formats 

Different in Every State 
Each state has its own court hierarchy, and you will find that states can differ 
greatly from one another. The courts in Tennessee, and their jurisdiction, are 
likely to be quite different from courts in Virginia or Delaware. 

Researching County Courts 
When I discuss the “County Court,” I am referring the lowest court in a state’s 
court hierarchy.  

These are the courts the one in which most citizens would file a cause of 
action. But beware—that court may not be named “County Court.” 

So first, you’ll need to find out what the County Court was named in your 
state of research. 

Some places to search for this information are: the state archives website, the 
website for the state’s current-day court website, Google, FamilySearch Wiki, 
and Ancestry’s Red Book. 

For example, here is a discussion of North Carolina court history at 
FamilySearch’s Wiki. It tells me that after 1834, the lowest court in Tennessee 
was named the County Court. 

In North Carolina, the lowest court was called the Court of Common Pleas and 
Quarter Sessions. 

Next, find out how you can access the records. That may take a trip to the local 
courthouse or state archives. Remember to call first to find out what is 
available and what restrictions may be in place. 

If you’re lucky, you may find county court minutes online, like: 

 the ones transcribed  for Tyler County, TX and 
 the court order books for Amelia County, VA. 

 

http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Types_of_Court_Records
https://www.amazon.com/Red-Book-American-County-Sources/dp/1593311664
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/North_Carolina_Court_Records
http://www.countygenweb.com/txmontgomery/tyler_county_court_minutes_book_a.pdf
http://usgwarchives.net/va/amelia/courts.html
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You never know unless you look. Genealogists are a generous people. 
(Update, 2018: Be sure to check all the free images online at familysearch.org) 

Examples 
County Court Minutes are the brief records of everyday business of the local 
court. Most are indexed, either in the front or back. 

But it’s not uncommon to come across some volumes that are not indexed. 

What I enjoy most about county court minutes is that you really get a good 
picture of the town. You’ll know the prominent people, the paupers, the 
merchants and doctors, the lawyers, and more. 

The exact contents of each county court’s records will vary by state and time 
period. Here’s a list of things often recorded: 

 road crews named to maintain roads (road “overseers”) 

 names of tax collectors, sheriffs, constables and jurists 
 men to work on slave patrols  
 appointments of an estate administrator or executor 
 proving of wills and deeds  
 men named to appraise an estate 
 providing a widow provisions or her dower after the death of her 

husband 
 guardians for orphans 
 payments to jailers for keeping runaway slaves and other functions 
 tax collector and road surveyor payments 
 payments for people to help the poor (paupers) 
 petitions for building new roads, bridges or mills 
 apprenticeships 
 licensing of merchants (for taverns, ministers, lawyers, etc.) 
 taxes assessments and payments 
 people released from paying taxes because of age  
 apprenticed “illegitimate” children (parents sometimes named): 
 civil court cases, usually name claimant/defendant, jurors and outcome 

of case 
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African-Americans 
There’s a good chance that your ancestor shows up somewhere in these 
records. For those researching African-Americans, free blacks are often found 
in these records. 

They usually had to register with the court as a free person: 

One of my collateral ancestors was Margaret Barnes, a free black woman in 
Hardin County, Tennessee. 

I found her in an 1838 entry in the county court minutes. At about the age of 
12, she was taken from her previous “owner” for cruelty and “sold” to another. 

This is one of the first records I suggest researching for those who have free 
black ancestors.  

These records may uncover who freed them, or they may state that the person 
was born free. 

Closing Tips 
Take a walk through county court records and let me know what you find. 
Remember that court minutes are dated, so be sure to find the date of the 
record which may be on another page. If you don’t record the date and the 
pages, you can’t write a proper source citation. 

Don’t forget there are published indexes and abstracts to court records. See if 
any exist for your locality. If you find something, be sure to request the original 
record for review. 

Ancestry.com has a nice primer on Court Records from “The Source.” I 
recommend reading it to learn more about these records. 

 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/southern-claims/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/researching-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/researching-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/source-citations/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Court_Records
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https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/book1.jpg?ssl=1
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Tips for Family Photographs 
By far, one of the things that has 
drawn me to family research are 
family photographs (that’s John 
Prather on the left). I have collected 
hundreds of pictures over the years 
from various family members. 

I have “picture envy” for the 
collections of some of my friends (one 
of my favorites is the header on Mel 
Collier’s blog). 

The idea of capturing a small moment 
in time and trying to discern their 
experiences really appeals to me. I 
have noticed a lot of pictures with 
cars; what is it about cars that 

everybody seems to have posed in front of them? 

Even the small things included in the pictures that I imagine had some 
meaning, like bibles, kerchiefs, and gloves. 

In recent years, I’ve been drawn to photographs that show more social 
history. By this, I mean pictures taken outside, in the fields, on the city street, 
or on the front stoop of a home. 

Also immensely important are the photographs of our family houses, 
cemeteries, churches, and schools. Have you taken pictures of your home, 
church, and school?  

The wrecking ball will come sooner or later, so capture that history now! 

Here are some helpful tips for family photographs I’ve collected over the 
years, perhaps a few items will be new to you: 

http://rootsrevealed.blogspot.com/
http://rootsrevealed.blogspot.com/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/JohnPrather22-1.jpg?ssl=1
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Scanning and Editing 

1. Buy a lightweight, portable scanner for travel use. I have an old one that 
I bought years ago and it still goes with me on trips to scan photographs. 

When relatives have pictures, I make a point to come over with my compact 
scanner, so their precious photos do not leave their hands. Of course, now 
they have the handheld models, but I still prefer to have a flatbed scanner. 

2. Scan every picture at least “300” dpi. That’s computer-speak for “dots-
per-inch.” Dpi is chosen within the scanner settings before you scan. 

If you have a small picture, like the ones produced from those old Brownie 
cameras, scan them in at “400″ dpi, or preferably 600 dpi. 

These settings will enable you to make larger copies in the future. When I first 
started, I did not know this.  

I scanned a lot of pictures in lower resolutions which means they don’t scale 
well when I try to enlarge them. 

They don’t print very well either. That was a lesson learned the hard way. 

3.  Save your newly scanned pictures in the “TIFF” format. This format 
captures more information than “JPEG,” “BMP,” or “GIF.”  

You can always save copies of the picture in other formats, but you want your 
Master Scans to be in TIFF. 

4. Make minor adjustments to faded, torn or otherwise time-damaged 
family photographs easily with off-the-shelf photo editing software. Here 
are some suggested packages for purchase. However, the same edits can be 
made at no cost using  freeware like GIMP. 

You can easily perform actions in editing software such as “Auto Contrast,” 
“Auto-Color” and “Auto-Levels” that instantly improve photos without any 
skills on your part. 

But don’t be afraid to pay someone to fix a precious photograph. The expense 
is well-worth the money. Go to this post, on the bottom, to see a picture I 
repaired using pixlfixl.com. 

http://www.brownie-camera.com/
http://www.brownie-camera.com/
http://www.reviews.com/photo-editing-software/beginners/
http://www.gimp.org/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/application-marriage-license/


323 
 

Old Albums and Frames 
 

 

5. Remove old pictures from frames and albums (if you can do it without 
damage) and inspect the back for clues. 

If you’re lucky, something may be scrawled on the back. 

Use the photographer’s studio mark (which might be on the front) to narrow 
down the time and place. 

That little bit of information has helped me to break through brick walls in my 
research. 

6. Many old family photographs were placed in antique glass frames a 
hundred+ years ago. Don’t try to remove old photos if they stick to the frame 
or glass.  

Take a digital camera and photograph the picture and create a new copy. 

With glass, you’ll have to play around with the angle and lighting to get a good 
copy, but it’s better than risking damage to the picture. You may need to 
disable the flash altogether to minimize reflections.  

I do this with oversize photographs as well that will not fit on a scanner bed. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/BunnyPaulCrabbing.jpg?ssl=1
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Prathers on Horseback 

Storage and Display 

7. Do not display original copies of historical photographs on the wall. 
This was commonly done in the past, but when that house is gone, many times 
those photographs are lost or no one knows what happened to them. 

Sunlight also damages pictures over time. Scan copies of the originals and 
display those copies in your home. No one will know the difference.  

8. Store original photos in acid-free boxes in an environment free from 
temperature fluctuations or the possibility of water damage. 

Get them out of attics and basements. There are companies that sell boxes and 
other storage solutions.  

I also bought storage containers for all the old negatives I own that don’t exist 
in our new digital world! 

 

http://www.gaylord.com/c/Preservation
http://www.gaylord.com/c/Preservation
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/CelestineOnHorse.jpg?ssl=1
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In Closing 
 

9. Keep up with changing technology. Many 
companies can convert your old 8mm movies 
reels to DVD and digital video files. 

My great-uncle got many of his reels converted 
by Costco for less than a hundred dollars. 

They added music to the background (since 
those tapes had no sound). They also 
separated video scenes into chapters and sent 
us a link to view the footage. 

Many of the people in those reels are deceased 
now, so those films are priceless. 

Companies will also digitize VHS and audio tapes. I have digitized all my old 
family interviews so that the files are now on my hard drive. Many companies 
will scan your old photographs for you and return them in digitized form. 

10. Have a backup plan for all those photographs. I’m a little obsessive in 
this department, so I have two separate hard drives AND I keep a copy at my 
parent’s houses. 

Recently, I started storing pictures in the Cloud using Amazon. They offer 
UNLIMITED picture storage through their Prime program. 

It matters less what you do, and more that you have a backup plan and follow 
it. I think I would have to be committed to an asylum if I lost my pictures and 
genealogy research. 

I also made copies of all the historical family pictures on DVD and gave a 
copy to each relative. Now everyone has all the pictures I have and there’s no 
fighting. At least not over pictures;) 

In the comments, please feel free to share any other suggestions you may 
have. What has worked well for you when saving your precious family 
photographs and other related memorabilia?

http://www.costcodvd.com/
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-us/windows-vista/trapped-on-tape-transferring-audio-from-cassettes-to-your-computer
http://windows.microsoft.com/en-us/windows-vista/trapped-on-tape-transferring-audio-from-cassettes-to-your-computer
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Walden.jpg?ssl=1
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Genealogy Resource Recommendations 
I’ve talked before on this blog about the 
importance of reading genealogical books 
in order to learn about how to use various 
record sets. 

I want to highlight two of the best 
resources for genealogical research that 
some of you may be unaware of. 

The book “The Source” has been a mainstay 
of genealogists since its publication. The 
published book is huge and packed with 
information about conducting research. 

I lucked up one year and found it at a used 
bookstore for about $7. 

No need to purchase anymore—it’s online at Ancestry.com. The book’s 
chapters have been digitized and researchers now have access to its content. 

Here are the Table of Contents for “The Source”: 

 The Foundations of Family History Research 
 Computers and Technology 
 General References and Guides 
 Business, Institution, and Organization Records 
 Census Records 
 Church Records 
 Court Records 
 Directories 
 Immigration Records 
 Land Records 
 Military Records 
 Newspapers 
 Vital Records 
 African American Research 
 Colonial English Research 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/how-to-keep-learning-genealogy/
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=The_Source:_A_Guidebook_to_American_Genealogy
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=The_Source:_A_Guidebook_to_American_Genealogy
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Family_History_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Computers_and_Genealogy
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Introduction_to_the_General_References_and_Guides_Series
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Researching_Business,_Institution,_and_Organization_Records
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_the_U.S._Census
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Church_Records
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Court_Records
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Directories
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Immigration_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Land_Records
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Military_Records
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Newspapers_in_Family_History
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Vital_Records
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_African_American_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Colonial_English_Research
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/source.jpg?ssl=1
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 Colonial Spanish Borderland Research 
 Hispanic Research 
 Jewish American Research 
 Native American Research 
 Urban Research 

 
Each chapter goes into great detail about how to use each type of record. 
Please do take a look and bookmark this as a favorite—you can learn so much. 

Another major source for information is 
Ancestry’s Red Book. This is another massive 
volume that Ancestry has also digitized. 

Ancestry’s Red Book is a resource that makes it 
easy to find out what records are available for 
each State. 

When I find myself in a new research area, the first 
thing I do is to consult this book. 

For each state, Red Book provides a county map, a 
brief history of the state and what records are 
available (and where) in the following categories: 

 Vital Records 
 Census Records 
 Internet Resources 
 County Resources 
 Background Sources 
 Land Records 
 Probate Records 
 Court Records 
 Tax Records 
 Cemetery Records 
 Church Records 
 Military Records 
 Periodicals, Newspapers, and Manuscript Collections 
 Archives, Libraries, and Societies 

http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Colonial_Spanish_Borderland_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Hispanic_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Jewish_American_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Native_American_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Overview_of_Urban_Research
http://www.ancestry.com/wiki/index.php?title=Red_Book:_American_State,_County,_and_Town_Sources
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/redbook.png?ssl=1
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Another website I often use is MapsofUs.org. The site shows animated county 
formations for each state. You can also click on a year and see exactly which 
counties existed at the time.  

One last recommendation: I’m often surprised at how few people have maps 
of the areas where they research. The U.S. Geological  Service has a wonderful 
set of maps you can purchase at very low prices, and I have purchased many 
over the years. 

As an example of using the site, from the home page, click on the “Download 
or buy maps!” link. Then click on “Map Locator & Downloader”. I entered the 
city of “Laytonsville, Maryland” in the search box. 

When the map appears, click on the red location marker to see what maps are 
available at or near your location. As you can see from the list below, you can 
purchase historical maps as well as recent maps: 

 

 You can purchase a high-resolution map by download or purchase a physical 
map. I like that I can find river names, cemeteries, churches, and any number 
of other useful items for family research. 

http://www.mapofus.org/
http://www.usgs.gov/pubprod/maps.html
http://www.usgs.gov/pubprod/maps.html
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/maps.png?ssl=1
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I hope you’ve discovered at least one new site from these recommendations to 
add to your research tool kit! 
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Slave Research: Four Things You Need to Know 

 
Contraband Slaves 

I’ve been conducting slave research on my family and teaching others how to 
do it for about 18 years now. There are a few points I tend to mention 
repeatedly on Reclaiming Kin but thought it would be a good idea to list them 
all in one place. 

Especially for beginners, there are some things that will benefit you to know 
as you progress into the era of slavery. 

Complexity 
1. Slave research is extraordinarily complicated. 

Most people want simple solutions and one-size- fits-all methodologies, but it 
just doesn’t work that way. It is complex and requires a commitment that 
everyone might not have. 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Contrabandsloc.jpg?ssl=1
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There are plenty of examples of researchers finding the slaveholder in what 
might appear to be a simple fashion. Heaven knows all the genealogy TV 
shows make it look easy. 

What wouldn’t be, with a team of paid researchers behind the scenes? Those 
“simple” techniques won’t work for many people and won’t work on all the 
lines of your family. The surnames alone are enough to keep you endlessly 
confused. 

Don’t be opposed to hiring a trained researcher (experienced in researching 
enslaved people) if you don’t have to time or the desire to run uphill. I hire 
other genealogists all the time when I can’t get to where the records are 
myself. 

Thoroughness 
2. You should have researched all the generations of your family from the 
present day back to at least 1870 before you even think about researching 
slavery. 

I do mean researching all the siblings in each  generation (not just your direct 
line). 

You should have researched broadly in LOTS of different records. This will 
take a lot of time—years for most people. Ancestry.com has given people the 
false hope that the information they find there is enough when it is not. 

You’ll need to go out to other repositories in person to truly find the records 
you will need. 

If you are just beginning, focus on taking the time to learn how to do 
genealogical research. Read one of the many good books on the topic. Why? 
First, you’ll need the skills you develop during this phase to utilize during your 
slave research. 

I know it’s not exciting, but in the end, you will waste less time. Secondly, you 
might just uncover the name of the slaveowner if you research deeply and 
broadly enough before you get back to that time period. 

Rushing to get back to the period of enslavement is one of the top mistakes I 
see beginning researchers make. Take it slow and you will see the payoff. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-complexity-of-slave-surnames/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/collateral-research/
https://www.amazon.com/ideas/amzn1.account.AHMSNL7AMQRQGHNYDB4CJ4FZIMZQ/2H87B1FINYAB8
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Learn Local History 
3. You have to read about the history of the area of your research before you 
start researching slavery in that place. You. Have. To. 

You need to know what happened in your research county during the Civil 
War. Was it an area of large or small slaveowners? Was there a large free 
black community? Were abolitionists, or other groups advocating abolition, 
like Quakers, active in the area? What was the cash crop? 

Which states did people migrate from? Where was the nearest slave market? 
What were the laws in that state relating to enslaved people? 

You might get lucky and find a full-length book treatment of the subject. Or, 
you might find that information provided in a chapter or two of a general 
history of the county or state. 

Don’t forget to check theses and dissertations—slavery is a popular topic for 
local universities. I can’t stress this enough. 

You should be able to answer something as simple as Which armies came 
through [your area of research] and when? Who were the prominent 
slaveholding families? If you can’t, you are not ready to research the period of 
slavery. 

That information will be critical to your research.  Other resources for this 
information are the blue books that some states have online about their 
history like this one for Tennessee. 

State Archives may have published information like this pamphlet on Slavery 
in Maryland. You may find a reputable website on the topic like this one for 
North Carolina. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/researching-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/researching-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/how-were-slaves-sold/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/state-laws-slaves-free-blacks/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/university-theses-and-dissertations-hidden-treasures/
https://sos.tn.gov/content/tennessee-blue-book
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/stories/slavery/story/index.html
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/stories/slavery/story/index.html
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This information might be found in the types of books below: 

 

Read More About Slavery 
4. You must learn more about the institution of slavery. 

Most of us (myself included) know little when we start researching slavery 
other than what we saw on Roots and tidbits from popular culture. There has 
been groundbreaking new research in the last 50 years by outstanding 
historians that has completely changed our understanding about slavery. 

I suggest you read one or two books about slavery in general. Unless you are 
already an African-American History Studies major, there will be many things 
you learn that will be new information. 

You need to know those things to be successful in interpreting the experience of 
enslaved people. We forget that for *most* of our country’s history, we were a 
slave society. The remnants of that history are alive and and well, however 
unfortunate that may be. 

Here’s a point by historian Ira Berlin I like to use to convey this message 
(paraphrased): 

Most of us think about cotton, big plantations, the Deep South and Christianity 
when we think about slavery, but for most of the period of slavery, these 
things did not define the slave experience in this country.  

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/slavery-studies/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/what-you-didnt-know-about-slavery/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/what-you-didnt-know-about-slavery/
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/books.jpg?ssl=1
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Those experiences came in the last few decades of the roughly 230 years of 
slavery in the U.S., in the 9th inning so to speak. 

Another important point: the domestic slave trade uprooted more slaves 
(more than one million) than were originally brought into this country by the 
African Slave Trade (about 400,000). 

Think about that. That’s powerful. Yet no one talks about that. 

Closing Thoughts 
There are many valuable video lectures and panel sessions online about these 
topics, and I especially enjoyed Ira Berlin’s Slavery in American Life. If you’re 
interested, email me and I can suggest more. 

Finally, the two books below are specific to researching slaves and should be 
in the library of anyone researching former slaves: 
 

 

I hope this post will help prepare those on their quest to uncover their 
enslaved ancestors. Although it is complex and difficult work, it is also some of 
the most rewarding work I have ever done.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-schomburg-and-black-migrations/
https://www.c-span.org/video/?157002-1/slavery-american-life&desktop=
http://www.c-span.org/video/?157002-1/slavery-american-life
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/books2.jpg?ssl=1
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Researching U.S. Colored Troops 
For many years now, I’ve been interested in 
researching U.S. Colored Troops who served in 
Union forces from the communities where my 
family lived. 

Almost 200,000 black people, slaves and free 
blacks, served in the Union Army and Navy. 

The 1863 Emancipation Proclamation began 
the process of large-scale recruitment of black 
men into the service as soldiers. 

The racial ideology of the times believed that 
black people did not have the mental capacity, 
bravery or intelligence necessary in a soldier. 

However, blacks served with valor and 
distinction as U.S. Colored Troops and proved 
everyone wrong. 

Although the impetus for their service was 
military necessity, their service no doubt contributed to Northern victory. 

It provided proof of their equality as men, even if most whites of the times 
were not ready to hear that message. 

Service Records: A Search Suggestion 
U.S. Colored Troops service records are available on Ancestry and Fold3. 
While most people search for their ancestors, I suggest you also search for 
other soldiers born in the same county. 

Particularly in the case of former slaves, the analysis of military records can 
greatly expand your knowledge of the community. It can add valuable details 
about the slave community. 

One way to do this is to enter a county in the birthplace search box for the U.S. 
Colored Troops Service Records, but do not enter any names. 

Unidentified Soldier, LOC Digital ID, ppmsca-
26456 

https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/blacks-civil-war
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/blacks-civil-war
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/blacks-civil-war
https://www.alexandriava.gov/historic/fortward/default.aspx?id=40018
https://www.alexandriava.gov/historic/fortward/default.aspx?id=40018
http://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/us-colored-troops.pdf
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/soldier.png?ssl=1
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So, if I enter “Montgomery County, Maryland” for birthplace, and leave 
everything else blank, the database will return soldiers born in that 
community. 

Keep in mind that the soldier may have since migrated from that community. 
Also, there will be some who may not have their county of birth recorded in 
the official records. 

But this process will find plenty of people. Also, attempt to find pension 
records for all of the soldiers found. 

From NARA’s description at the 150th anniversary of the digitization of these 
records, we find the following: 

Researchers may be surprised to find that the USCT military service records hold 
not only muster rolls but also a huge array of personal papers that can 
include enlistment papers, correspondence, orders, prisoner-of-war 
memorandums, casualty reports, and final statements.  

Starting in October 1863, slave owners could enlist their slaves and receive up to 
$300 upon filing a “manumission” or deed of ownership.  

Unique to some of the records of the USCT are these deeds of manumission and 
bills of sale. For genealogists, these records may offer the only source of 
documentation of an enslaved ancestor in the absence of other vital records. 

 

Personal Papers 
Below, I share some of the personal papers included within the USCT service 
records. These two documents will tell you that “other” papers exist: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/civil-war-pensions-1/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/civil-war-pensions-1/
http://www.archives.gov/press/press-releases/2013/nr13-98.html
http://www.archives.gov/press/press-releases/2013/nr13-98.html
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/enclosures.jpg?ssl=1
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/ppapers.jpg?ssl=1
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Border State Soldiers 
In the four border states of Maryland, Kentucky, Delaware and Missouri, 
slaves could enlist with their owner’s permission. 

They earned their freedom and their owners were compensated. Be sure if 
your enslaved ancestor was in one of those states, you check the the Slave 
Compensation Claims available at the National Archives. 

For men who joined under those conditions, there will be documents 
indicating the slaveowner’s claim, title and loyalty. The file may also contain 
the manumission document: 

 

 

https://www.slcl.org/content/guide-civil-war-slave-compensation-claims-compiled-military-service-records
https://www.slcl.org/content/guide-civil-war-slave-compensation-claims-compiled-military-service-records
http://www.haitfamilyresearch.com/slaveClaims.htm
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/SlaveClaim_AlfredSnowden.jpg?ssl=1
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Mortimer_Misc_Slaves.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Manumission_AlfredSnowden.jpg?ssl=1
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Sickness and Death 
When soldiers died in the service, some files included death certificates and 
other statements about their death: 

 

The cards created during hospital stays can provide a valuable contact name 
in the area for “PO address of wife or nearest relative:” 

https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Gray_DCert.jpg?ssl=1
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Substitution 
Some files indicate that the person was a 
substitute, although the other person’s 
identity is rarely stated. 

A whole industry of people willing to enlist for 
pay arose, stoking class conflict since only 
those with money had that luxury: 

 

  

Slave or Free? 
Sometimes the “remarks” on the bottom of cards will mention whether a 
person was “free” or “slave.” 

https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/1994/winter/civil-war-draft-records.html
https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/1994/winter/civil-war-draft-records.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_City_draft_riots
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/subs.jpg?ssl=1
https://i2.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Posey_hospital.jpg?ssl=1
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Volunteer Enlistment 
My favorite document is the volunteer enlistment. If I had a direct ancestor 
who served, I would have this framed and up on the wall: 

https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/slavestatus.jpg?ssl=1
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Freedmans Bank 
Many former soldiers opened accounts at the Freedman’s Bank, so be sure to 
cross-reference the soldiers you find with the Freedmans Bank database: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmans-bank-records-1/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/UriahPerry_declaration.jpg?ssl=1
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Closing Thoughts 
There are many more interesting documents in service records, such as 
medical examinations, discipline, inventories, letters, etc. 

Go back through your research and see what discoveries you can make by 
searching for other soldiers in the same community. I’d love to hear in the 
comments what you’ve found. 

For more detailed information, read NARA’s description of CMSR records and 
explore the National Park Service’s  Civil War Soldiers and Sailors Database . 

Also, visit the website of the African-American Civil War Memorial and 
Museum.

http://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/resources.html
http://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/resources.html
http://www.nps.gov/civilwar/soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm
http://www.afroamcivilwar.org/about-us/usct-history.html
http://www.afroamcivilwar.org/about-us/usct-history.html
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/GeorgeAskins_FB.jpg?ssl=1
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Slaves Search for Their Families in Newspapers 
 

 
Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-4574 

After emancipation, former slaves placed thousands of ads in newspapers in 
search of sold-away spouses and children. These ads are just one more source 
that document the sale of millions of enslaved people. 

False Reasons 
Slaveowners conjured up many reasons to justify the buying and selling of 
people, especially when breaking up families. 

One was that enslaved people did not form the same attachments to their 
children and spouses as whites did. Imagine that. 

Published slave narratives illustrate this tendency. Elizabeth Keckley was a 
former slave who later served as Mary Lincoln’s seamstress. 

In her autobiography, she recalled the pain of her mother’s cries at her 
father’s sale: 

https://www.hnoc.org/database/lost-friends/search.php
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/runaway-ads/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/runaway-ads/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/published-slave-narratives/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/the-story-of-elizabeth-keckley-former-slave-turned-mrs-lincolns-dressmaker-41112782/?no-ist
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/family_of_slaves_l.jpg
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“Stop your nonsense,” her mistress said. “there 
is no necessity for you putting on airs. 

Your husband is not the only slave that has been 
sold from his family, and you are not the only 
one that has had to part.” 

“There are plenty more men about here, and if 
you want a husband so badly, stop your crying 
and go and find another.” 

That same story of bitter parting can be found 
in narratives repeatedly. 

The slaveowner’s own runaway ads betray their rationale. Ads make frequent 
reference about the slave running away to their parents, children or spouses. 

Slaveowners knew better. They tried so hard to view enslaved people as 
property, that they could not face the reality of selling people away from one 
another. 

They concocted these stories as a way to deny the humanity of their slaves. 

The Ads 
We know from the slaves search for their family that the slaveowner’s reasons 
were simply nonsense. Many ads were placed after the war, but people were 
still searching at the turn of the century. 

Almost 40 years later, they had still not given up hope of reuniting with their 
family. 

These kinds of ads were in African-American newspapers such as The Colored 
Tennessean, The Christian Recorder, and The Appeal. (Update, 10/7: A new 
database Last Seen: Finding Family After Slavery contains these ads!) 

The ads speak for themselves. For me, they elicit a deep, deep sorrow and a 
sense of the lingering pain and suffering that I am sure lasted a lifetime. 

Keckley 

https://msualumni.wordpress.com/mind-of-the-slaveowner/
http://informationwanted.org/
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/keckly1b.jpg
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Richmond Planet, August 1897 

 
The Appeal, August 1892 

https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/richmond_planet_sat__aug_21__1897_.jpg
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_appeal_sat__aug_6__1892_ann.jpg
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The Atlanta Constitution, October 1892 

 
The Appeal, August 1892 

https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_atlanta_constitution_sun__oct_23__1892_.jpg
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_appeal_sat__aug_6__1892_patience.jpg


349 
 

 
The Times Picayune Sun, January 1868 

 
The Daily Standard, March 1867 

https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_times_picayune_sun__jan_26__1868_.jpg
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_daily_standard_thu__mar_28__1867_.jpg
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The Daily NewBernian, December 1880 

 
The Appeal, February 1891 

A 2012 book by historian Heather Williams called Help Me to Find My People: 
The African-American Search for Family Lost in Slavery discusses the topic.

http://college.unc.edu/2012/05/02/helpmefindmypeople/
http://college.unc.edu/2012/05/02/helpmefindmypeople/
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_daily_newbernian_sat__dec_4__1880_.jpg
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/the_appeal_sat__feb_28__1891_wm.jpg
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Pauline Waters: Documenting A Life 
Yesterday would have been the 100th 
birthday of my grandmother Pauline Celeste 
Waters, shown at left. She was born April 
13th, 1915 in the sleepy town of Stillpond, 
Maryland on the Eastern Shore.  

Her death in 1997 is the event that started 
my journey into family history research. 

Biography 
Like many beloved grandmothers, she had a 
tremendous impact on her family and 
friends. She was the eldest and only girl in a 
family of five boys. Attending Bennett 
College in North Carolina was a joy she often 
spoke of.  

Later, Pauline earned a master’s degree from New York University. She taught 
high school for over 40 years in Jacksonville, Florida. 

What I remember most about her was how smart and witty she was. She was 
tall and regal in her bearing, dignified and sure of herself. A strict 
disciplinarian, she did not suffer fools lightly;). 

She loved God and the Methodist Church, which is no surprise since she was 
the daughter and great-granddaughter of Methodist ministers. Her religious 
beliefs shaped her entire life. I don’t think I ever left a conversation with her 
without her talking about God or praying for somebody. She would just reach 
out and touch my forehead and start praying. 

In this post, I provide examples some of the items I have to document her life. 
My hope is that it will give others ideas for doing the same. 

Happy 100th birthday, grandma! We love, remember, and cherish you. 

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/polly3.jpg
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Education 
 

 
1) Her college application from Bennett College. She is included in a book 
written by Juanita Moss, a former “Bennett Belle. “The book provided me with 
more insight into her experience there in the 1930s. My grandmother was the 
first alumni student to serve on the Bennett Board of Trustees, and she was so 
proud of that. 

She received her master’s degree from NYU: 

 

https://msualumni.wordpress.com/college-records/
http://www.amazon.com/Tell-Why-Dear-Bennett-1924-2012/dp/078845160X
http://www.amazon.com/Tell-Why-Dear-Bennett-1924-2012/dp/078845160X
https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/pf_science.jpg
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/nyu_degree.jpg?ssl=1
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Work 
 
2) A 1932 program from Boylan School in Jacksonville. Pauline’s first job 
out of college was at the Boylan School, a private school for “negro” girls run 
by the Methodist Church. 

That job that bought her to Jacksonville, where she would meet her husband 
and stay for 50 years. At an online database hosted by the State University of 
Florida, I found the booklet below. I learned about what the school was like 
and what life was like for its teachers. 

 

3) Oral history interviews with 
Pauline’s former students, her younger 
brother, and her sons. 

 

Marriage and Family 
 
4) I have her bible which included the 
family tree, and a cache of priceless 
letters she wrote to her husband before 
their marriage. 

5) I have the deed to the home in 
Jacksonville that where she and her 
husband William Smith lived and raised 
two sons. It was the house where William 
was raised. 

6) I have stories. Pauline and her 
husband William purchased a summer home on American Beach, the local 
African-American beach.  I learned a lot about the history of “black” beaches 
all over the country. 

http://palmm.fcla.edu/fhp/related.shtml
https://msualumni.wordpress.com/william-john-smith/
http://www.amazon.com/American-Beach-African-Americans/dp/0813015049/ref=sr_1_3?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1429058264&sr=1-3&keywords=american+beach
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/boylan.jpg
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The Beach house 

Racial Climate 
 
7) Newspaper articles detail the horrific lynching of Matthew Williams in 
Salisbury, MD in 1931. My grandmother’s family was living there!  

Even though she had just left for college, I can only imagine the terror it struck 
in the whole community. I wish I had known this and could have asked her 
about this experience. Was there a choice to leave the area? Did people feel 
like it was something they just had to “take”?  

The racial climate was so bad on the Eastern Shore of Maryland that it earned 
the nickname “The Lynching Shore” in African-American newspapers. 

I also discovered through newspaper articles that Pauline’s half-sister was 
murdered and found in a “white” neighborhood. That incident was surely a 
cause of pain and anger.  

 

http://msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013700/013749/html/13749bio.html
http://msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013700/013749/html/13749bio.html
https://msualumni.files.wordpress.com/2010/03/beachhouse2.jpg
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8) I read  several terrific books that flesh out African-American life in 
Jacksonville during the 1940s through the 1970s.  These books helped me 
understand the civil rights battles of the 1960s as well as Jim Crow in 
general. 

Several pictures of Pauline and her family were in the book of photographs 
shown above. 

9) I have every census available taken during her lifetime, her two marriage 
certificates, and her death certificate. I have many photographs and I also have 
artifacts, like jewelry that she gave to me. 

http://www.amazon.com/African-American-Life-Jacksonville-Black-America/dp/0752408836/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1429059224&sr=1-2&keywords=African-American+life+in+Jacksonville%2C+Florida
http://www.amazon.com/African-American-Life-Jacksonville-Black-America/dp/0752408836/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1429059224&sr=1-2&keywords=African-American+life+in+Jacksonville%2C+Florida
http://www.amazon.com/Keeping-Faith-Development-Jacksonville-Contributions/dp/0313310351/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1429059437&sr=1-2&keywords=African-American+Jacksonville%2C+Florida
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/artifacts-history-1/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/artifacts-history-1/
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/aalj.jpg
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In Her Own Words 
I was fortunate that Pauline wrote a book about her life. Years later I got it 
published as a birthday present for my father. That was a dream of hers that I 
was proud to realize for her. In the book, Pauline tells her life story. 

How fitting is it that it was her death in 1997 that started me on my own 
journey into my roots! 

I hope this post has given you ideas about how and what kinds of things can 
help you to document the lives of your ancestors.

https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/pauline_cover.jpg
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Henry’s Slaves: One in a Million 

 
Enslaved People, 1862, Virginia 

There have been only a few times in the 18 years of my research that have 
truly taken my breath away. I just had another one. 

John Campbell Henry’s Inventory 
I was researching the possible owners of a group of former slaves from 
Dorchester County, Maryland. John Campbell Henry died in 1857. A former 
governor of Maryland, he was a prominent person and a planter. I’ve reviewed 
hundreds of inventories, but boy was there a big surprise in store for me. 

I have never seen–and would bet that I never will again–an estate inventory 
that lists surnames for all the slaves. Slave surnames are always a topic of 
debate. This is a powerful reminder that slaves had surnames. By custom and 
practice, their surnames were not usually recorded by slaveowners. 
Sometimes we find them recorded in runaway advertisements. 

Although I’ve seen surnames attached to a few names in an estate inventory, 
never have I seen ALL the surnames recorded. 

The inventory provides some relationships, noting the mothers of some of the 
children, and some married couples.  Notice the number of different 
surnames, which speaks to the jumbled-up nature of enslaved people’s lives. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/the-complexity-of-slave-surnames/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/runaway-ads/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/tracing-slaves-through-probate/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/slaves.jpg?ssl=1
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They were bought and sold and inherited such that over time it was not 
uncommon to find groups enslaved together with many different surnames. 

A Powerful Statement 
Emotionally, seeing this hit me powerfully. It was like a small admission of the 
humanity of enslaved people, which so much of slavery tried to destroy. 

These were people with families; not animals, not farm equipment, not 
silverware. 

This is a one in a million document. Had more individuals who recorded 
estate inventories taken this approach, genealogical research would be so 
much easier for those of us researching enslaved ancestors. 

 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/how-were-slaves-sold/
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/slaveinventory_volno7llk1.jpg
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https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Inventory3.jpg?ssl=1
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Are You Using Your Genealogical and Historical 
Society? 

 
Your local Genealogical and Historical (G&S) Society could be holding the key 
to important pieces of your research. 

Although the web has certainly enabled us to find things we may have found 
otherwise, the truth remains that the bulk of genealogical records are not 
online and likely never will be. This example illustrates how the various G&S 
societies can help you find those records. 

Waters in Somerset County, Maryland 
My Waters family is from Somerset County, on the Eastern Shore of Maryland.  
The county had several African-American Waters families, forming different 
family bloodlines. They frequently named their children Mary, Sarah, John, 
George, Samuel, etc. making them a nightmare to trace. 

Records improved during the lifetime of my great-grandfather, Daniel George 
Waters, but there is a gaping hole in my research for his father Samuel. 

I recently uncovered a death certificate for one of Samuel’s brothers, George 
Leslie Waters. He migrated to Coatesville, Chester County Pennsylvania where 
he died in 1938. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/research-questions/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/research-questions/
https://i0.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Maryland_Historical_Society.jpg?ssl=1
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I used this search technique on Familysearch to find him: I put a birthplace of 
“Maryland” and a Father’s Name as “Daniel Waters.” I left the first name and 
surname fields blank. This is a great technique to use when you are trying to 
find where children of an ancestor might have moved. 

 

George’s Obituary 
I quickly found George and wife Sadie in the census. What I needed now was 
his obituary, which would hopefully name surviving family members. 

For that important source, I almost always first turn to local genealogical and 
historical societies and local libraries. (Update: You can also use many of the 
excellent newspaper databases, such as newspapers.com). 

A little research online led me to the Chester County Historical Society: 

http://www.chestercohistorical.org/
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/georgelwaters.jpg
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I made a quick email request and they responded that they’d found George’s 
obituary. I sent in a $25 research gratuity, and within a few weeks, I had it and 
more. 

Their researchers did a quick look into their other records for me. They found 
a subsequent marriage of George’s spouse, as well as an entry from the local 
city directory noting George’s occupation as a barber: 

 

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/chester.png
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/georgelwaters_obit.jpg
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A Surprise Sibling 
George’s obituary revealed one surviving sibling: Annie Henry, who lived in 
Dorchester County, Maryland. 

I quickly found her and her husband Nehemiah on the 1900-1940 census 
records as well as deed records for property they owned. Nehemiah was a 
merchant. 

Not only would I have not known to look in Dorchester County, I didn’t even 
know he had a sister named Annie, because she is not in the family’s 1880 
census household. 

She was probably born in the first few years of the 1880s, and fell into what I 
called the Donut Hole — the 20 year 1880-1900 census gap. 

Unfortunately, neither of these couples appear to have had any children. 
However, the reference to nieces and nephews in George’s obituary implies 
that he had other siblings who had children.  

After I find Annie Henry’s date of death, I will try to find her obituary. (Update, 
2018: I found her death certificate and her obituary). 

Closing Thoughts 
Many of these societies have vital record and/or obituary indexes, in 
particularly for deaths in the 20th century. For small donations, many will 
answer brief questions. 

I have often paid local researchers if I needed more extensive research done in 
locations I can’t get to myself. 

While researching your families, don’t neglect to take advantage of the 
collections, indexes and resources of the local G & S societies and local 
libraries. This is what they do.  

And don’t forget the riches to be found in good, old-fashioned books.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1880-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/fall-in-love-with-libraries-again/
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Tips on Using World War Draft Registrations 
World War Draft Registrations 
(World War I and World War II) are 
some of the most valuable records 
in genealogy research. 

These records are especially helpful 
for researching men born in the late 
1870s or 1880s.  

The lack of a 1890 census record 
makes that 20-year-gap hard to 
cross. 

Read the Details 
It’s important to read all of the 
information about every database 
we use.  

That gives us the necessary 
information we will need to 
evaluate the evidence. 

We miss clues when we don’t take 
the time to learn about any 
database’s underlying source.  

The records may be incomplete or 
missing certain states or years. 

Both draft databases have important information we need to understand.  

For example, the World War I draft cards come from three separate 
registrations, and each registration card was slightly different. 

There are blank templates of each card on Ancestry. This was the first 
registration card which asked 12 questions: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1880-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/1880-census/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/searching-ancestry-databases/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/searching-ancestry-databases/
https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/unk131.jpg?ssl=1
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Be aware of the cards you have for your family and which registration it came 
from. Two big differences in the three registration cards is that the 1st set does 
not request names of dependents. 

The other two ask the names of the nearest relative, and the 3rd set does not 
ask for the place of birth while the others do. 

Also notice that for all African-American applicants, the left corner of the 1st 
draft card above is torn. Oh, the ugly vestiges of segregation. 

Discrepancies 
I have also noticed that there are many men with discrepancies in their 
birthdates. These cards are original records with primary information–the 
person filling out the card is getting the information from the applicant sitting 
in front of him. 

While most of the discrepancies are just a year or two off, some are four or 
five years. I’ve even seen an 8-year difference. Here is an example (both the 
WWI and II cards are combined in the picture): 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/remembering-jim-crow/
https://msualumni.wordpress.com/lie-to-me/
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/draftcarda1.jpg
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And while we might expect the birthdates to make the person ineligible for 
the draft, that wasn’t always the case. 

Many of the discrepancies are probably just memory. Others may be that 
having to know one’s exact birthdate was really a new phenomenon 
predicated by the new Social Security program in 1935. 

World War II Drafts 
For the World War II draft registration, only one set of the four draft cards are 
publicly available. And, unfortunately, NARA destroyed the cards for the states 
below: 

• Alabama 

• Florida 

• Georgia 

• Kentucky 

• Mississippi 

• North Carolina 

• South Carolina 

• Tennessee 

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/lamar1.jpg
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But, if you are lucky enough to have ancestors in the other states, they are a 
rich source. These cards record middle names, which is helpful when people 
use both their first and middle names interchangeably in sources. 

The draft card for Hamilton Riggs, shown in the 1900 census below, revealed 
that his full name was William Hamilton Riggs: 

 

 

Migrations 
I’m always interested in social history. Since these cards capture migrations, I 
like to search a county, and discover where people migrated. 

I used World War II draft cards to create the migration table shown: 

https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/hamilton19001.jpg
https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/hamilton1.jpg
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I hope this post has given you new ways to use this valuable resource. As 
always, remember to correlate information in these cards with all of the other 
evidence you’ve gathered to verify accuracy.

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/migrate.jpg
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Freedmens Bureau Jewels: “They are a rather 
worthless couple.” 

 
Emancipation Celebration 

Familysearch released three more sets of Freedmens Bureau Field Office 
records recently. Now, the Bureau field office records for all southern states 
are online, free for viewing! 

Sign in at Familysearch.org, click on “Browse the records,” and then type 
“Freedmen” in the search box and the links for each state will appear. I cannot 
overemphasize how valuable these records are for African-American research 
during Reconstruction. A lot could and did happen in the chaos of those five 
years between the end of the war and 1870. 

Getting Started 
These records, mostly unpaged and unindexed, are one of the few collections 
that remain untapped by genealogists. The fact that you can now sit at home 
and examine these records is astounding. I urge everyone to read some of the 
material about how to use these records and to get started. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/a-strategy-for-researching-freedmens-bureau-records/
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/dcfreedom.jpg
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Angela Walton-Raji has set up a new website with resources. National 
Archives also created one of my favorite finding aids. 

They are still what I call “needle in the haystack” records. It took me years to 
find anything on my family. But, when you do find something, it tends to be 
something very good. 

Just as important as information on individuals are the letters and reports that 
discuss the community.  

The building of churches and schools, and the descriptions of the economic 
and racial climate provide social history that can add meat to the bones of our 
research. 

Rockville, Maryland Report 
For example, the Superintendent of the Rockville Freedmens Bureau, where 
my relatives lived, had this to say about the community in 1867: 

The difficulties encountered in obtaining justice for the Freedmen are those 
incident to the opposition of a large majority of the community as well as to that 
of all the civil officers of the county (with the exception of two magistrates) who 
will do no more for the Freedmen than they are forced to, and that with a very 
bad grace, 
 
they also use their influence to dissuade Freedmen from prosecuting cases 
against white men and endeavor to counteract my influence with them—
intimidation and misrepresentation are resorted to by the people to prevent 
Freedmen from bringing their complaints to this office, and where complaints 
have already been entered, to prevent them from testifying. 
 

Washington, D.C. Marriage Register 
In Washington, D.C., the marriages are contained in beautifully written 
registers, which include Virginia and Maryland couples. Escaped slaves 
poured into D.C.  during the war. The registers contain lots of information on 
each couple. 

http://www.archives.gov/atlanta/finding-aids/freedmens-bureau.pdf
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-narrative-reports/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/freedmens-bureau-narrative-reports/
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The register noted a couple’s origins, year of marriage and number of 
children. This registrar wrote interesting little notes such as: 

“Grantlin is very intelligent and industrious, and his children can read well.” 
 
“Smith is a Baptist minister, Is intelligent and industrious. Owns house and lot.” 
 
“Roswell is a Plasterer. Has steady employment and good wages.” 
 
Some of the comments weren’t very flattering, such as: 
 
“This man is sad to be very abusive to his wife.” 
 
One couple was described as “A rather worthless couple.” That really makes 
you wonder about what behavior elicited that comment! 

Another amazing notation was this one: “Scott was separated from his first 
wife 22 years ago, and having heard from her lately, wishes to leave the 
present one and live with the first, by whom he has several grown children, 
but none by the last.” 

That broke my heart just a little bit. 

Please share in the comments any interesting information you discovered in 
the Freedmen’s Bureau records. They never disappoint.

https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/dcmrg_roll12_clip1.jpg
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Remembering Jim Crow 
I just finished reading the book Remembering Jim Crow, published in 2001. For 
those researching African-Americans, we spend a lot of time in the complexity 
of slave research. I think we all need to also pay attention to the era of 
segregation. 

Most of us remember this era or have parents or other family alive who do. 
Reading the stories in this book, which included audio tapes, was sobering. 

Jim Crow was a caste system, and in many ways, being born black defined 
one’s place in the system. It defined the possibilities for one’s life. 

Richard Wright wrote a powerful piece about his experiences with Jim Crow. 

 

Paternal Experiences 
My father, who grew up in Jacksonville, Florida shared his recollections of Jim 
Crow with me during several interviews: 

“Jacksonville was a big city, and of course we lived on the East Side, in a black 
neighborhood. We never really encountered white people unless we had to go 
downtown. And we didn’t do that much.” 
 

http://www.amazon.com/Remembering-Jim-Crow-Americans-Segregated/dp/B00E32KLZ0/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1421346044&sr=8-2&keywords=remembering+jim+crow
http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7Ema01/white/anthology/wright.html
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/segregation.jpg
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He discussed how it didn’t seem odd or strange because that’s just how it 
always was. The year my father left Florida to attend Howard University, the 
city erupted in violent racial protests and riots, marked today with a historical 
marker. 

But there were also many wonderful stories of the community, even as poor 
and distressed as it was. 

My father shared precious memories of his segregated Matthew W. Gilbert 
Junior-Senior High School, school of the legendary Pro Football Hall of Famer, 
Bob Hayes. 

The bonds of friendship he formed there are still close to this day. He told me 
about the segregated beach where my grandparents owned a summer home, 
American Beach. 

It was a place of refuge for blacks of the era, who were shut out of other 
beaches and pools. 

Maternal Experiences 
My mother on the other hand, had a very different experience. Her parents 
migrated to Dayton, Ohio from Tennessee when she was three years old. 

There was no de jure segregation in Ohio, so all of my mother’s school years 
were integrated. Her Dayton neighborhood was mixed, with blacks and mostly 
Eastern European whites. 

Collect the Memories 
Have you written down your recollections of this painful and shameful period 
of our history? 

Have you interviewed your parents and other relatives about their specific 
memories of school integration, Jim Crow laws and how it affected their lives? 

This is likely to be a topic that we can collect memories for descendants who, 
like myself, were born after the worst of these times was over. 

I discovered that there was a horrific lynching in Salisbury, Maryland in 1931, 
where my paternal grandmother lived at the time. 

I would have liked to ask her about what that was like, though I can imagine 
the terror they must have felt. 

http://jacksonville.com/community/the_sun/2009-12-05/story/by_the_wayside_race_relations_in_jacksonville_in_1960
http://jacksonville.com/community/the_sun/2009-12-05/story/by_the_wayside_race_relations_in_jacksonville_in_1960
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/257756/Bob-Hayes
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/257756/Bob-Hayes
http://www.amazon.com/An-American-Beach-African-Americans/dp/0813035082
http://teaching.msa.maryland.gov/000001/000000/000036/html/t36.html
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The Consequences 
Consider, using 20th century census records, how the vast majority of black 
people were relegated to the hardest, dirtiest, lowest paying, manual labor 
jobs. 

Men were either farmers, laborers, drivers, stevedores, or factory workers. 
Only small numbers were semi-skilled or skilled workers, businessmen, 
doctors, or teachers. 

Women were maids and cooks and laundresses; a choice few became teachers 
or nurses. In other words, you were limited in what you could aspire to be if you 
were black. 

I can’t imagine that, thankfully in my own lifetime, living now in a country 
with a black President. 

I have noticed also that the experiences differ depending on where people 
lived. Big cities were different from rural areas. 

Some of the people I interviewed had relatively peaceful experiences with 
school integration, unlike what happened in places like Little Rock. 

Places that had larger populations of black people tended to be the most 
committed to separation of the races. 

That makes sense, in that the white community was more fearful and more 
likely to go to extreme links to enforce the existing social structure. 

Think about Mississippi and 
Alabama, places with large 
percentages of African-Americans. 

In your research, include 
interviews with local whites. 

I like to ask them what their 
experience was, what their feelings 
were as children seeing all of this, 
how it affected them growing up, 
etc. 

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/1963.jpg
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It must have made no sense at all to little children. Of course, it shouldn’t 
make sense to adults. 

Whites who joined in the battle to secure civil rights for black people earn 
some of my highest regard. They could see our shared humanity, even in the 
midst of all the hatred. 

Resources for Study 

 
1) The excellent documentary  “The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow” 

2) Duke University’s powerful collection of oral histories of Jim Crow, called 
“Behind the Veil” 

3) the University of Virginia contains links to similar databases 

4) You Tube Video on Jim Crow Remembrances 

5) The Jim Crow museum at Ferris University is a must-see full of painful 
remainders 

6) “Living with Jim Crow: African-American Women and Memories of the 
Segregated South,” by Ann Valk and Leslie Brown 

7) Michelle Alexander has a powerful book called “The New Jim Crow” 

8) Examples of Jim Crow laws can be found at: the National Park Service  the 
Smithsonian’s Brown v. Board exhibit  American Radio Works 

9) The Southern Poverty Law Center has a resource on Teaching Tolerance 

10) A brief history can be found at the Library of Congress on Jim Crow 

The struggles continue as Ferguson and other recent events teach us.  

I hope that we can all learn the lessons of the past, and approach each other 
with more love, compassion and understanding.

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow/
http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/behindtheveil/
http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/behindtheveil/
http://guides.lib.virginia.edu/afamoralhistories
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b89S-3-D7qk
https://ferris.edu/jimcrow/
http://www.oralhistory.org/2011/10/31/2011-book-award-living-with-jim-crow/
http://www.oralhistory.org/2011/10/31/2011-book-award-living-with-jim-crow/
http://www.amazon.com/New-Jim-Crow-Incarceration-Colorblindness/dp/1595586431/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1421347096&sr=1-1&keywords=the+new+jim+crow
http://www.nps.gov/malu/forteachers/jim_crow_laws.htm
http://americanhistory.si.edu/brown/history/1-segregated/jim-crow.html
http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/remembering/laws.html
http://www.tolerance.org/publication/teaching-new-jim-crow
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/civil-rights/pdf/teacher_guide.pdf
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Sorting Same-Named People 
I had an enslaved ancestor named Rezin Prather. I thought, “What an odd 
name. I’ll easily be able to find him.” 

Guess what? It was a very popular name in Montgomery County, Maryland. 
There were numerous African-American “Rezin Prathers” floating around the 
county and in nearby Washington, D.C. 

The Names the Same 
This is very common problem in genealogy. Beginning researchers tend to 
mistake one person for another when they share the same name and live in 
the same place. 

I knew I needed to “sort out all the Rezins” in order to be sure that I was 
correctly reconstructing each man. 

I used census, vital, deed, military records, newspapers and other records as 
sources for the different men. Their names, first and last, were spelled in a 
million different ways. (I will spell their given name “Rezin,” for simplicity.) 

The Elder Rezin 
My ancestor Rezin Prather was born in about 1800-1803. He lived with his 
son Levi in 1870. Noted in the family bible, he was the same Rezin Prather 
who “departed this life” on Jan. 8, 1872. He is the only Rezin in the sources 
with that birth date. 

This “elder” Rezin Prather likely had at least three sons: Levi, Wesley and 
Tobias Prather. They lived in the same community and passed their names 
down to their children. 

Six Men 
Looking at the sources, I compiled a list of birthdate ranges. They describe at 
least six different men: 

b. 1800-1803 (the elder) 
b. 1840-1845 
b. mid 1860s 
b. 1866-68 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/prove-identity/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/prove-identity/
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b. 1876 
b. 1881-1882 

I found six marriage records in the area for men named Rezin Prather: 

In Montgomery County, Rezin Prather married: 
Albina Riggs, 4 March 1867 
Elizabeth Brown, 10 June 1886 
Annie Simpson, 13 August 1889 

In Washington, DC, Rezin Prather married: 
Rosetta Bowie, 18 April 1900 
Ella M. Butcher, 26 May 1902 
Annie D. Stewart, 19 April 1911 

Rezin Joseph Prather 
1) My great-grandmother’s brother Rezin Joseph was born ca. March 1881-
1882. He never married nor had any children.  He must be the 19-year old 
“outlier” shown in the 1900 census living in the Brown household. In 1960, he 
died: 

 

Wesley’s son Rezin R. Prather 
2) From oral history, I knew that Wesley Prather’s son Rezin married Albina 
Riggs. In 1880, the couple was raising two children, and living just one page 
over from his father. 

Wesley and his son Rezin were also both carpenters. This Rezin was born 
around 1845 and had the middle initial “R:” 

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/1900_resinage19_clip.jpg
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1880, Rezin “R” 

A 1900 census for an “R.R. Praither” in Camden, New Jersey sparked suspicion. 
He was born Nov. 1844 in Maryland, had wife Mary. E. and three children. 

This man was a minister. When he died in 1903, his body was shipped back to 
Maryland. The death certificate verified his father’s name as Wesley Praither. 

That means he was the same man who had first married Albina Riggs. He 
secondly married Elizabeth Brown in 1886 in Washington, D.C. 

What about the wife “Mary E.” in 1900 in New Jersey? Rezin R. Prather’s wife’s 
name (as confirmed by city directories) was Mary Elizabeth Brown. 

 

Rezin Singleton Prather 
4) A World War I draft card identified a “Rezin Singleton Prather” born 1876. 
His name was garbled and transcribed incorrectly, but I found him in 
Washington, D.C. 

I noticed that one of Rezin R. and Albina’s sons was called “Singleton” in the 
1880 census (see above), born 1876. 

https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/1880reasonr_albina_clip.jpg
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/1900rezin_nj_clip.jpg
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Thus, Rezin R. Praither, Wesley’s son, had a 
son he named Rezin Singleton. This Rezin 
lived in Washington D.C. with wife Ellen 
Butcher in D.C. (called Elnora below). 

He is further identified by his occupation 
as a waiter. 

 

A Tricky Set of Sources 
5) The Rezin Prather who married Annie 
Simpson in 1889 was never found on any 
census. Annie was probably dead by 1900, 
when her two children, Ethel and Wilson, 
were living with their grandparents. 

Annie was referred to in her father’s will as “Annie Simpson Prather.” What’s 
unclear is whether or not Rezin Prather survived his wife. 

In D.C. in 1900, I found the Rezin Prather who married Rosetta Bowie. His 
occupation was “sexton.” Rosetta Prather died on 28 May 1908. 

A 1910 census intensified the mystery. A widowed 42-year-old Rezin Prather 
was in D.C, living with his sister “Hester Prather.” Ethel and Wilson Prather, 
are in his household but called “lodgers.” 

 

 

The Mystery Continues 
The only person who had a daughter named Hester who could have had a son 
born in mid 1860s is Tobias Prather. He is probably the same Rezin who was 
first married to Rosetta. 

https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/1910reason1_clip.jpg
https://i1.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/rezinsingleton.jpg
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Had he been the one married to Annie, Ethel and Wilson should have been 
labeled as his children, not lodgers. (Read the update in red below. They were 
his children!) 

Another clue was his occupation as a “janitor” in a church. That’s close to what 
a sexton does, which was the occupation of the man who was married to 
Rosetta. This man was still in DC in 1922, according to city directories, 
working as a janitor. 

This “other” Rezin Prather, born in the mid-1860s–the one who first married 
Annie Simpson–next married Annie D. Stewart in 1911. 

He appears in the 1920 and 1930 census records in Montgomery County. I do 
not know who this man’s father was.  

His death certificate, if I can find it, should be hepful. I think he was the 14-
year-old “outlier” in 1880: 

 

 
Update, puzzle solved: I found the obituary for this Rezin Prather, who died 
in 1944. This Rezin Prather married three times: 1st to Annie Simpson, 
secondly to Rosetta Bowie, and third to Annie Stewart. 

I found his death certificate and he was the son of Tobias as I had posited.  

Is your head spinning yet? I hope that you too will consider trying to track 
identities if you have several people living in the same area with the same 
name. 

https://i2.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/1880_outlierresinage14_clip.jpg
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The Final Analysis: There Were Five Rezins, Not Six 
 
b. Born 1800-1803: “elder” Rezin Prather, d. 1872 
b. Born 1840-1845: Rezin R., mrd Albina and Elizabeth, died in NJ, minister 
b. Born early 1860’s: This Rezin married Rosetta only, then Annie Simpson, 
then Annie Stewart. His father was Tobias Prather. 
b. Born 1876: Rezin Singleton, son of Rezin R., waitor, mrd Ellen 
b. Born 1881-1882: Rezin Joseph, never married, his father was Levi 

Tips for Sorting Same-Named People 
 
 Watch out for “outlier” children and teens, especially in 1880 and 1900. 

African-Americans, especially, often lived in other households as 
servants or lodgers and not in their parent’s households. 
 

 Be aware of middle names and initials. I often find people using their 
middle name in one document and their first name in another. 
 

 Be on the lookout for multiple marriages. They can impede our ability to 
discern between one person and two. 
 

 Use occupations, addresses, city directories and deed records to 
distinguish between people. Sometimes city directories include names 
of, which is extremely helpful.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records-multiple/
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The Application for a Marriage License 
This summer I discussed the 
little known record called 
Petition for Letters.  

This record often names all 
known heirs of a deceased 
individual.  

A similarly useful record is the 
Application for a Marriage 
License.  

We all seek out marriage 
records for our ancestors, but 
here’s one we may have missed.  

I stumbled upon this record 
many years ago and it is now in 
my research “toolkit.” 

I have previously discussed the 
kinds of records marriage 
created.  

It’s important for us to 
understand why each source we are using was created and understand what it 
is telling us.  

Marriage License 
A Marriage License indicates that the applicant met the state laws with 
regard to marriage. 

Marriage licenses are frequently incorporated into forms for marriage 
records, as shown here: 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/probate-records-petitions/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/probate-records-petitions/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/marriage-records/
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/smiths_wedding2.jpg
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The Application 
Very often, states required more information in the application that does not 
appear in the license itself.  

That makes this potentially a very valuable source.  

The example below, from Pennsylvania, provides not just ages for the couple.  

It also provides their parent’s names, and the (OMG!) maiden name of the 
mothers: 

https://i1.wp.com/www.reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/licenseark.jpg?ssl=1
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Pennsylvania and Ohio, at certain times, required parental information for 
marriage. A Pennsylvania marriage record proved key for my research by 
uncovering the names of my 3rd great-grandparents. 

That is probably the only surviving document that names the couple; their 
daughter’s death certificate did not. 

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-matilda/
https://www.reclaimingkin.com/cluster-research-matilda/
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Closing Thoughts 
Remember that many valuable records such as these are not available online. 
In fact, marriage license applications are rarely even indexed or abstracted. 

I have found them in dusty boxes in courthouse and state archives. Once I 
discovered their value, I routinely check each new research county for them. 

I found that in Maryland in the time that I was searching, their applications 
did not ask for the names of parents. They did ask if the couple was related, 
which is a good thing to know;) And the application asked for age and town or 
city of residence. 

That bit of information proved very useful for reconstructing communities 
where people often had the same name. 

Check your local courthouse or state archives to see if any Applications for 
Marriage Licenses survive. They might just hold a clue that unlocks more of 
your ancestry.

https://www.reclaimingkin.com/same-named-people/
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There Were No “Good” Slaveowners 
I’m convinced that slave research and the 
research of slaveowners is some of the 
toughest genealogy research the field will ever 
see. 

This is a long post, but I hope you’ll read it all. 

(I also recommend reading “The Half Has Never 
Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American 
Capitalism,” by Edward Baptist.) 

The book places the brutality of slavery front 
and center along with its emergence as the 
economic driver of our nation’s founding. 

Those of us researching African-Americans 
frequently come face-to-face with the horrors 
of slavery in the documents we use. 

This is why I don’t believe in the concept of a good slaveowner.  

(Caveat: I am not talking about free blacks who became slaveowners when 
they bought their loved ones and laws forced them to keep them in that status 
or have them thrown out of the state. Thanks, Debra!) 

Slavery Was a System 
I am amazed how many times a slaveowner is described as “good” to his 
slaves.  

This is usually by well-meaning but misguided descendants of slaveowners. I 
cringe when I hear that term. 

We all know that slaveowners differed in their treatment of their slaves. There 
was a spectrum of treatment as wide and diverse as humans are.   

And I know there’s a visceral desire to distance oneself and one’s family from 
such a heinous institution. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/05/books/review/the-half-has-never-been-told-by-edward-e-baptist.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/05/books/review/the-half-has-never-been-told-by-edward-e-baptist.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/05/books/review/the-half-has-never-been-told-by-edward-e-baptist.html?_r=0
https://i0.wp.com/reclaimingkin.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/whipping.jpg
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But what people need to understand is that what individuals slaveowners did is 
beside the point. 

The system of slavery was held in place by violence. It was force. Ever-
increasing and sadistic means of force made the system of slavery work. 

It could not survive without the force of the whip, the gun, the patrollers, the 
overseer, and the physical and psychological torture mechanisms designed to 
subdue a people. 

Without force, slavery could not exist. The Civil War caused much of that 
system of violent force to breakdown as white Southerners went off to war. 

It is that breakdown which allowed slaves to escape behind Union lines and 
eventually force the War to include their freedom. 

Resistance 
Enslaved people resisted slavery at all times from the very beginning; it is 
only the overwhelming use of violence and the wealth created that made the 
system of slavery successful. 

Enslaved people also feigned illness, broke tools, laid out in the woods for 
weeks and months at a time. Sometimes, like Frederick Douglass, they 
physically confronted their oppressors. 

Viewed from this lens, it is clear to me that that truly “good” people could not 
willingly participate in that system; a system that was optional, not 
mandatory. 

Some people think somehow that “because of the times,” slavery was 
excusable/understandable/justified. I wholeheartedly disagree. 

Slaveowners Were Capable of Changing 
Slaveowners witnessed the atrocities of whippings and sales. As human 
beings they were completely capable of being moved and changed by those 
experiences. 

Robert “King” Carter and John Randolph both freed about 500 slaves 
(although the latter did so in in his will). Before you claim that those were 
isolated and rare incidents,  thousands of slaveowners came to regard slavery 

http://www.amazon.com/The-First-Emancipator-Forgotten-Founding/dp/0375508651
http://slavenorth.com/emancipation.htm
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as morally despicable and freed their slaves during their lifetimes, especially 
after the American Revolution. 

Many others were changed by religious conversions during the Great 
Awakening, especially Quakers and Methodists. 

Susanna Waters, who owned my 3rd ggrandfather Joshua Waters, freed him 
and over 20 other slaves well before her death.  

In her will, she materially provided for the enslaved people she had freed. 

Although I recognize how difficult it would have been to have a transformative 
view of slavery if one was born into that life, that is not the same as saying it 
did not and could not happen. 

There are thousands of examples of it happening. 

A good slaveowner to me sounds as ridiculous as referring to a good child-
molester. We would never use that phrase for obvious reasons. 

A Full Consideration 
For those who think they know an example of a  “good” slaveowner, I ask you 
to consider this: what would they do if one of their slaves did not feel like 
working one day? 

Or if one decided he didn’t want to be there at all and wanted to leave? 

Confronting those questions will lead you to the fact that violence and force 
had to be at the root of any successful slave enterprise.   

Coercion was a necessary part of this equation. 

Some of the most monstrous descriptions of the system of slavery can be 
found in the many diaries of slaveowners and their wives. 

Senator James Henry Hammond, of South Carolina, was one of slavery’s 
biggest proponents. His diary reveals his vicious appetites. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=Uhh7GggNxQoC&pg=PA475&lpg=PA475&dq=american+revolution+manumission+of+slaves&source=bl&ots=ufXI2W7kk1&sig=UCa5Ws_aXd1Q9OzqQNIz-HE3j8g&hl=en&sa=X&ei=DPNfVJ2fA8OMsQSy9YC4Dg&ved=0CCYQ6AEwADgK#v=onepage&q=american%20revolution%20manumission%20of%20slaves&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=Uhh7GggNxQoC&pg=PA475&lpg=PA475&dq=american+revolution+manumission+of+slaves&source=bl&ots=ufXI2W7kk1&sig=UCa5Ws_aXd1Q9OzqQNIz-HE3j8g&hl=en&sa=X&ei=DPNfVJ2fA8OMsQSy9YC4Dg&ved=0CCYQ6AEwADgK#v=onepage&q=american%20revolution%20manumission%20of%20slaves&f=false
http://www.nytimes.com/1989/01/29/books/monster-of-all-he-surveyed.html
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“Dear Henry,” he writes to his son about one of his slaves. “In the last will I left to 
you…Sally Johnson the mother of Louisa and all the children of both. Sally says 
Henderson is my child…it is possible, but I do not believe it. Louisa’s first child 
may be mine. Her second I believe is mine.” 
 
He had sex with 18- year old Louisa and later began having sex with her then 
12-year old daughter Louisa. 

Thomas Thistlewood’s 18th century diary of his time as overseer and 
slaveowner in Jamaica contains truly barbaric scenes. 

He noted every time he had sex (mostly with his slaves), and there were a lot 
of those entries. The mechanisms he designed to torture misbehaving slaves 
are incomprehensible and hard to read. 

Descendants are Not Responsible 
Slaveowner descendants are not responsible for what their ancestors did any 
more than anybody else. I don’t hold any blame or anger towards them. 

With easily accessible information about the degradation and horrors of 
slavery, everyone and especially genealogists should stop trying to 
excuse/justify/lessen slavery by saying that their ancestors were “good to 
their slaves.” Please, Lord. Just stoppit. 

People might respond, “well, [this slaveowner] did not whip his slaves or 
allow them to be whipped.” Well, those owners sold slaves that became 
troublesome. Is that better? 

Slaveholders could not have a working farm or plantation if the slaves were 
not somehow disciplined. 

There was also tremendous emotional, psychological, and sexual abuse which 
should not be discounted any less than the physical abuse. 

The permanent wounds resulting from seeing one’s parents or children sold, 
whipped, or tortured are all over the slave interviews and narratives. 

It is true that slaves themselves referred to having “good” slaveowners, which 
in the world in which they lived is understandable. If I had been enslaved, I 
would have hoped to have an owner who landed on the lesser scale of 
barbarism. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Thistlewood
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Everything was relative when one could compare experiences with other 
enslaved people or from the memory of previous owners. 

But I’m going to guess that if slaves had a absolute choice, they’d have chosen 
to not be slaves at all. 

Enslaved People Were Not Destroyed 
The only silver lining we can hold on to is that the slaveowners were never able 
to fully crush the spirits and minds and hearts of their slaves. 

They never fully succeeded in that goal. Slaves formed kinship ties, and 
created their own communities, traditions, beliefs, and practices in the small 
spaces they carved out of all the degradation. 

I do realize others may disagree, and I’m fine with that; decent people can 
disagree. It is a subject fraught with emotion. 

I hope we all can spend some time reading some of the narratives, interviews, 
and diaries available. Get a better understanding of their lives. 

And we all should remember that slavery was not just an economic system: it 
became the very basis of ALL social relationships in the South (which The Fall 
of the House of Dixie: The Civil War and the Social Revolution that Transformed 
the South,” by Bruce Levine brilliantly captures.) 

Slavery Described 
I took a walk around the web and elsewhere. Read some of the excerpts 
below that describe slavery by those who lived it and saw it. 

One of the best sources I recommend reading is American Slavery As It Is: 
Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses. It was taken from first-hand accounts to 
show the horrors of slavery. 

The author’s wife, Angelina Grimke, came from a prominent family of 
slaveowners in South Carolina, but like others, she renounced slavery and 
became an ardent abolitionist. 

We can’t ever let people forget the horrors of the lives of the enslaved. I am in 
awe that any of them survived. I’ll start with a quote from an anonymous slave 
interview: 

http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/weld/weld.html
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/weld/weld.html
http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/slavery-and-anti-slavery/essays/angelina-and-sarah-grimke-abolitionist-sisters
http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/slavery-and-anti-slavery/essays/angelina-and-sarah-grimke-abolitionist-sisters
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I have heard a heap of people say they wouldn’t take the treatment what the 
slaves took, but they woulda took it or died. If they had been there, they woulda 
took the very same treatment. 
 
Here are some other excerpts. They will all make you cry a little bit inside. 

Ole Missis Gullendin, she’d take a needle and stick it through one of the nigger 
woman’s lower lip and pin it to the bosom of her dress, and the woman would go 
roun’ all day with her head drew down that way, and slobberin’. 
Old Missus done her that way lots of times. There was knots on her lip where the 
needle had been stuck in it. 
 
From: Testimony of Mrs. Thomas Johns 

My marster had a barrel, with nails drove in it, that he would put you in when he 
couldn’t think of nothin’ else mean enough to do. He would put you in this barrel 
and roll it down a hill…Sometimes he rolled the barrel in the river and drowned 
his slaves. 
From: Anonymous Slave Narrative 

My marster…limited the lashes to 500. After whippin dem, he would rub salt and 
pepper on their backs, and lay dem before the fire until blistered. And den take a 
cat…and make him claw the blisters. 
 
From: Slave Narrative of Robert Burns 

Old Marster had an overseer that went round and whipped the niggers every 
morning, and they hadn’t done a thing. He went to my father one morning and 
said, “Bob, I’m going to whip you this morning.” Daddy said, “I aint done 
nothing.” 
And he said, “I know it. I’m going to whip you to keep you from doing 
anything.”..And Daddy was choppin cotton and just took up his hoe and chopped 
right down oin that man’s head and knocked his brains out…It killed him….When 
the nigger trader came along, they sold my Daddy to him. 
 
From: Anonymous Slave Narrative 
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[My mistress’s] instruments of torture were ordinarily the raw hide, or a bunch 
of hickory- sprouts seasoned in the fire and tied together. But if these were not at 
hand, nothing came amiss. 
 
She could relish a beating with a chair, the broom, tongs, shovel, shears, knife- 
handle, the heavy heel of her slipper, or a bunch of keys; her zeal was so active in 
these barbarous inflictions, that her invention was wonderfully quick, and some 
way of inflicting the requisite torture was soon found. 
 
One instrument of torture is worthy of particular description. This was an oak 
club, a foot and a half in length, and an inch and a half square. With this delicate 
weapon she would beat us upon the hands and upon the feet until they were 
blistered. 
 
..That club will always be a prominent object in the picture of horrors of my life 
of more than twenty years of bitter bondage…. 
 
From: Interesting Memoirs and Documents Relating to American Slavery, and 
the Glorious Struggle Now Making for Complete Emancipation 



393 
 

The ordinary mode of punishing the slaves is both cruel and barbarous. The 
masters seldom, if ever, try to govern their slaves by moral influence, but by 
whipping, kicking, beating, starving, branding, cat-hauling, loading with irons, 
imprisoning, or by some other cruel mode of torturing. They often boast of 
having invented some new mode of torture, by which they have “tamed the 
rascals… 
 
To threaten them with death, with breaking in their teeth or jaws, or cracking 
their heads, is common talk, when scolding at the slaves.. If negroes could testify, 
they would tell you of instances of women being whipped until they have 
miscarried at the whipping-post. 
 
..A large proportion of the blacks have their shoulders, backs, and arms all 
scarred up, and not a few of them have had their heads laid open with clubs, 
stones, and brick-bats, and with the butt-end of whips and canes–some have had 
their jaws broken, others their teeth knocked in or out; while others have had 
their ears cropped and the sides of their cheeks gashed out. 
 
Some of the poor creatures have lost the sight of one of their eyes by the careless 
blows of the whipper, or by some other violence. 
 
From: American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses, which was 
designed to show the horrors of slavery firsthand. 

Old Missus and young Missus told the little slave children that the stork brought 
the white babies to their mothers, but that the slave children were all hatched 
from buzzard’s eggs. And we believed it was true. 
 
From: Slave Narrative of Katie Sutton 

I recollect seein’ one biscuit crust, one mornin’. Dey throwed it out to the dogs, 
an’ I beat de dog to it. 
 
From: Anonymous Slave Narrative 
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Scarcely a day passed while I was on the plantation, in which some of the slaves 
were not whipped; I do not mean that they were struck a few blows merely, but 
had a set flogging… 
 
To show the disgusting pollutions of slavery, and how it covers with moral filth 
everything it touches, …A planter offered a white man of my acquaintance 
twenty dollars for every one of his female slaves, whom he would get in the 
family way. 
 
This offer was no doubt made for the purpose of improving the stock, on the 
same principle that farmers endeavour to improve their cattle by crossing the 
breed. 
 
This same planter had a female slave who was a member of the Methodist 
Church; for a slave she was intelligent and conscientious. He proposed a criminal 
intercourse with her. She would not comply. 
 
He left her and sent for the overseer and told him to have her flogged. It was 
done. Not long after, he renewed his proposal. She again refused. She was again 
whipped. 
 
He then told her why she had been twice flogged and told her he intended to 
whip her till she should yield. The girl, seeing that her case was hopeless, her 
back smarting with the scourging she had received, and dreading a repetition, 
gave herself up to be the victim of his brutal lusts. 
 
Other [slaveowners] punish by fastening them down on a log, or something else, 
and strike them on the bare skin with a board paddle full of holes. This breaks 
the skin, I should presume, at every hole where it comes in contact with it. 
 
Others, when other modes of punishment will not subdue them,cat-haul them–
that is, take a cat by the nape of the neck and tail, or by the hind legs, and drag 
the claws across the back until satisfied. This kind of punishment poisons the 
flesh much worse than the whip and is more dreaded by the slave. 
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A punishment dreaded more by the slaves than whipping, ..was invented by a 
female acquaintance of mine in Charleston–I heard her say so with much 
satisfaction. 
 
It is standing on one foot and holding the other in the hand. Afterwards it was 
improved upon, and a strap was contrived to fasten around the ankle and pass 
around the neck; so that the least weight of the foot resting on the strap would 
choke the person. 
 
The pain occasioned by this unnatural position was great; and when continued, 
as it sometimes was, for an hour or more, produced intense agony. 
 
A woman in Charleston with whom I was well acquainted, had starved a female 
slave to death. She was confined in a solitary apartment, kept constantly tied, 
and condemned to the slow and horrible death of starvation. 
 
Benjamin James Harris, a wealthy tobacconist of Richmond, Virginia, whipped a 
slave girl fifteen years old to death. While he was whipping her, his wife heated a 
smoothing iron, put it on her body in various places, and burned her severely. 
The verdict of the coroner’s inquest was, “Died of excessive whipping.” He was 
tried in Richmond, and acquitted. I attended the trial. 
 
From: American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses: 

Throughout the Southwest the Negroes, as a rule, appeared to be worked much 
harder than in the Eastern and Northern Slave States… They are constantly and 
steadily driven up to their work, and the stupid, plodding, machine-like manner 
in which they labor, is painful to witness. 
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This was especially the case with the hoe-gangs. One of them numbered nearly 
two hundred hands (for the force of two plantations was working together), 
moving across the field in parallel lines, with a considerable degree of precision. 
 
I repeatedly rode through the lines at a canter, without producing the smallest 
change or interruption in the dogged action of the laborers, or causing one of 
them, so far as I could see, to lift an eye from the ground… I think it told a more 
painful story than any I had ever heard, of the cruelty of slavery. 
 
…Slaves pass their lives, from the moment they are able to go afield in the 
picking season till they drop worn out in the grave, in incessant labor, in all sorts 
of weather, at all seasons of the year, without any other change or relaxation 
than is furnished by sickness, 
 
without the smallest hope of any improvement either in their condition, in their 
food, or in their clothing, which are of the plainest and coarsest kind, and 
indebted solely to the forbearance or good temper of the overseer for exception 
from terrible physical suffering. 
 
Whipping was so common an occurrence on this plantation, that it would be too 
great a repetition to state the many and severe floggings I have seen inflicted on 
the slaves. They were flogged for not performing their tasks, for being careless, 
slow, or not in time, for going to the fire to warm, etc.; and it often seemed as if 
occasions were sought as an excuse for punishing them. 
 
[The overseer] said, ‘That won’t do,’ said he; ‘get down.’ The girl knelt on the 
ground; he got off his horse, and holding him with his left hand, struck her thirty 
or forty blows across the shoulder with his tough, flexible, ‘raw-hide’ whip (a 
terrible instrument for the purpose). 
They were well laid on, at arm’s length, but with no appearance of angry 
excitement on the part of the overseer. At every stroke the girl winced and 
exclaimed, ”Yes, sir!’ or ‘Ah, sir!’ or ‘Please, sir!’ not groaning or screaming. At 
length he stopped and said, ‘Now tell me the truth.’ 
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The girl repeated the same story. ”You have not got enough yet,’ said he; ‘pull up 
your clothes-lie down.’ The girl without any hesitation, without a word or look of 
remonstrance or entreaty, drew closely all her garments under her shoulders, 
and lay down upon the ground with her face toward the overseer, who 
continued to flog her with the raw-hide, across her naked loins with as much 
strength as before. 
 
She now shrunk away from him, not rising, but writing, groveling, and 
screaming’Oh, don’t, sir! Oh, please stop, master! Please, sir! Please, sir! Oh, that’s 
enough, master! Oh, Lord! Oh, master, master! Oh, God, master, do stop! Oh, God, 
master! Oh, God, master!’ 
 
…The screaming yells and the whip strokes had ceased when I reached the top of 
the bank. Choking, sobbing, spasmodic groans only were heard. I rode on to 
where the road, coming diagonally up the ravine, ran out upon the cotton-field. 
My young companion met me there, and immediately afterward the overseer. He 
laughed as he joined us and said: ‘She meant to cheat me out of a day’s work, 
and she has done it, too.’ “ 
 
From: Frederick Olmsted’s The Cotton Kingdom, 1850s 

And finally, if you have any more stomach for this, read this first-hand account 
of Reverend Walsh in 1829 aboard an intercepted slave ship.

http://www.eyewitnesstohistory.com/slaveship.htm
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The End 
Keep following Reclaiming Kin online, as new posts come out every month! 
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	She could relish a beating with a chair, the broom, tongs, shovel, shears, knife- handle, the heavy heel of her slipper, or a bunch of keys; her zeal was so active in these barbarous inflictions, that her invention was wonderfully quick, and some way...
	One instrument of torture is worthy of particular description. This was an oak club, a foot and a half in length, and an inch and a half square. With this delicate weapon she would beat us upon the hands and upon the feet until they were blistered.
	..That club will always be a prominent object in the picture of horrors of my life of more than twenty years of bitter bondage….
	The ordinary mode of punishing the slaves is both cruel and barbarous. The masters seldom, if ever, try to govern their slaves by moral influence, but by whipping, kicking, beating, starving, branding, cat-hauling, loading with irons, imprisoning, or ...
	To threaten them with death, with breaking in their teeth or jaws, or cracking their heads, is common talk, when scolding at the slaves.. If negroes could testify, they would tell you of instances of women being whipped until they have miscarried at ...
	..A large proportion of the blacks have their shoulders, backs, and arms all scarred up, and not a few of them have had their heads laid open with clubs, stones, and brick-bats, and with the butt-end of whips and canes–some have had their jaws broken...
	Some of the poor creatures have lost the sight of one of their eyes by the careless blows of the whipper, or by some other violence.
	Old Missus and young Missus told the little slave children that the stork brought the white babies to their mothers, but that the slave children were all hatched from buzzard’s eggs. And we believed it was true.
	I recollect seein’ one biscuit crust, one mornin’. Dey throwed it out to the dogs, an’ I beat de dog to it.
	Scarcely a day passed while I was on the plantation, in which some of the slaves were not whipped; I do not mean that they were struck a few blows merely, but had a set flogging…
	To show the disgusting pollutions of slavery, and how it covers with moral filth everything it touches, …A planter offered a white man of my acquaintance twenty dollars for every one of his female slaves, whom he would get in the family way.
	This offer was no doubt made for the purpose of improving the stock, on the same principle that farmers endeavour to improve their cattle by crossing the breed.
	This same planter had a female slave who was a member of the Methodist Church; for a slave she was intelligent and conscientious. He proposed a criminal intercourse with her. She would not comply.
	He left her and sent for the overseer and told him to have her flogged. It was done. Not long after, he renewed his proposal. She again refused. She was again whipped.
	He then told her why she had been twice flogged and told her he intended to whip her till she should yield. The girl, seeing that her case was hopeless, her back smarting with the scourging she had received, and dreading a repetition, gave herself up...
	Other [slaveowners] punish by fastening them down on a log, or something else, and strike them on the bare skin with a board paddle full of holes. This breaks the skin, I should presume, at every hole where it comes in contact with it.
	Others, when other modes of punishment will not subdue them,cat-haul them–that is, take a cat by the nape of the neck and tail, or by the hind legs, and drag the claws across the back until satisfied. This kind of punishment poisons the flesh much wo...
	A punishment dreaded more by the slaves than whipping, ..was invented by a female acquaintance of mine in Charleston–I heard her say so with much satisfaction.
	It is standing on one foot and holding the other in the hand. Afterwards it was improved upon, and a strap was contrived to fasten around the ankle and pass around the neck; so that the least weight of the foot resting on the strap would choke the pe...
	The pain occasioned by this unnatural position was great; and when continued, as it sometimes was, for an hour or more, produced intense agony.
	A woman in Charleston with whom I was well acquainted, had starved a female slave to death. She was confined in a solitary apartment, kept constantly tied, and condemned to the slow and horrible death of starvation.
	Benjamin James Harris, a wealthy tobacconist of Richmond, Virginia, whipped a slave girl fifteen years old to death. While he was whipping her, his wife heated a smoothing iron, put it on her body in various places, and burned her severely. The verdic...
	This was especially the case with the hoe-gangs. One of them numbered nearly two hundred hands (for the force of two plantations was working together), moving across the field in parallel lines, with a considerable degree of precision.
	I repeatedly rode through the lines at a canter, without producing the smallest change or interruption in the dogged action of the laborers, or causing one of them, so far as I could see, to lift an eye from the ground… I think it told a more painful...
	…Slaves pass their lives, from the moment they are able to go afield in the picking season till they drop worn out in the grave, in incessant labor, in all sorts of weather, at all seasons of the year, without any other change or relaxation than is f...
	without the smallest hope of any improvement either in their condition, in their food, or in their clothing, which are of the plainest and coarsest kind, and indebted solely to the forbearance or good temper of the overseer for exception from terribl...
	Whipping was so common an occurrence on this plantation, that it would be too great a repetition to state the many and severe floggings I have seen inflicted on the slaves. They were flogged for not performing their tasks, for being careless, slow, o...
	[The overseer] said, ‘That won’t do,’ said he; ‘get down.’ The girl knelt on the ground; he got off his horse, and holding him with his left hand, struck her thirty or forty blows across the shoulder with his tough, flexible, ‘raw-hide’ whip (a terri...
	They were well laid on, at arm’s length, but with no appearance of angry excitement on the part of the overseer. At every stroke the girl winced and exclaimed, ”Yes, sir!’ or ‘Ah, sir!’ or ‘Please, sir!’ not groaning or screaming. At length he stopped...
	The girl repeated the same story. ”You have not got enough yet,’ said he; ‘pull up your clothes-lie down.’ The girl without any hesitation, without a word or look of remonstrance or entreaty, drew closely all her garments under her shoulders, and lay...
	She now shrunk away from him, not rising, but writing, groveling, and screaming’Oh, don’t, sir! Oh, please stop, master! Please, sir! Please, sir! Oh, that’s enough, master! Oh, Lord! Oh, master, master! Oh, God, master, do stop! Oh, God, master! Oh,...
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