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Technical

LEAFLET

Ethnic Groups: Part One
Research for the Local Society

By Dorothy Weyer Creigh
Adams County Historical Society
Hastings, Nebraska

Even as young children ask, “"Who am | and
where did [ come from1.” more and more adults
are beginning to inguire into their ethnic
backgrounds. Their guestions are more likely to
be, “"Why did my family come to this country,
and how did they live?”

For in North America, everybody’s ancestors
came from somewhere else. One of the most
fascinating Facets of this country is that not
even the Indians originated here—thousands of
generations ago their ancestors came from
Asia—and all the other persons now living here
have their roots in BEurope or Africa or Asia.

Since the non-Indian settlement of this conti-
nent took place within a historically brief
time—the first handful of white men landed in
the sixteenth century, the first black men in the
seventeenth century —and since the wholesale,
large-scale rush of settlement from overseas took
place in the ninefeenth century, it is relatively
easy to document migrations. trace ethnic pat-
terns of settlement, and find out how people
liwed as new Americans.,

In the mid-to-late-1800s, when immigrants by
the hundreds of thousands poured into this
country, speaking dozens of tongues, bringing
hundreds of strange customs and traditions with
them, they were encouraged to assimilate as Fast
as possible into the new culture. The New
World was the melting pot, and the newcomers

worked frantically to become Americans rather
than remain Germans or Crechs or Poles or
Italiane. Their children ripped off their
babushkas and donned American clothing,
learned English guickly, and were embarrassed
at whatever Old Country customs lingered in
the family circle.

But now. two or three or four generabons
later, Americans are becoming intrigued with
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their heritage. Secure in their identity as
Americans, they are trying to recreate the
cuetoms of their ancestors. learn folk songs and
dances, revive culinary arts, and discover the
heritage their immediate foretathers tried to
disavow, This generation has discovered ethmnic
culture.

And local historical societies can find much
pleasure, satisfaction, and support in stimulating
ethnic studies, for ethnic history is community
history. As Oscar Handlin wrote in his Pulitzer
Prize-winning book, The Uprooted, "Once 1
thought to write a history of the immigrants in
America. Then [ discovered that the immigrants
were American history.”

The process can involve not only the usual
members of the historical society but also
genealogists and members of special cultural
groups and can have wide appeal to a broad
spectrum of the public who might otherwise not
be interested in local history.

Identify Local Ethnic Groups

In some communities, the ethnic background
is obvious, for the original settlers came from
one country, £ven one province, and most of
the people living there now are descended from
them. Some towns know without looking what
their ethnic heritage is: Tarpon Springs. Florida,
is obviously Greek, just as Stromsburg,
MNebraska, is Swedish: Milwaukee, Wisconsin,
predominantly German: Hibbing, Minnesota,
Finnish; and Winnemucca, Nevada, Basque.

Most communities, however, are mixtures,
and although there may be a large pocket of
Germans, for instance, there may also be Poles,
or French, or French-Canadians, or Moravians,
in considerable numbers there. Likewise, a town
that was originally Danish or Czechoslovakian
may have changed its ethnic complexion
through the years as the old-timers have died
off or moved away and persons of other
backgrounds have moved in.

How do you identify ethnic groups? In a few
communities, the assimilation or Americaniza-
tion has been <o complete that it is difficult to
discover the original backgrounds of most of the
inhabitants. Some of the more obvious means
for quick guess-type research are (a) to study
the telephone book, which will give you an idea
of whether the names reflect German, Spanish,
Welsh, or Irish origins, and in what propor-
tons, and (b) to talk to community leaders to
get a feeling about the national backgrounds of
the residents. Businessmen, ministers, Chamber
of Commerce officials, school officials can help
you if you do not have factual information to
start with.

Census Tables

For a more accurate assessment, study the
Llnited States decennial census Lables, available
from public libraries, state historical societies,
the Mational Archives, or the Census Bureay of
the Department of Commerce. The United
States Census has been taken every ten years
since 1790, and although the guestions and
forms have changed over the years, the tables
always reflect in some way the ethnic
backgrounds represented in a community. They
show how many foreign-bormn there were in
your cournty ar your incarporated town or
village in a given decade and, of the Foreign-
bormn, their countries of origin. The Countries of
Origin tables will give you a fascinating look at
the ethnic mixture in your communily.

The tables themselves are a quick study in
world history, for in the 1880 census, lor in-
stance, there is a listing for the German Empire,
but in the 1890, 1200, 1910, 1920, and later cen-
suses, there are separate entries for Germany
and Awustria; In some census years, 1880, for in-
stance, Sweden and Norway were a single en-
try, but, after that, they were two separate
listings. In the 1880 and 1900 censuses, Bohemia
is listed individually: from 1920 onward, it is
listed as Czechoslovakia; in other censuses, per-
sons who came from the province of Bohemia
were included in listings of Austria or Germany
and were not identifiable. The entries For the

British Isles are listed under England and Wales ~—

together in 1870, 1880, 1940, and 1950, but in
the intervening years, they are given as separate
entries, making it possible to differentiate be-
tween the English and the Welsh. Ireland is a
single listing until 1930 when the listings were
separated into Northern Ireland and the lrish
Free State entries.

These tables are usually under the
nomenclature of Countries of Origin and are
listed by states and further broken down into
countries and individual towns or villages
within the counties.

Other tables in the census reports will tell you
the numbers of blacks and of Orientals,
although in most of the tables on race, the
listings of Orientals may not be divided into
separate categories, as Japanese and Chinese.
{The category of Oriental reflects the immigra-
tion policy of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries when migration of Asiatics
into the United States was discouraged, con-
sidered the Yellow Peril.) The census tables on
race, usually listed under that nomenclaiure,
also are divided by states and sub-divided into
county and town entries. Some census reports
on race divide Indians by tribal groups; some
do not.
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tables,

Most of the decennial censuses will also in-
clude tables on the numbers of persons who,
although native-bom, have ene or both parents
who were foreign-born, although these listings
do not name the country of origin of the
parents.

Although the decennial census tables are an
invaluable source of information about the
countries of origin of the people in your com-
munity, do not try to compile statistical charts
from them: adding up the fgures to get a total
number will give you a false figure. A long-lived
person will be listed seveéral Emes. For example,
a female who came to the [United States from
Germany in 1902 as a three-year-old child anid
whao lived to be 85 years of age. living all that
time in your town, could be listed in the cen-
suses of 1910, 1920, 1930, 1940, 1950, 1960,
1970, and 1980 in the Countries of Origin
charts, and, although adding the numbers
together will make eight entries, she is still only
one individual.

The tables will give you a picture of the
ethnic, or national, backgrounds of the people
who lived in your town at a given lime, and
presumably some of their descendants still do
live there. The value of the ables is that they

;  give vou an idea of the proportions of Germans,
L Greeks, or Englich who have settled there.

In another way, the figures can be deceiving,
for as all census-takers know, not all pecple are

counted during any given census-taking period.
Hlegal immigrants from Mexico, or from any
other country, For that matter, do not want
their identities known to governmental officials,
and in some census years, some blacks have
been known to avoid census-takers so that they
have not been counted. But since it is only
broad trends you are seeking, the patterns of
ethnic backgrounds, you will learn what you
can do with census Hegures, and, lkewise, what
vou cannot do with them.

The federal decennial census is taken. as the
name implies, every ten years, but the events
which mold or shape a community seldom oc-
cur in such neat, Hdy increments as to happen
just before a new census-taking. For instance,
the Dust Bowl years of the mid-1930s caused
hundreds of thousands of residents of the Great
Plains to move out, disrupting the settlement
patterns of ethnic groups which had originally
lived in Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, the
Dakotas, Montana. Those changes occurred too
late for the 1930 census and were long past by
the time of the 1940 census. Another, even more
dramatic example, is the relocation of millions
of Americans during World War I, when
members of the armed forces, war-workers, and
Japanese prisoners-of-war were relocated almost
overnight in areas remote from where they had
previously lived; many of those persons re-
mained in their new locations,
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For census material of the years between the
federal decennial censuses, there are a number
of local or community census tables, those
taken by school districis and even some taken
by church groups. These are not so detailed as
the federal decennial ones, nor do they show
countries of origin of the persons enumerated,
but in the listing of names, they may provide
some hints concerning the ethnic origins of per-
sons living in your town at a given time. There
are also other federal census reports for the in-
between years, but they are not enumerations of
people, nor do they have any information con-
cemning countries of origin.

But you are interested in more than merely
numbers of people for your ethnic studies. You
want to know about why they came to this
country, to your location, and how they lived.
You miust go elsewhere to find those answers.

Why Did They Come Here?

As soon as you have determined what ethnic
groups seftled in your community. and approx-
imately at what period of time they came, you
will want to know why they lefi their own
country, why they came to this one, and why
especially they came to your community. There
are many sources of information.

First of all, iry to discover why they left their
own country. You know that a large number of
Germans came to your town in the 1880s.
That's only one hundred years ago. Perhape
some of the children or grandchildren know
from [amily tradition handed down orally from
father to son, and you can find out from inter-

Young people
demonstrate their native
folk dances at the
Czechoslovakian
Festival held annually in
Wilber, Nebraska.
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viewing them. But you will need to know more.
Study European history books; read about what
was taking place in Germany at that time, It
was the era of the lron Chancellor, Otto von
Bismarck, who sought to unify the German
states under one flag: forced conscription into
military service of many years’ duration sent
many young men scuttling out of the country,
with or without their families. Overpopulation
meant that farmers could not find additional
land for their sons. From time to time, general
economic conditions caused families to look
elsewhere. What were all the reasons that would
send large numbers of people from Germany, or
whatever was thekr native land, to America?

The Irish came to this country in waves; the
flight after 1840 was caused by the potato
famine. The Greeks came after Turkey had con-
quered large parts of their country. The Ger-
mans from Russia, who had been granted im-
munity from taxation, conscription, and
assimilation in the 1760s, fled Russia after the
1860s when a new tsar rescinded those
privileges.

Look up encyclopedia entries, study the
history of the specific countries you are in-
terested im for the period you want, and then
read whatever you can find out aboul immigra-
tion patterns in this country. Were there
military reasons for large numbers of people to
leave a given country at a given time—wars,
revolutions, military takeovers, forced conscrip-
tionT Were there economic factors that sent
desperate people away from home to find a new
life—general depression, crop failures, poverty.



starvation? Were there religious
reasons—programs against the Jews, discrimina-
fion against the Catholics in a Protestant part of
the country, or vice-versal At one point in
Swedish history, for instance, state law pro-
hibited any meetings not conducted by ministers
of the established {Lutheran) church, and that
law was responsible for some emigration from
that country. Was the reason a simple sodio-
economic one of overpopulation, the desire to
get to an area where the people could have land
enough for themselves and For their children
and their children’s children?

Probably you will find that it was not
necessarily one single reason but a combination
of them that led individuals, families, and whole
colonies of people to leave their homes; cross
the ocean, and come to a strange new land.
Superimposed on their reasons for leaving was
the lure of the famed land of milk and honey,
as the New World was considersd—a land of
freedom and economic promise. As you read,
tiv to put yourself in the place of a German in
the 1880s, or a Swiss in the 1840s; or a Swede
in the 18705, or a Lithuanian Jew in the 1890s,
to figure out why the particular settlers in your
community left their native couniry.

Why those individuals came o America 15
also the result of a combination of factors. From
the time of its first settlement, the New World
was a land of promise. After the szulutiunaq-
War, it was a land of freedom, of liberty for the
ind.lwdual After the various homestead acts,

v the ones of 1862 and later, it was a
land of !FP_rtJ]r lands available at minimal cost.
And after the Indians were relegated to live on
in barren reservations, it was even a land
relatively free from physical peril. Many of the
later migrations came about because aother
family or village members had already reached
the shores of the Promised Land and had sent
back such glowing accounts that nobody could
resist them.

Why they came to your particular community
i= information that may be Fairy obvious. 1F it
is not, however, you may need to do con-
siderable research to ferret it out. Part of the
reason for settling in your area might reflect the
westward movement of the frontier; by the time
yiour town in Ohio or Indiana, for instance, was
settled, it may have been the westernmost land
readily available. At a later time, towns in the
Great Plains, west of the Missouri River and
east of the Rockies, attracted immigrants
because the Homestead Act and huge land
grants to railroads made land available at low
cost, Perhaps your town came about becauge
one of the land:grant railroads had established
vigorous immigration societies in Cermany,
Russia, England, Crechoslovakia, and other

northern European countries to do large-scale
promotion of immigration, provide couriers to
help whole colonies of immigrants to leave their
native land, cross the ocean, and get aboard
trains, and then provide temporary housing for
them on the prairies until they could locate their
homesteads.

Some, especially lone men, came to fill
specific jobs, as construction workers on the
railroad, as cowboys on Texas ranches, as coal
miners in Pennsylvania, as sponge divers in
Florida. After they were established financially,
they sent back for their families or, in some
cases, advertized for mail order brides to come
from their native villages. In most cases, as soon
as a European community had some knowledge
of a specific part of the New World, many
others came from there to here; Fresians joining
other Fresians who were already established in
Kansas, Poles zettling with other Polish
immigrants.

In many cases, Europeans were attracted to
land that was similar to that they left behind in
the Old Country. Italians and Armenians settled
in certain areas of California, because they
knew how to till that kind of land; Swedes were
attracted to Minnesota because it had a
geological and climatic familiarity to them,

it’s likely that some of the immigrants did not
settle in vour community when they firsi
arrived in America but that they came there
after having been in some other American com-
munity for a few years. The restlessness of
Americans and their mobility are not new
phenomena bul have been part of the American
style of living for four hundred years.

How can you find out why people settled in
your community? Interview as many people as
you can who might know why their forefathers
came there; get their versions. If your town is
young enough that much of the settlement hae
taken place within the last hundred years, talk
to the Chamber of Commerce officials to see
what local brochures the office has in its files;
those printed blurbs might give you some clues.
Study indusiries or businesses that may have at-
tracted immigrants. Read all histories of your
town and your region that might offer explana-
tions. Talk to pastors of the oldest established
churches: ask to see if minutes of their church
board meetings provide any clues about whether
members of the congregation encouraged friends
and relatives fram the Old Country to come to
your town. Study your state history to see if
your town reflected patterns of settlement in the
state generally,

Then you will know why the people of your
commamity left the Oid Country, why they
came to America, and presumably why they



came to your town to live, Your nexi task is o
find out how they got there and what life was
like for them after they arrived.

What was Life Like Here?

To reconstruct how the newcomers adapted
to life in your community, you will wanl to
learn all vou can about their lives after they left
the Old Country—their shipboard experiences,
their trials as they came through Castle Garden
or Fllis Island, the immigration centers in New
York, or any other debarkation point, and their
overland journeys to their destination, all of
them occasions of great drama.

Make a search of your community te try to
locate any diaries or journals an fmmigrant
might have kept while crossing the Atlantic.
You may have to find a translator, too! (Use a
news story in your local newspaper or a request
in the “action” column and a mention in the
community chatter program of the local radio
station to let as wide an audience as possible
know that you are seeking material about
immigration to yvour town from, say, the
Ukraine, in such-and-such a period.) Check old
newspaper files to see if there were any inter-
views of someone on his eightieth birthday
anniversary, for instance, recalling in print any
of his early-dav experiences en route to
America; occasionally obituaries, particularly of
prominent persons, will include such informa-
tion. Interview children or grandchildren of
immigrants to find out if they remember any
tales their ancestors may have passed along con-
cerning their arrival in the Promised Land.

One Norwegian woman who immigrated to
Minnesota at the age of eight said that she had
a single coin to spend on her journey to
America and that she was so attracted to a
vellow fruit a vendor had that that was her pur-
chase: it was a lemon, a sour, acid lemon,
which puckered her mouth when she tried to eat
it. By itself, the story is insignilicant, but it is
typical of the faith, the gullibility, the disap-
pointments, of many of the immigrants to this
country. This anecdote, added to dozens of
other, similar ones, begins to paint a vivid pic-
ture of the adventures of the newcomers.

You can learn much general background
material from reading already published books
and magazine pieces. Although they will not
necessarily be about specific individuals in your
community, they will be aboutl immigrants from
the ethnic group you are studying and possibly
about the same general geographic area as
yours.

Settlers to the areas served by land-grant
railroads. particularly those whose journeys

were supervised by the immigration societies of
the railroads, made their overland tnip from the
coastal ports on zulu cars. These special railroad
cars for immigrants were equipped with wooden
slatted benches and berths which the passengers
padded with their own bedding and with coal
stoves which provided heat and a place for the
passengers o cook their own meals while en
route, Histories of specific railroads may have
information about the immigrant houses, zulu
cars, and other services provided the im-
migrants. For example, Richard 5. Overton's
Burlington West, and James Marshall's Sarnta
Fo's The Railroad That Built an Empire.

The most interesting and the most significant
part of your study will begin when you start
research to learn how the immigrants lived after
they arrived in your community. You will use
all previously listed sources of information for
this research, and, if there are stll First or se-
cond generation immumigrants in your communiky,
you will use oral history techniques to interview
as many representatives of ethnic groups as

possible.

For your tape-recorded inteviews, use pro-
cedures for general oral history outlined in Willa
K. Baum's books, Oml History for Local
Historical Societies and Transcribing and Editing
Oral History, or in A Primer for Local
Historical Societies by Dorothy Weyer Creigh,
all published by the AASLH.

Some of the questions you will wish to ask
are these: What was it like to be a member of
an ethnic minority in the community in the old
days? (Or in some cases, an ethnic majority—in
which case the focus of the questions would be
reversed.) Did vou or your family speak the
Old Country language? Exclusively? When did
you or your family learn English? How? What
was the principal means of your Jearning
English—from playmates, school, business
associates, neighbors? What were reactions to
you as a newcomer in the schoolroom, from
fellow students on the playground, out of sight
of the teacher? What specific measures did you
or your family take to begin acculturation or
assimilation? Did the family forbid the use of
the Old Country language and customs? Did
they encourage the adoption of the new
language and customs to hasten the process of
becoming Americanized? Or did your family re-
tain the native culture as long as possible so that
they would not deny their heritage? Did you or
your family read ethnic newspapers or
magazines (Den Posten. Der Volksfreund. La
Prensa, for instance), and if so, for how many
generations?

Because of vour ethnic background, were you
or your family exposed to animosity,



discrimination, harassment during World War |1
or Warld War 117 I so, what forms did they
take7 Under ordinary circumstances, did you
feel that you were lefi out of community or
school activities, and if sb, how? Were your

rents discriminated against in jobs, in job
E:EI ting? Were they Heeced economically
because they were “different™7 How?

What ethnic customs did your tamily retain?
in weddings? Funerals? Baptisms? Feast days?
Mational days? Was your clothing perceptibly
different from the so-called Americans? What
foods did you eat that others in the
neighborhood did not? What games did yvou
play, or what toys did you play with, that were
foreizn in origind

On the other hand, did you Feel that you
were ever specially favored because you
represented an immigrant or Eth_nit groupT

The=e questions and other similar ones will
lead bo a host of additional ones, and. before
long. you will have gained a tremendous
volume of informaton.

In addition to leaming about the domestic life
of the ethnic groups and how it differed from
that of the so-called Americans, vou may en-
counter a sitvation wherein yvou will need to
study particular trades or skills or vocational
pursuils. For instance, many Welsh became
coal-miners; many Basgues became
sheepherders; many CGermans from Russia
worked in the sugar beet fields. Why? When
vou learn about their countries of origin, the
reasons for their coming to America, and how
they lived after they came, you will begin to
learn those answers. But in doing so, you will
also gain considerable knowledge about specific
kinds of work.

The success of Alex Haley in tracing his
history back to Africa points out the importance
of skilled interviewing, for it was clues that his
grandmother gave him that provided the thread
that led him to his roots. He also utilized
materials from the National Archives and other
sources, His purpose was different from yours,
For he was tracing one individual, his owmn
borefather, and you will be tracing groups,
perhaps even colonies. to get a broad, overall
picture of the kinds of persons who peopled
your community. Butl even so, you will utilize
many of the same historical procedures.

Suggestions for Further Reading

There are hundreds of books that 1ell of 1he variead
experignces of immigranis (o the United States. To
gain insight into how the-ethnic groups of your area
lived, choocse bDooks refilgcting the same seis of cir-
cumstances: the country of origin, the historical
period, the geographic s&tting in this country.

Detailed reading lists are avallable from The Balch

Instinte, 18 South Seventh St Philadgeiphia, Pa,
18106, Single coplas are free 1o institations: from two
o fifty copies are 25¢ each, The lists are prapared for
readers of differing ages and interesis; ranging lrom
the junior high to the graduale school level
Tha [sts are as follows:
Carpatho-Rulhanians in North America
Chinase In Morth Ameérica
Crechs in Morth America
English In Morth America
Finnish in North Amernica
Franch in North America
Germans in Morth America
Graeks In North America
Immigration & Ethmgity
Irish in North Amarica
ltalisns in Morth Amenca
Japanese in North America
Mexicans in North America
Norwegians in North Amearica
Podish im North America
Porluguese in North Amernica
Puero Ricans in North America
Scotilsh in North Amarica
Siovaks in North America
South Slavs in Nornn America
Spanish in Morth America
Swedish in NMorth America
Swiss in MNorth America
Lkralnians in Narth Amenca
Welsh in North Amarica
Maore general bibliographies are the Bicentennial
Reading Lisis prepared by lhe American Library
Aszociation for the American issues Forum in 1976. If
your local |lbrary doss not have copies, ask 1 fo
secure them from your siate library commission. Two
liziz are available, one for adull readers, anothar far
young adufts. Books on ethnic cultures are |sted in
the A Nafion of Nalions" section

SPECIFIC ETHNIC GROUPS

Amarican Historical Socety of Garmans from RHussia,
631 D:51,, Lincoin, Mebr.

Balzekas Museum ol Lithuanlan Culture, 4021 S
Archer Ave., Chicago, Il G0E32

Polish Museum of Amarica, 984 N, Milwaukea Ave,,
Chicago. I.-60622

Swedish Pioneer Historical Soclety, 5125 N. Spauld-
irg Ave,, Chicago, I, 60625;

MNorweglan-Amarican Museum, 502 West Water 51,
Cecoral, fowa 52101

American Swedich Institute, 2600 Park Ave, Minne-
apotlis, Mimn. 554807

Norwegian-American Historical Association,
Northfiekd, Minn. 55057

Jewish Mussum, 1109 Fifth Ave., New York, N. Y.
10028

Department of Czechoslovakian Culture, Linlversity of
Nebraska, Lincoin, Nebs. 68588

Dusable Museum of African American Hiziory, 740
E. 56th Pl , Chicago, i, 0637

Musaum of Afro-Amearican Higtory, Smith C1., Boston,
Mass 02114, _

Germans from Russia In Colorado Study Project,
Colorado State Uiniversity, Fort Collins, Colo. BD523.



RAILROADS
For information aboul the role of raliroads in im-

migration, write the historical section of 1he ralircads

inweatved:

Burlington-Northarn (includes the Burlington,
{hie Northem Pacific, and Greal Northern ralircads),
176 E. Flith 51, 51. Paul, Minn. 55101.

Alchison, Topeka and Santa Fe, B0 E. Jackson Bivd.,
Chicago, lil,, 60604,

Union Pacific, (includes Kansas Pacific), 1416 Dodge
St., Omaha, MNebr., 68102.

MWissouri Pacific, Missouri Pacific Buliding, St. Louls,
Mo., 63103

Southern Pacific, One Marke! St.. San Francisco,
Calif., 94105

For other listings, ses National Direclory of Ad-
dresses and Telephohe Numbers, edited by Stanley R.
Greenfield, Bantam Books.

Ethnic newspapers still in exislence. names and ad-
dresses lor ethnic newspapers published for Arabic,
Armenian, Chinese, Creallan, Czechoslovakian,
Danish, Duich, Estonian, Flemish, Finnish, French,
Garman, Greak, Hungarian, |rish, lalian, Japaness,
Jewizh, Latvian, Lithuanian, Morwegian, Polish, Por-
tuguess, Russian, Serbizn, Spanish. Slovak, and
Swedish readers are lisled in National [irectory of Ad-
dresses and Telephone Numbers, edited by Stanley R.
Greenfisid, Bantam Books.

The new, elevenih edition of the AASLH Direciary
of Héstorlcal Societies and Agancies in the United
Siates and Canads has an index of ethnic of racial
sooiefias,

This ks a companion leaflet to technical leaket
109, Ethnic Groups: Part Two, Research for the
Local Society.

American Association for State and Local History
1400 Eighth Avenue, South
Mashville, Tennessee 37203

TECHNICAL LEAFLET 108

Technical Leaflets are published by the
American Association for State and Local
History for the purpose of bringing useful in-
formation to persons working in the state
and local history movement. The selection of
subject matter is based upon varied inquiries
received by the Association’s home office.
The leaflets, which are detachable from the
magazine, are copyrighted © 1978 by

AASLH and should be catalogued as part of
HisToRy News.

American Association for State and Loeal
History Techmical Leaflet 108, HISTORY
News, Volume 33, Number 9, September,
1978. Ethnic Groups: Part One Research for
the Local Socety.

Reprints are available. For information on
prices, write to the Association at 1400
Eighth Avenue, South, Nashville, Tennessee
37203
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programs carefully and whose presentations pro-
voke attention. After the prepared speech is
finished, members of the audience may add
their own comments and give additional infor-
mation on the subject; usually a lively discus-
Sion ensues.

One local historical society that sponsored a
series of weekly programs on ethnic groups
assumed that the persons of German heritage
would attend only the sessions about their
cultural patterns, that the French-Canadians
would be interested in only the programs that
related to their heritage. But when Germans and
French and others started to attend all the
meetings, no matter which group was under
discussion, the society learned that their
townspeaple had a lively curiosity and a gen-
uine interest in how other people live, think,
and react to various situations. Members of the
audience added their own comments when they
attended sessions relating to their own ethnic
group, and they asked questions when they at-
tended meetings of the other groups. The pro-
grams stimulated so much discussion that
everybody became a participant.

The subjects may be definite, factual —for
instance, how the Czechs in our area have
celebrated Christmas and MNew Years through
the years or marriage customs among the
Ukrainians. Or the programs can be
philosophical discussions about ethnic
attitudes—why a given group responds as it
does to certain situations and how it is different
trom other ethnic groups, or a specific other
one.,

The possibilities of action and reaction to
discussion programs about ethnic cultures are
great. Historical societies that have selected their
speakers with care and their topics with
thoughtfulness have discovered that their pro-
grams on ethnic cultures have been among their
most successful activities, attracting large au-
diences and focusing attention on the society.

Whenever possible, for the sake of the
historical record if for no other reason, lectures
and discussions at your programs should be
tape-recorded so that in years to come,
historians of that era can share the knowledge
of today's historians.

If you hawe aspirations toward eventually
having ethnic displays in a museum, you can
use the occasion of your discussion programs to
have townspeople bring their family mementoes
for a sort of show-and-tell peried. Most people
appreciate having a chance to exhibit their
treasures, particularly if they are family-related,
and you can find out where exhibit material will
be available in the event your society does get

ta the stage of mounting an ethnic culture
display in a museum.

Ethnic Festivals

When vou combine a parade, a carnival and
folk dancing, folk handicrafts and food booths,
and lots of merriment, you can’t miss. And
that's what ethnic festivals are all about.

Meost Old Country cultures have a tradition
of festivals of some sort, whether the
Oktoberfest of the Bavarians, the pre-Lenten
spring celebration of some Latins, the Midsum-
mer's Eve festival of the Swedes, the fall harvest
rite of many civilizations, or the May Day ac-
Hwvities of the Camelot era. Whatever the
culture, people traditionally let off steam in
some sort of organized rite,

In our own times, many communities hawve
combined wvarious ethnic traditions into a
testival, with everybody in town involved in
it—the Chamber of Commerce, Boy and Girl
Scouts, schools, churches, business groups, civic
clubs, and various other groups, including of
course, the local historical society, which often
iz the coordinating agency for the whole ac-
tiviky.

If vour community has one predominant
ethnic group within it, then focus the festival on
it—a Slovenian festival, a Crech festival, or a
Danish one, The historical society, which has
done all of the basic ethnic research, can super-
vise the historical accuracy of the program, help
with booth displays of artifacts interpreting the
lives of the early settlers of the town both
before and after they arrived from the Old
Country, and produce what other historical
material is to accompany the festival., The
historical society can also help the high school
physical education teacher find appropriate folk
dances, steer the costume committee to pictures
that insure accuracy, and generally be in the
center of all of the p]anning and imple’me-nl;a_l:jﬂn
of the Festival.

If your community has several ethnic groups
of almost equal size, then the festival can focus
on a different group each day. The Frst day of
the festival could be set aside for the German
celebration, the second for the Russian, and a
third for the Irish, with each day’s activities of
folksongs, dances, foods, and crafts aimed at
the ethnic group of the day.

Festivals can involve everyvbody in the com-
munity and, as a result, often serve to unify the
town, They draw attention to the ethnic
heritage that many people would otherwise
overlook, and, although much of the activity of
a festival is not directly related to history, the
local historical society will want to be sure to be
involved in it.
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One of these methods we should adopt is the
establishment and maintenance of
museums—viable tribal museums. My purpose
here is to offer suggestions for tribes to follow
in this endeavor. This leaflet addresses problems
and concerns—organizational structure, museum
building, training personnel, funding, and
collections—that they must confront in
establishing their museum.

The Basic Requirement

The first step in the establishment of a tribal
museum is the development of the idea. Most
Indian people seem to recognize the need for
museums, but nothing happens until the idea is
accepted on a broad local level. This essential
development of the initial concept often is
accomplished by the dedication of a single
individual or small group who convinces other
people of the importance and the feasibility of
such an institution. Then, after a large enough
or influential enough group is convinced, the
tribal government must be persuaded.

Many tribal museums never make it beyond
this stage because of lack of support. It is not
that the people do not want a museurn; rather,
it is because they are too involved in the day-to-
day struggle for survival. Basic existence must
come first, so little time and energy remain for
other important projects. If enough people
believe in a museum, howewver, the actual
planning will begin to involve and to excite
others. And, with the planning comes the need
for a governing body.

Organizational Structure

The key to the success or failure of a tribal
museum may lie in the composition of the
governing body. Three possible choices are an
autonomous and separate board of directors, a
board selected by the tribal council and, thus,
semi-autonomous, and the tribal council as
board of directors.

The first choice probably is not feasible as the
tribe might be reluctant to support a project
over which they have little influence and
control. Competition for cultural “jurisdiction”
might develop between the autonomous
directors on the one hand and the tribe on the
other,

The third option, the tribal council as the
board, also may not be advisable since this type
of structure might place the museum at the
whims of tribal elections. The board from one
tribal administration may place a high priority
on cultural retention, while the next
administration could be caught up in treaty-
rights struggles and allocate all attention and
funds to this problem,

The best choice would be the second position.
With the initial direction of a key individual or
small group, the tribal council can select as
members of the museum board those reliable
tribal people who are knowledgeable and
interested in cultural matters. A board that
includes prominent people from the Indian
community at large, as well as a representative
from the council, can work with the tribal
administration while retaining some autonomy
in regard to the council’s fluctuations. This
association with the tribal government also will
satisfy requirements for non-profit status.

Members of the Board

The board should include representatives
from all community groups—Ffrom traditional
elders to contemporary youth—gaining as broad
a representation as possible, This base of
support provides the museum a better chance of
survival because it then belongs to the entire
community rather than to just an individual, a
family, or an administration. Everyone should
be given an opportunity to participate and assist
in his or her own way.

Those not belonging to the tribe also should
be included in the organizational structure.
Mon-Indian participation, whether as members
of the voting board or as members of a non-
voting advisory board, can benefit the museum.
Political figures, ranchers, and industrial
executives, for example, can offer outside
perspectives, contacts, and funding possibilities
that are essential to survival and progress. Build
as broad a base of support as is possible.

The Museum Building

Until a few wears ago, in an effort to ease
unemployment on the reservations, the
Economic Development Agency funded the
establishment of many tribal museums. After
coming under attack for excessive spending, the
agency curtailed this activity severely and no
longer can be counted upon for funding,
regardless of how badly help is needed. Raising
money solely for a tribal museum is difficult, so
those built today meost likely must be a part of a
larger complex.

Another approach is to use an existing
building to house the tribal museum, Consider a
local historical building such as an old agency
office, a fort, a church, or a school. If the
building is eligible for listing on the National
Register of Historic Places, it can gualify for
certain privileges, such as government
protection and federal grant-in-aid and
matching-grant monies. Another reason for
choosing a local historical building is that many
visitors will come just to see the site,
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ancestors dealt first hand with the Indian people
from the 1800s and earlier. Over the years,
some of them have amassed traditional Indian
art collections that are worthy of inclusion in a
tribal museum. Devote a section of your
museum to the history of the reservation and
the surrounding area. Here these artifacts can be
used to represent in part the ranchers and
farmers who played a role in the life of the
reservation. Consequently, the present owners
of the Indian materials may be inclined to
donate them in their family's name.

B Reservation collectors. Even prior to the
establishment of the reservations, many people
collected good Indian pieces. Research the
history of the area to determine who was there
and when. These collectors include early
explorers, railroad people, missionaries, soldiers,
doctors, school teachers, and later, even gas
station owners. Follow up on all leads. Locate
and contact the present owners of the material
and tell them of your effort. Many may want to
help.

B Other museums. Most large museums own
Indian material that is “unlocalized,” collected
years ago with no accompanying information.
The museum may know who collected it and
when they received it, but not know when it
was made, where it was collected, or even
which tribe made it. Without this important
documentation the articles are of little use either
tor research or for display purposes. Perhaps
some large museums that keep massive amounts
of this type of unlocalized material may be
amenable to donating your tribe’s material to
your museum.

Some large institutions make loans of relevant
material to tribal museums, Sometimes these
loans are considered permanent and when
possible should be converted to gifts. Others
may be willing to make such gifts or loans, but
you must know exactly what you are asking for
and what yvou want, and yvou must follow
through on your request in a professional
manner. These large institutions may be wary of
loaning some of our tribal pieces to us,
apparently because they think we won't give
them proper care. The off-reservation
organizations must realize how tribal members
feel about these traditional treasures, These
Indian museum pieces are the physical essence
of our cultural continuity, the “footprints” of
our families and ancestors. They must
understand that these cherished items are our
direct link to our past heritage and confirm our
present existence, as well as strengthen us for
the future. To us they are not just another
collection, They are the anly collection, They
are sacred. They must be assured that we will
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and can protect and honor these few remaining
touchstones, and that the materials will receive
the best protection and honor while in our care.
And we, in turn, must be prepared with
adequate facilities and technological knowledge
to provide that protection and care,

B Other sources. Don't overlook the value of
replicas of traditional art, models, photographs,
and contemporary Indian artwork. Non-Indians
have great difficulty viewing replicas such as
bead work and guill work as museum pieces.
We must work to boost the concept of proper
Indian pieces as artwork.

Training for Key Personnel

Professional training of key personnel is a
prime responsibility in the establishment of a
tribal museum. This training extends to all
phases of museum work and is necessary to
insure professional standing, proper care of the
materials, and, indeed, the long-term survival of
the museum. Undergraduate academic
disciplines that fill these needs vary and
sometimes overlap.

The study of anthropology is necessary to
understand the inmer structure of a culture and
how it relates to others. The ability to work
with oral tradition is another valuable skill for
tribal museum personnel. The study of art also
is useful, and knowledge of history is vital to
understanding your tribe and region.

Some colleges and universities offer courses in
museology, but only a few of these are
structured for the special needs of Indian
museums, Two that do address Indian needs are
the Institute of American Arts in Santa Fe, New
Mexico, and the University of Colorado in
Boulder. The content of the courses varies but
they are flexible and offer professional training.
Museology is an ideal course of study for a
satisfactory background in the various phases of
museum work.

All tribal museum people should sign up for
the American Indian Cultural Resources
Training Program (AICRET). This program, a
unit of the National Anthropological Archives
of the Smithsonian Institution, is designed with
the Indian in mind. The structure is flexible, the
staff friendly and helpful, and the resources
enormous. Prior to the early 1900s, many
anthropologists and others associated with the
Smithsonian Institution mowved to Indian
country to record dying facets of Indian life,
Those affiliated with the Smithsonian’s Bureau
of Ethnology field research programs kept notes
of these early expeditions, with photographs of
Indian tribes and other ancillary materials,
which now are kept at the MNational
Anthropological Archives. Additional related
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Black Genealogy:
Basic Steps to Research

By Bill A. Linder
National Archives gnd Records Service

Blacks were on United States soil at least two-
hundred-fifty years before the Revolution. In
1526 a slave revolt occurred in what is now
South Carolina, A dozen years later a black
headed the expedition leading to the discovery
of Arizona and New Mexico. Blacks
accompanied De Soto as he searched for the
Mississippi River, and they were with the party
that founded St. Aucgustine, Florida, In 1565
Blacks have been around for a long tme, a
longer time and in greater numbers than most
people realize. One estimate is that well over
two-milllon African slaves were imported during
the 1600s.

Blacks in this country have a fascinating
heritage. In recent years, that history has been
researched extensively, docomented highly, and
portrayed dramatically in short stories, novels,
textbooks, plays. and movies. In the past
decade, there has been a surge of interest in
black history, and an increase in the numbers of
blacks who want to trace their individual Family
histories.

The family history quest by blacks is at the Beginning genealogisty first shoula
same time similar to and different from the remimispences of oider relarivas
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genealogical and family history research of
white heritage. Much has been written in
general on how to research one’s ancestry. This
leaflet offers helpful ideas for blacks in
beginning a search, highlighting getting off to a
gnn-dshﬂandpﬂh.&nguutamﬁwhmﬂm
search will be unique, In addition, the beginner
should read basic texts on genealogical research
to gain a full view of how to thoroughly and
methodically trace family history.

Ural Interviews

Interviews of relatives are an important part
of any family history search. For most blacks,
such interviews are even more urgent and
relevant. Today the lifestyles and standards of
Lving of many, if not most, black families are
little different from the rest of society. But one
and particularly two generations ago, the
lifestyles and living standards were quite
ditferent. There has been much progress and
change for all people during the last fifty years,
but for blacks the progress and change has been
maore accentuated. This fact in itself causes
family interviews to be more dynamic and
valuable.

For the most part, black families in past
generations kept fewer paper records making

Portrgits guch &3 this one by black pholograplier
Arfhur Macheih are rare.

e

date, give

concentration on the interview phase of the
black family search even more meaningful
Photographs from the distant past are scant.
Family bibles and scrapbooks exist, tﬂll.'y'
not present as often as is hoped for. What does
exist are the often excellent memories of ¢
griot-like older black relatives. These interesting
people have lived out experiences the current
generations will never repeat and have heard the
family stories from ancestors who lived an even
stronger dose of life. They are ready for the
opportunity to pass on literally reams of
exciting, almost unbelievable data to younger
generations.

E’

Get Good Interviews

Use a tape recorder to capture the full sweep
of their memaries. Plan interviews before you
make the visils 1o make the recordings. Think
through beforehand a line of questioning that
will bring out the infarmation you want. In
advance, get information about the personality
of the person to be interviewed, such as
lifestyle, habits, hobbies, interests. and
vccupation. This information will help you
know what to expect from the interview and
will guide you in planning and preparing a good
set of questions.

It is better to make an appointment rather
than to in unexpectedly. When making the
person some broad ideas about
what you want him or her to tell you. From
H!;:!&unﬂl the interview, the older relative’s
mind will be tuming over memaries of people,
plmdimandmhlmﬂmpaﬂ

Design questions that will bring out feelings,
thoughts about life, and attitudes ranging from
wmitnpnlluﬂ,torﬂipa to child rearing, to
morality and religion. Trades, hobbies, goals,
ambitions, and failures and successes are
significant. Include physical descriptions;
complexion, weight, height. Athletic? Skilled
with tools? Resourceful? Independent? On
weltare? Artistic talents? Piano? Guitar?
Cooking talents and food preferences? Singer?
Farmer? Laborer? Mechanic?

What were the houses like that the person
lived in?T Where were these homes located] Who
owned them? What did the moms look like
inside? Woodstove7 Kerosene lamp=? How
many slept in a roomT Who lived together as a
familyT Who was the disciplinarian in the
family —lather, mother, grandmother? What
were the roles of children? OF grandparents?
Whal were the children’s duties? And the all-
important grand finale questions: What are the
family stories about the slave days? Was your
father a slave? Your grandfather? Your great-
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grandparents? Did vour family name come from
a white plantation owner? Listen carefully for
names, dates, places, and other clues.

Alex Haley, author of the famous black saga
Rowots, was able to capitalize on certain sounds
tor Alrican words that were passed down
through his family, which later became clues o
the location of his African origin. A caveat for
begirming black researchers is to not start ol
with the idea in mind of accomplishing what
Haley supposedly did Some experienced
genealogists in the world doubt the actuality of
the Haley claims to proved Alrnican ties, though
they are quick to admit the story is good and
no doubi represents the kinds of events that
probably were repeated often during the period
of slave trade. Do plan to find much fascinating
information, a significant amount of which will
be derived from oral Interviews of older

relatives.

Home Sourfces

A= with the oral interviews, it 5 both urgent
and relevant for the black researcher to
tharoughly comb and exhaust home sources.
Everyone begins the search at home; blacks may
have less to find at home and Iy need
to perform a more skillful and search.

At home one can find information in family
bibles, newspaper clippings, birth, death, and
marriage certificates, diaries; letters, scrapbooks,
and other memorabilia,

In genealogy. we start with ourselves, the
known, and work toward the unknown. In
starting with ourselves, we look through the
records at home, at our parents’ home, the
homes of other close relatives, and in the
cemeteries where family members are buried.
This is something we logically know to do, and
do not need to read this instrucHon in an
article or book, Logic also suggests that we
interview the old folks.

But what next—after exhausting the home
sources, cemeteries familiar to the immediate
family, and the memories of the lamily griots?
We enthusiastically move on to the libraries and
depositories of records to look for more
information and clues. The detective work is
underway!

The Federal Census

For anyone pursuing American ancestry,
white or black, the most important first step in
venturing into research outside the home is to
consult the federal census,

In 1864 George Washington Carver was born.
In 1866 the Fourteenth Amendment was passed
making American-born blacks citizens. In 1870
the first listing was made of all blacks by name

in a tederal census, Thus you can search
through the 1870 census for the household
where George W. Carver should appear as a six-
vear-old child. There he should be listed and
enumerated with other members of the family
constituting the household in which he lived in
1870, Your ancestors also are listed in the 1870
oensus]

This same census kindled the flame of
excitement in Alex Haley, ultimately leading to
his creation of Roots: While in Washington,
D.C.. for a brief visit, Haley entered the
Mational Archives building and inguired about
the 1870 census. He learned how to look at a
microfilm copy of that census. Within minutes
he turmed the handle on the microfilm
machine and watched the pages of the 1870
census flow by on the screen. He relived in his
imagimation scenes of what Alamance County,
North Carolina, was like some three or four
generations ago, Soon names of
appeared that he had heard the older
relatives talk about. At that moment Haley
experienced the beginning genealogist’s “thrill of
discovery.” His quest for family roots was
underway.

Like Haley, all beginning black researchers
should consult the federal census records early
in the search to find how the families of their
ancestors were constituted in 1900, 1880, and
1870,

The 1900 census s the latest census available
due to rights of privacy laws; the 1910 census
will be opened for research on July 1. 1982. The
1590 census was destroyed by fire in 1921,

In 1850 and 1860, census slave schedules were
made, but the schedules did not list slaves by
name. Theynmhﬂiedbya#indm These
slave schedules are useful, however, in
circumstantially proving that a slave of a certain
age and sex was the property of a particular
OWTED N @ Census YVear.

The first federal census was made in 1790 to
apportion representation to Congress. Free black
heads of household always have been
enumerated, beginning with the first census in
1790, and listed by name. Slaves, however,
wmhstuib}rmmﬁﬂmtmﬂfmmly You
can Jearmn that William Tavior had twelve slaves
in 1790, but you cannot learn their names from
the census.

In succeeding censuses, 1800 through 1840,
the enumerations of slaves were refined further
within age and sex categories. But, with the
exception of free blacks, names of blacks were
not recorded until 1870, after the slaves were
freed.

The 1870, 1880, and 1900 censuses provide
the names and ages of all persons in each



Beginning black researchers should consult federal consus records early in the search, The 1870 J
census was the tirat 1o list ail blacks by name. Microfilm copies of the 1900, 1880, and 1870 census
arg widely avallatle. The 1890 census was destroyed by tire. Due to rights of privacy laws, the 1900

census i3 the latest one opan for regearch.
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household, their occupations, and other
information. Census takess asked more
questions in 1880 than 1870, and more in 1900
than 1880. You will be pleasantly surprised to
learn how much information you can find in
these censuses.

The availability of census records is
unequaled. All of the extant census records held
by the National Archives have been microfilmed
and copies of the microfilm have been
purchased widely, Many state and local
historical and genealogical societies, large public
libraries. and state and university libraries and
archives have purchased microfilm copies of
these census records. Because of this, the federal
census is the most widely used record ever
created by the povernment.

Find out from your local library or other local
records institution what census holdings may be
available to you right in your area. If the census
records you need are not available locally, vou
can order microfilm copies on interlibrary loan
through vour local public library. The Federal
Archives and Records Center, Archives Branch,
P.O. Box 6886, Fort Worth, Texas 76115, is the
census interlibrary loan distribution center for
the National Archives and Records Service.

Full sets of all extant federal census records
also are available for your use at the National
Archives Building in Washington, D.C., and at

the eleven regional branches of the National
Archives located in metropolitan areas
throughout the country. A leaflet providing
information about the regional archives
branches, including addresses, hours, and phone
numbers, is available from Correspondence
Branch (NNCC), National Archives,
Washington, D.C. 20408.

Mate Hecords of Birth and Death

The making of official records of birth and
death is relatively recent, except for New
England towns. In New England, such records
were begun in most cases with the beginning of
the town. But for the most part, for the rest of
the country records of birth and death were
started officially in the late 1800s and early
1900s. varying from state to state. Black
researchers should order copies of these records:
the information may not be available elsewhere.
Birth and death certificates normally reveal
names of parents, as well as data relative to the
event being recorded.

The accuracy of the information on a
certificate is as good as the reliability of the
person whe supplied the information. Usually a
next of kin, such as a spouse or child, supplied
the information entered on the certificate, in
addition to what the attending physician or
coroner entered.
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The state office handling the centralized state
registration of these “vital" records usually is
called the State Department of Vital Statistics or
the State Board of Health or similar office, and
usually is located in the state capital.

The federal government has prepared
information that helps one know where to write
to obtain copies of these state records of birth
and death. The booklet. Where te Write for
Birth and Death Records, s available for $1.25
trom the U.S. Government Printing Office,
Washington, D.C. 20402.

County Records

Following emancipation, blacks were recorded
in the county records when they were involved
in an event requiring such recording. For most
of the United States over the years, the county
has been the govermmental onit where
marriages, deeds, wills, and other records have
been created and preserved.

Records of black marriages after 1865 are
generally available and usually are recorded in
the town or county records at the town or
county courthouse, Official records of slave
marriages only infrequently are available.

The succession of property from one owner to
another is reflected in deeds and wills, records
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that normally can be extremely helpiul in
proving family relationships,

A check of the coninty eourt minutes might
reveal an entry about a2 family member. These
records deal with a variety of situations, from
employment on a county road to inguests
involving homicide.

A search among the county records always
should be made to see what, if anything, is
available on the subject black family. Do not be
discouraged when nothing is found:; this often is
the case for both black and white families who
were not property holders or who did not
attend properly to the recording of events at the
courthouse.

County records are available in county
courthouses, and in many cases microfiim copies
also are available at the state archives in the
state capital,

Church Records

Religion has played a dominant role in the
lives of blacks in this country. Where church
records have survived, they oben can be of
value in black geneslogical research, First,
search to find out the religion of the ancestor,
then follow by a search to determine if records
exist for the church to which he or she
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beloniged. A personal visit to the church might
be necessary to find out if any gravestones
remain in the church’s cemetery,

Many blacks were members of white churches
and, For a number of vears after the Civil War
blacks continued to attend the white churches
and often were buried in assigned spaces in the
white church cemeteries

Pilitary Service Records

Blacks have served in all our wars. For the
earliest war récorded in federal records, the
Revolutionary War, the National Archives has
produced Special List 36, List of Black
Serpicemen Compilisd From the War
Department Collection of Revalutionary W
Records (Washington, D.C., 1974). This special
list is available free from the Pyublications Sales
Branch (NEPS), National Archives, Washington
D.C. 20408.

Search for records of a black ancestor’s war
service by mail. Write to the Correspondence
Branch (NNCC), National Archives,
Washington, D.C. 20408, and ask for a NATF
Form 26, Order and Billing for Copies of
Veterans Records. Fill out the form as
completely as possible, noting that the record
vou seek is for @ black serviceman, and send it
in. Do not encose money; the Mational
Archives will bill you a nominal standard
amount ($3 as of this writing) if they are able to
supply copies of the records you desire.
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The information varies from scant to quite
full, If your ancestor was granted a pension for
his service, the pension application will provide
substantial information about the man and often
his family. On the other hand, information in
what are known as "compiled military service
records” usually is limited; normally there is no
personal information about the soldier or his
family

The military and related records housed at the
Mational Archives cover the garly wars up to
World War |: the records relating to World War
| and subsequent wars are al the National
Personnel Records Center (Military) in St.
Louis. Requests of this faclity are submitted on
Standard Form 180, Request Pertaining to
Miltary Reconds, and are directed to Mational
Personnel Records Center (Military Personnel
Records), 9700 Page Boulevard, 5t. Louis.
Missouri 63132

The Search Becomes Different

in essence, genealogical research for blacks
back to about 1870 follows practically the zame
paths as for whites, Black researchers first
exhaust home sources and interview older
relatives. They visit cemeteries, They use the
same county, state, and federal sources. For
blacks, however, going back bevond the 1870
census and into the pl.-ril:}ci prior to
ermanCipa ticen when events r!-]nting o most
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blacks were not recorded officially, is generally
a greater challenge,

The search Is easier for some black familles
for the same reasons the search is easier for
some whites. The greater avallability of reconds
and the enlarged possibility of success for some
are caused by the extent of the family’s wealth,
property. position—for blacks, whether free or
slave—and education, Black and white families
having one or several of those characteristics
were more likely to have been involved in
recorded transactions, and the documents
relating to those bransactions may have
survived.

Research into the ancestiy of free or
otherwise prominent or noted black families
cantinues to follow generally the same research
paths as white research, even before 1865,
Blacks who discover this situation should
continue to use the research instruction
provided in general basic genealogical texts, The
city directories of large cities like New York
may be helpful in distinguishing between free
black families and white families having similar
sumames,

Just over a hundred vears ago, however, the
vast majority of blacks in this counltry were not
free: they were slaves. The black senior citizens
living today are the grandchildren, great-
grandchildren, and second-great-grandchildren
of people born into slavery. These living
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relatives may have information that will take
the research back to a particular state or
county, clueing the researcher in on a particular
place to begin further research. They may be
able to help pinpoint the names of the last slave
owners prior to emancipation, Again, attention
is focused on the importance of conducting
probing Interviews of older relatives. This
information, names and places, can be vital to
the continuance of the research into the past.

White Family Records as Resources

Once blacks have worked back through the
federal census of 1870, have gathered in all the
clues from relatives and home sources, and have
found whatever might be available in county
courthouses and war records in federal custody,
they then must embark on a search relating to
white families! To do this, the slaveowners need
to be identified. Research then can be
undertaken among any existing records relating
to that owner, Research in the deeds, bills of
sale, and the will and probate records of the

The black genéalogis! may have lo lurn 1o the
owner may reveal information relating to the tecords of while families to leem aboul slave
slave, M’!!'lﬁﬂﬂ patterns of white families often ancesiors

reflect the migrations of the slaves. Black

famnilies often moved to the came areas their

former white owners did. even after accepted and practiced genealogical research
emancipation, methods and to become thoroughly familiar

It is important to understand early and accept with generally used genealogical sources.
that any extended search for black genealogy The study of any existing genealogical records
more often than not inevitably consists of a relating to the while owner family must be in
study of records relating to whites, This points depth. A thorough search of diaries, family
out the real need for persons who undertake bibles, letters, plantation records, and any other

black research to become skilled at generally existing records of the owner families is
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required. These items often contain (but not
always, so be prepared for frequent
disappointments} entries relating to the slaves
the family possessed. Some of the slaves were
lnvcda.ndmgardﬂiasapalt of the family, thus
the mentioning of them in the tamily's records.

One early nineteenth-century diary of a
Southern plantation owner contadins
entries relating to his slaves. He told of their
illnesses, with what medicines they were treated,
and how they progressed. He recorded the
births, deaths, and marriages of his slaves and
frequently mentioned their relationships to one
another. He even wrote that he Jearmed about
some of his own genealogy from an old house
slave who had been with the family for years
and had known his great-grandfather. The old
siave tald the plantation owner where various
of the owner's relatives were buried in another
part of the state,

A noted white genealogist reports that he
obtained valuable clues about the early
generations of his family from an older black
resident of a nearby community who had long
been acquainted with his family. The
genealogist also notes that older whites often
can provide much information about early black
families.

The name clues to black onigins often come
from unexpected sources. | once ordered lunch
at a fast-foods restaurant in Washington D.C.
The name tag worn by the serving employee. a
young black woman, read “D. Bouknight.”
Having known a white person of that name
from South Carolina, and knowing this was a
family of German origin that arrived in South
Carolina in the 1700s. | asked if the young lady
was from that state. She said she was bomn in
the District of Columbia, but that her
grandparents were from South Carolina!

Manurissions

Some depositories hold records of
manumission, that is, documents granting
freedom. The Pennsylvania Historical Society is
one example; that depository has records of
thousands of manumissions that were grantesl
betore the Givil War.

Dhuring the course of research on my white
Haslort family ancestors, | found in the South
Carolina archives a torn 1747 manumission
whereby Joseph Hasfort recognized ten years of
service, accepted one-hundred pounds from his
mulatto man Abraham, and granted him
freedom “from the yoke of slavery for ever.”
The church records kept in German of the
Orangeburg, South Carelina, Church of the
Redeemer record the marriage of “Abraham
Hasfort.” Interestingly. there is in the South

e A

Carolina recards of manumission a record for
Elizabeth Hastort who was a “half-breed Indian

as well as blacks made their way mtnﬂ'jezarly
church records.

The above illustrates how both blacks and
whites doing research are faced with separating
out of the records the names of those with
whom they had a relationship. Although it is
true that slaves often used the names of former
owners as their own family names once they
became free, a caveat is to not accept that fact
as a rule. Many slaves, upon gaining freedom,
took popular names from American history,
such as Washington and Jefferson.

At the National Archives in Washington,
D.C., the records of the Bureau of Refugees,
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands include some
valuable items—marriage certificates of freed
slaves and registers and other records containing
information about slave families. The bureau
helped former slaves make the transition from
chattel to citizen. The period of the bureau’s
greatest activity extended from June 1865 to
December 1868. These activities included aiding
in regularizing <lave marriages, assisting with
labor contracts, issuing rations and clothing to
destitute freedmen and refugees, leasing land,

freedmen returning to their homes or relocating
them in other parts of the country. As the
bureau developed, it became involved in helping
black soldiers and sailors file and collect claims
for bounties, pay arrears, and pensions. Since
these records pertain to such a short period
fallowing the Civil War, they cannot be
considered a major source. They can be helphul,
however, to many black researchers whose
ancestors had dealings with the Freedmen's
Bureau after the war.

Black History Collections

In recent years the interest in black history
has led to the devel of important
collections of black history materials. and these
items include names, dates, places. and
relationships regarding blacks. Black researchers
should investigate these collections,

Chrganiring the Information

Why gather the information about your
family? You want to leamn your family’s story
and you want to make it known to others. Yoo
want to preserve it once you have discovered it
and you want mpmil.unlnpnﬂ::&ty

Start out and you will be better
able to produce a final product, something you
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will be proud to pass along to family and
friends and 1o records depositories. Set up a
sound record-keeping system at the outset, using
arganized files.

Record your sources, always making good
sourre references in vour notes, These can be
used later in preparing a research paper
communicating your findings. Use the source
reference notes as foatnotes so that the reader
can know always the source of every fact you
cite. When you draw a conclusion based on the
interpretation of facts cited, be sure the reader
knows why you reached the
conclusion —amplity and expand your notes
with explanations of your research path.

When your family story is written, type it up
into a formal paper. Offer it 1o your local
library or historical society. Consider offering a
copy to any depositories specializing in black
history collections that you discover during the
course of your research. Make copiles for your
relatives; they will bless you!

Your Ancestor Becomes a Star

Take one more exciting step. Feature your
ancestor in @ home-made production by creating
a slide/tape program about him or her. You can
make slides from old photographs. To this
collection of slides, add shots taken of places,

people, and things connected with the life of the
featured person. Record an interview with the
person to accompany the slides. Play the tape as
the slides are shown. This is a great agenda item
for family reunions and Christmas and
Thanksgiving family gatherings, The result7 A
very moving. touching, heart-warming family
story —one that comes to life as you see it on
the screen and as you listen to the voice(s) of
the person(s) who experienced the story. For an
even more penetrafing presentation, dub in
appropriate background music, as the movie
people do.

Continue to Participaie

The fascinating. developing, and enlarging
feld of family history and genealogy has been
reported as America’s number one indoor
hobby. As you join the ranks of family
searchers, you can further expand your
knowledge of records and research technigues
by participating with local organized groups.
Genealogical societies are proliferating at an
accelerated rate. There are hundreds of
genealogical societies today, in both cities and
counties. These usually are augmented by a
state genealogical society that provides a
medium for exchange of ideas; educational
programs, newsletters, and fellowship among

Prominent anceslors such oz rhese congressman af e Forty-lirst a

make e -search for iy

naividual family histories an

S FiET UNE

o ey i g



those engaged in common pursuits, The names
and addresses of societies usually are known to
local libraries.

The National Genealogical Society based in
Washington, D.C., is growing rapidly and
invites membership and active participation.
Recently organized is the Afro-American
Historical and Genealogical Society; the first
issue of its quarterly journal was published in
the summer of 1980,

Yu,duilemuhhckfurﬂiyhiumy.
Blacks have an exciting, rich heritage, Your
family needs to be documented and its history
preserved. Find out about it. Organize the
material. Write it up and appropriately
distribute it. You will enrich your life and the
lives of others, and you will have a grand time
doing it.
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