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Family history research begins in modern times and works backward, generation by generation.
Discoveries for all American families, regardless of ethnicity, are made through census records, military
papers, vital records (births, marriages, and deaths), and other documents created over a lifetime.

African American family history research, however, can pose unique challenges as you follow your
family into the 19th century, just prior to the Civil War.

Part One of this guide walks you through the steps to discovering your family’s unique history through
the 20th century and back to the 1870 Census. Part Two shows you clues to look for in the 1870 Census
and earlier records, with tips for continuing your research even further back through time.
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« Start your search with the 1950 U.S. Federal Census because it lists 151
View the records million people living in the United States on April 1, 1950, by name. Along
with names, you’ll learn things like occupation, address, education level,

Ancestry®is a fantastic resource . .
birthplace, and other people living in the house.

for learning more about your family
history—and viewing the historical

records that mark key moments in your « Pay attention to those details. You may find multiple people with the same
ancestors’ lives. You’ll have access to name as your ancestor in the 1950 Census, and you can use names of other
the records on Ancestry® with a FREE family members, ages, street names, and other facts to make sure you’ve

trial or a paid membership. Visit

got the right person. Add the census record to your family tree so Ancestry®
www.ancestry.com to get started.

can use it along with other details you provide to look for more records
while you continue your search by moving on to the 1940 Census.
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Aclipped corner on a WWI registration card
may indicate that this person was Black.

Death certificates

Death certificates were not required by law in
most U.S. states until the early 20th century, but
they can still be huge finds because they often
include names of the deceased’s parents. Say,
for example, you locate a death certificate for
your great-uncle Charley who was born in 1852
(1) and died in 1915 at age 63 (2). If his death
certificate includes the names of Charley’s
parents (3), you’ll have names and possibly
other details about family members who lived
before the Civil War.

Old City Cemetery in Tallahassee, Florida. A burial
site for enslaved people, as well as slave owners,
Union soldiers, and Confederate soldiers.
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Then work backwards

In family history, you work back through time, using details you pick up in
more recent records to help you make discoveries in earlier ones. Use details
from the 1950 Census—names, ages, birthplaces, cities of residence—to
search for your family in the 1940 Census. Details from the 1940 Census will
then help you find records created in the 1930s, and so on.

« Asyou work back, use details from the census to search for birth and
marriage records, city directories, enlistment or draft records, military
muster rolls, obituaries and death records, and other documents. You may
find a previous generation mentioned in some of these records, which will
help you extend your line back further.

« Branch out. Keep a list of siblings and their birth years, too. These may
come in handy when you want to follow a trail back further through time
and can’t find a record for your ancestor.

+ Review all record images and save the ones you know refer to your family
in your Ancestry® family tree.

CERTIFICATE OF DEATH File No—For State Registrar Ouly
PLACE OF DEATH STATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA 1 39
D Pureau of Vital Statistics e
ty of State Board of Health
aip Py TR ® Yo/ _
““or}l . x 2‘ foXe) (For use of Local Registrar)
ot = Q1 death occurred in
y of ey ™o X st X Ward)  sinsen il 1=
C@[ > e L vtk oy
FULL NAME hat Friesaray o A W
2 In city 8 Iy, ys.
PERSONAL AND STATISTICAL PARTICULARS MEDICAL CERTIFICATE OF DEATH
SEX 4+ COLOR OR RACE |5 ﬁrﬂ.‘%& S ae 16 DATE OF DEATH
OR DIVORCED. Lo )
W R the word CMonthy ay) wl'(?un
DATE OF BIRTH O 17 1 HEREBY CERTIFY, That I attended deceased from 2. ~= &/ —
i TSN s to ./~ L 0D onctiinat 1 hist siw hiszmaitvs o8 e
(Month) (Day) (Year)

Ty 19159 and that death occurred, on the date stated

AGE 1If LESS -
P2 ‘9 1 day. |l above, stZ2m. The CAUSE OF DEATH® was as follows:
3 S| :
OCCUPATI at
ATION
© Tods, sisbinbia o ‘%o, i P § /08
particular kind of work ; O/ [ ( /\-’ .
(b) General nature of Industry, ey —ZcecPze S 4
business, .l' en-(bllnmn in X
employed (or =
(Duratign)... . _yrs.._~_mos.. 4
BIRTHPLACE : ™
(State or Country) ~— =" (D Contributory G- €
o ) (SECONDARY)
10 NAME OF
FATHER d . e
: Signed) ...
CWET Ay
L eyl el Sttt
. \ Disease Causing Death, o, in

“State_the
state (1) Means of Injury; and {2) wh
cidal. N

N %

18 LENGTH OF RESIDENCE (For Hospitals, Institu Transien
9 5}';‘&‘5' or recent Residents uls. - -

OTHER o ———oy
St Country! At place In the
(Sixtaror ) s @]— of %un._,m_..-u_.m State . T8 OS . dYS.
THE ABOVE IS TRUE TQ THE BEST OF MY JNOWLEDGE o

}! mot at place of death?
ormer_or
(Informant) usual Residence

(Address) 1s Place of Burial or Removal. ATE OF BURIAL
0 » ; - g 3 3 L M;l‘é\
Wl é Lg‘ ot x.]//,@ (Oa ) UNDIRTAKER DRESS

OCAL REGISTRAR 7/1,(‘&‘



https://www.ancestry.com/c/african-american

Visit African American Records on Ancestry® >

Researching your African American ancestors

Free or enslaved? el
The name of every person whose ussal !’i Profession,
place of abode on the frst day of June, #ach pervon, male and
R . l 1660, was in this family. [T syt
Not all African Americans were LN
enslaved—so don’t automatically 2 :4 hd
assume your ancestors were. Check A
L
the 1860 and 1850 Censuses to see Py P
if any of your ancestors were listed Va4
as free people of color. AV 27 i
PaseNﬂ :éé!} ﬁ;"nqd‘n‘unm.lbnaill&lnﬂ11IlelmtwbuMﬁmlﬁ%ﬂwll,li,li,llyﬂ,l’,lnﬂwm-hbsm(ﬂt‘zm) E
yote 1.—Inhabi in ", in the County of M, State
of_%L, enumerated by me on the J&ﬁuy of _%__, 1871 2t f:
Post Qffce: N b ne, _M At Harshal
> — — — T =
] q 2| o L e 5
L o izfg‘;ffi it B | % Bt EA IR a1 i
; Tan, 1570, n i ey ‘fi i i pity i § o S g‘ HEAME
i e il IR
1 2 3 4|5|6 7 8 9 L 10 11|12/ 13 | 14 15/16{17| 18 19| 20
gl ot Dpnery |30\ 2] " B3 i '
2 Ll 2te 9 2l Rovd 2
8 Lonit Do Lol g Ho ki , 3
* A ST (SR 4
s 4, Lt Rlorper ]
° i JZ) 7 - P 2 o
& Pl Foe i |3 il =% 2 7
g St T L0 i > s
g ZEb %ﬂ‘ = ke L Raseis /2 °
)byl e Mo A A 10
) SR AW, Sk i u
18| duah i aS, Pz s 12
18 fe i R g A e e 13
14 T et | 7 A et Aord - 14
15 6 o .. 15
16 s-|Zl4 16

<3| = RESEARCH GUIDE

Look for surnames, birthplaces, and other clues in the 1870 Census, the
first U.S. Census that lists formerly enslaved people freed after 1865.

PART 2: TACKLE 1870, 1860, AND BEYOND

Your goal so far has been to trace your family back
to the 1870 U.S. Federal Census. When you make a
discovery in this key census, mine it for everything
it reveals: names, ages, and anything else it can tell
you about your family in the first census following
the Civil War.

Depending on your family’s status (free or enslaved)
during the previous 10 years, your next step—going
back 10 more years—may be a bit trickier.

In 1850 and 1860, enslaved men, women, and
children were not listed on the census population
schedules, nor were their names typically recorded
in birth, marriage, and death records or other go-to
family history documents. Following an enslaved
person through these years means refocusing your
research and finding details and documents that
may pertain to the slave owner instead. But first
you’ll need to determine who that was.

Finding a slave owner

Pay attention to birthplaces given in the 1870
Census. If your ancestor was living in Mississippi in
1870 but their birthplace is listed as Maryland, try

to determine how that ancestor got to Mississippi.
White, property-owning families with the same
out-of-state birth location who were living near your
ancestor in 1870 should also be considered potential
former owners.

Following emancipation, formerly enslaved

people often stayed in the same area. This means
that white, land-owning families living near your
ancestor in 1870 may have been slave owners. So
after you find an ancestor in the 1870 Census, look
through several surrounding pages and take careful
note of white families in the area—especially those
with the same surname as your ancestor. After
emancipation, formerly enslaved people sometimes
adopted the surname of their former owner,
although the practice wasn’t universal.


https://www.ancestry.com/c/african-american

Visit African American Records on Ancestry® >

Researching your African American ancestors <Pl RESEARCH GUIDE

f % PN Follow potential slave-owning families back to the 1860 Census to determine
&50 ; {‘\ E \VA RD . whether they were still in the area and who the head of household was. Then search
My Roy, NIMR _ for them in the 1860 Census slave schedules to determine whether the household
My Roy, NIMROD. formerly
owned by Dr. fl' B '“("l I g owned slaves. (See: Using slave schedules on page 6 for more information.) Do
]llg ran aws ay irom m pianta . .
tion on the 11illsbor unyh tiver, the same for 1850. Prior to 1850, federal censuses listed only the names of heads
1 offe 1 bo ¢ d of . .
I‘l; ,l“' 1;0'; ;"A); \\‘ ,‘: ,\l‘,,;' per- of households, with tick marks for all other members of the household, free or
gon who will return him to_me, or safely lodge

hitn o486 Sh& Bormglle of the fact, 50 that enslaved, which makes all American research a little tougher.

I may get him into |uy‘pos~m«mn

Nimrod is stout built, of losw stature, hav-
ing a Jowneast countenance, and a muttering Other records that mention the enslaved
way of speaking. He has a very lirge foot
v';_““ hand for a person of his age, being about! Mmanifasts property records, wills and probate records, manumission and
ifteen or sixteen years old,  Ilis color is that
of a dark mulatto. B 5 AT - emancipation papers, and newspapers all may mention enslaved people. Since
Tampn, Nov, 17, 1860. g 37-tf most enslaved people were not referred to in documents with surnames until after
) AN Y T obtaining their freedom, you’ll often be searching for documents related to the
MR J. P. ANBREWY g Y g

slave owner.

Records associated with a slave owner may reveal

information about the people they enslaved, too. Property andprobate records

Search property and probate records associated with slave-owning families.

You’ll typically find these records in the county where the slave owner lived or in

the Court, Land, Wills and Financial collections on Ancestry®. If the slave owner

died before the end of the Civil War, estate inventories may list enslaved individuals

by name, age, and family group. Enslaved people were considered property, so you

may find transfers of ownership included in deeds of gift or trust, records of sale,

Read court records carefully to learn stories, namesof aNd courtrecords in county archives. Plantation records may also include details on
family members, locations,and dates.  enslaved people who lived there, although these records are not widely available.

Look for them in university archives and occasionally at state historical societies.

View U.S. Wills and Probate collection
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Robert Tarleton’s Freedman’s Bank record tells us
when he was born, his occupation, and even the
names of his wife, children, parents, and siblings.
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Emancipation records

Formerly enslaved people may also be found in collections of manumission and
emancipation records. You will find collections for Washington, D.C., and Illinois on
Ancestry® and others at county archives. Use the map at the bottom of the Search
tab on Ancestry® to get a list of all records available for the location where your
ancestor may have lived. View emancipation records
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Note that William’s mother is also named in this document from the Washington, D.C., Slave Emancipation
Records on Ancestry®.

Military records

In 1863, President Lincoln authorized the use of African American troops in combat
during the Civil War. More than 175,000 men served the Union as U.S. Colored
Troops, and military service records are available for many of them on Ancestry®.
Records for Buffalo Soldiers, the first African American peacetime troops, may also
include the names of formerly enslaved men. View military records

Freedmen’s Bureau and Freedman’s Bank records

The Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, also known as the
Freedmen’s Bureau, was established in 1865 to supervise and manage matters
relating to refugees and freedmen. Browse through the Bureau’s records or search
the records of the Freedman’s Savings and Trust Company (also known as the
Freedman’s Bank—note the spelling difference between the bank and bureau),
which was created for formerly enslaved people and their dependents.

View Freedmen’s Bureau Collection

African American family history collection on Ancestry®

Records unique to African American family history research on Ancestry® can
be accessed and searched directly from the African American collection at
www.ancestry.com/aahistory.
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Using slave schedules

In conjunction with the 1850 and 1860 Censuses, the U.S. government counted enslaved individuals, who were
considered property, on a separate census schedule. Known as “slave schedules,” each includes the names of
slave owners and descriptions of the enslaved—the enslaved, however, are rarely listed by name. Still, you can use
information in a slave schedule to help you get leads about an enslaved ancestor. Here’s how:

Step 1. Search for your formerly enslaved ancestor in the 1870 Census. Note his or her location, birth date, surname,
and other details. Also make a note of white property owners, particularly those who own large parcels of land, living
nearby. Look for white families who share your ancestor’s surname and birth location as well.

Step 2. Move to the 1860 Census and search for the white property owners you found in 1870.
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Step 3. Search property owners discovered in Step 2 in 1860 U.S. Census Slave Schedules. Compare details listed
for the people they enslaved to the information you uncovered about your own ancestor in 1870 (be sure to
subtract 10 years from your ancestor’s age in 1870). Repeat the process with 1850 U.S. Census Slave Schedules.
Found a potential match? Land, tax, newspapers, and probate records for the slave owner may offer details
about individuals the person owned—and even mention them by name. View slave schedule records
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Tips for continuing your search

Tip 1: Save your discoveries

Use your Ancestry® family tree (or start one from the Trees tab) to

store your discoveries by selecting Save when you view a record on
Ancestry®. The site will use information in your family tree to search for
more records about your family members and notify you about possible
matches. This will help you continue back in time with your research.

African American
and Afro-Caribbean
communities

Tip 2: Go wide

Records of an ancestor’s cousins or siblings may have information
about your family, too. Research everyone. Family members often lived
near one another, were mentioned in relatives’ obituaries, and appear
together in family photos. Adding your ancestors’ siblings and cousins
to your family tree will help you connect with their descendants who
are researching them today.

Tip 3: Take a DNA test

Records alone typically won’t be enough to trace an ancestor back

to a specific location in Africa. AncestryDNA® can help you discover
your origins from over 2,350 regions around the world—including 15
distinct regions across Africa and more than 400 African American and
Afro-Caribbean DNA communities that may tell you about your family’s
history in the New World. You may even connect with distant family
members and cousins from across the globe.

Learn more at: dna.ancestry.com.
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Tips for your search.....continued

Ethnicity Regions DNA communities

Ethnicity regions can give you an idea of where in Africa your DNA communities identify more recent people and places in
ancestors may have lived hundreds of years ago. your past. AncestryDNA has identified more than 400 African
American and Afro-Caribbean communities.

¢ DNAStoryforNickaSewsllSmith &

Ethnicity estimate

‘Your DNA looks most like DNA from these.

13 world regions. DNA communities

Your DNA connects you to 3 communities.

© Nigeria
© Cameroon, Congo & Westor Bantu Peoples
© mai
® scotiand
® Ivory Coast & Ghana
® England & Northwestor Europe.
® Benin& Togo
® Senegal
© Wales
Indigenous Amer
© Indigenous Amerlcas-Yucatan Peninsula
© Basque

© iolane
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