Making the Case
for Newspaper Research

Brick walls. Everyone who has spent
a decent amount of time in the pursuit of
their ancestors has accumulated a few of
them. These pesky barriers stymie even
the most skilled researchers, and more
often than not, require a tiny piece of in-
formation hidden in a primary source
document tucked
neatly away in
the remote re-
cesses of an ar-
chive that will
not become mi-
crofilmed or digi-
tized for another generation. However,
we can be thankful that the solution to a
particular research challenge seldom re-
sides in a single document.

After nearly twenty-five years of
conducting African American research, I
am thoroughly convinced that newspa-
pers hold the key to genealogical suc-
cess. They represent one of the few
sources where the daily activities of
black communities, both large and small,
are documented. These communities are
full of former slaves, USCT soldiers, and
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scores of ordinary folks—our collective
ancestors!

Any beginning dgenealogy book
worth anything will tell the reader that it
is imperative to locate every possible re-
cord on your ancestors; you just never
know where the key piece of information
will be found. Plus, it is often the case in
genealogical research that it is the care-
ful analysis of an accumulation of source
documents that ultimately yields the an-
swers we seek. However, in my travels
around the country, both physically and
on the internet, I haven’t come across
many people that profess they are inde-
pendently wealthy. Conversely, they are
agonizing over whether to purchase a
particular document, say of someone in a
collateral line, the primary deterrent be-
ing cost. Recently I was at a meeting of
the Patricia Liddell Researchers in Chi-
cago, and afterwards a member of the
group and I discussed “prioritizing” the
documents he needed so that he could
purchase the ones with the most poten-
tial first. The truth of the matter is when
you look at the rising cost of acquiring
vital records, the impending increase in
the cost of pension files, the escalating
price of gasoline, and other factors
associated with genealogical research,
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something has to give. And as I see it, it
is not a matter scaling back, but one of
redirecting your efforts into newspaper
research. While you wait to win the lot-
tery, or more realistically scrape together
the cash to secure a needed birth, death,
or marriage record, invest your time in
reading news of the communities of your
ancestors in African American newspa-
pers. Some of the potential benefits of
doing so could be:

¥ finding an exact or nearly exact
event date (birth, death, or
marriage) of an ancestor,
therefore enhancing the odds of
a successful outcome when the
eventual request for the vital
record is made. Remember,
some places will only search a
short span of years in their in-
dex, and charge you whether
they find the record or not.

k¥ additional information on the
event that will not be found on
the vital record. (See the report
on the death of Tom Moore on
the next page.)
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A portion of the Rock Springs, Wyoming, social
column in the Chicago Defender, February 17,
1923.



the discovery of the names and
locations of immediate family
members, including the married
names of daughters/sisters.

Another very valuable advantage
to using these papers in tracking down
vital statistics data is the ability to
counterbalance the time periods when
vital records were not kept. There will
be many cases where the newspaper will
be the only source of this information.
For those of us with ancestors in Virginia
around beginning of the 20™ century, we
are well aware of the gap in the re-
cording of birth and death records be-
tween 1896 and 1912. I can still vividly
remember the sense of loss and bewil-
derment I felt when I first uncovered this
unexpected chasm in those vital records.

The need for African American ge-
nealogists to overcome the obstacles
wrought by the institution of slavery is a
grim reality most have come to endure
firsthand. The task of identifying the
slave owner is a formidable one, and it is
amplified in the case of researchers that
must travel this road without any leads
in the form of family legends or lore
reaching back into the antebellum
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period. The identifying of potential slave
owners in the county of your ancestor
using slave schedules and other meth-
ods, and then plowing through court-
house wills and other probate records to
narrow the field, is a grueling, time con-
suming and expensive process. I would
not recommend it to the faint of heart, or
the economically challenged. Truthfully,
after committing a substantial amount of
energy and resources, you very well
could end up short of your goal of linking
your slave to his master. Once again,
black newspapers may be a way of re-
vealing the slave owner you seek by:

¥l printing an article that associ-
ates an ancestor with a specific
white family, thus giving you a
solid lead.

¥l actually giving the name of an
owner in an obituary for a de-
ceased former slave. This oc-
currence is more common than
most would think.

¥l the publishing of a notice by an

slave ancestor seeking informa-

tion on family member(s) from

which they were separated by
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sale, or the turmoil generated
by the Civil War. These an-
nouncements appeared in pa-
pers after the war and well into
Reconstruction.

Information Wamted,

My son Preeman Clark, was £01d by Caled Clark to
Tiil and Glasgow Cherry, about the year 1857 from
Leadville N. O.and sentto Georgla. Any informa
tior aboat bim will be tbaokfully and lberslly r¢-

LOR CLAME,
nion 8t§nm-Sh!p‘ Co,,
I

warded.
{ Norfolk, Va.

Care Old Dom
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A former slave mother’s search
for a long lost son in the Peoples
Advocate, January 3, 1880.

In the quest to identify the slave
owner, another resource that has proved
highly successful in accomplishing this
difficult undertaking is military records.
Many of the survivors of the Civil War, or
their immediate families, at some point
in time deemed it appropriate to apply
for a military pension. The Bureau of
Pensions set rigid standards to reduce
occurrences of fraud, and in response
soldiers frequently called on longtime
friends from slavery days to validate
their identity. These affidavits often
yielded the name of the slaveholder.
However, if a researcher has no evidence
of military service, determining this can
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be problematic, especially if the ancestor
has a fairly common name or filed for the
pension in a state of residence unknown
to the researcher. This obstacle can
possibly be overcome by locating a social
column for the community of the
ancestor. Through it one may learn of
the ancestor being recognized for his
military service, that he is a member of
the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) or
other veteran organization, or learn he
spent time in one of the military homes
for disabled or aged service members.

In spring of 2006, I was working
on a research project dealing with the
African Americans in an all-black GAR
post in Chicago. Scanning through the
microfilmed images of the Chicago
Defender for the year 1912, I became
sidetracked when I came across a social
column for the tiny town of Braidwood,
Illinois. I was stunned to see what I
thought to be such an insignificant
community in the pages of the Defender,
but very excited since it was the place all
of my great-grandfathers had come in
the latter part of the 19" century. As I
read column after column it was a very
moving trip through history, my personal
history, as the stories of the lives of my
ancestors unfolded before me. In the
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February 24, 1923, issue, the third of
four items in the Braidwood column
reported this bit of news: “Herbert
Pinnick’s wife is the proud mother of a
baby boy.” That was my dad! He was
born on February 12™. It was such fun
to make copies of the announcement and
share them with my father, brother, and
sisters. A mainstream newspaper in
Joliet, a large industrial city about twenty
miles away from Braidwood, carried a
column but it had not recounted the
event, and there are no existing (or
extant) Braidwood papers covering that
time period.

Black newspapers are great for
providing migration clues. Our ancestors
were constantly returning to their
hometowns and other locations where
family and friends resided; most of the
time it was for friendly visits, but
frequently it was due to notification of
illness or death. In the numerous social
columns of the West Virginia coal mining
towns filling the pages of the McDowell
Times, you find talk of folks returning to
Virginia and North Carolina on a frequent
basis for both business and pleasure.
For coal miner Sherman Finney of
Keystone, West Virginia, it was the
balancing of old and new that kept him in
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ocals |

Miss Alberta Robinson returno
ed Sunday from =a two weeks trip |
to Clevsland and Colnmbus, Ohio.

Dr. G. N. Marahali left the city
Sanday night for Wheeling to
attend the annual-session of thel
K. of P. )

Hun. B. Hampton Gray was in
Keystone Wednesday conferring
with his friends. i

Miss Evelyn Simpson, who
was operated on for apendecitis
at the L.omax Hopital is doing
nicely.-

" Sherman [inney returned
Sasurday from his Henry county
farm where he has been looking
after his crops and cattle  since
July 2nd. He reports crops in
splendid condition in Henry and
Franklin counties.

In the McDowell Times, Sherman Finney was
discovered to be both a Virginia farmer and
West Virginia coal miner. (August 7, 1914)
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motion, as can be seen in the Locals col-
umn of the Times on August 7, 1914. P.
D. Thomas in reporting the Racine news
for the August 13™, 1892, edition of the
Wisconsin Afro-American remarked that
“Racine is receiving quite an addition to
her colored population. Mr. and Mrs.
Scott, of Chicago, came recently, and
many others from the state of Ken-
tucky.”

I would be remiss if I did not take
a moment to address the topic of obitu-
aries in more depth. For inexperienced
researchers it is the only time they use
newspapers of any type. To some de-
gree their zeal is understandable, for if
one were to locate a lengthy obituary it
can do some serious damage to that
brick wall. And, it is often through
obituaries that we are reminded that our
ancestors were eyewitnesses to history,
encountering such renown figures as
Ulysses Grant, Frederick Douglass, and
Abraham Lincoln. Tony Burroughs, a
prominent Chicago-based genealogist, in
his publication Black Roots has done an
excellent job of outlining a five point
strategy for finding African American
obituaries in the chapter, Going to the
Library.
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African American newspapers are a
wonderful way to broaden, or jumpstart,
your research!

Chicago Defender, December 7, 1929

Abe Lincoln Dies
~ Mrs. Sarah Campbell, mother of
“Mrs. Mary E. Taylor, died Wednes-
“day at the home of her daughter and
:son-fq-Ia.w, A. J. Tavlor, 4152 Indiana
SAve. ‘She was 111 two months. Fun-
eral =ervices were held Saturday at
St Elizabethh’s Catholic church. A
‘large number of admiring - friends
were ‘In attendance. Interment in
Holy Sepulchre cemetery. .

Mrs. Campbell was born in St.

Mary’s county, Maryland. . During
her early life she came in contact
with Abraham Lincoln while a slave
on the plantation of George Broome
in  St. Mary's county, and always
talked of the meals she served the
.president.
L. ¥Eighteen- vears ago she and her
“husband, now deceased, came to Chi-
‘cago and make thelr home with the
Taylors. -She was the mother of 17
~children, seven of whom survive her.
“They are Mrs. Mary Taylor, Chi-
Yeago; Mrs. Nannie Barnes, Philadel-
iphia; Mrs., ILessie Briscoe, Chicago;
“Mrs. Jennie "Allen, Chicago; NMrs.
~Ruth Briscoe, . Philadelphia, . and
gnhtus and James Campbell,  FPhil-
“adelphia.  She had a host.of grand-
“ehidren and great-grandchlildren, five
“son-in-laws and one daughter-in-law.
Mrw. Allen and. Mra. Taylor mnursed
~their mother during g;er illness.

Note: Obituaries recounting a meeting with Lincoln are not
uncommon for slaves with Maryland, District of Columbia, and
Virginia places of birth, free people of color living in Illinois
during the 1850s, and United States Colored Troops veterans.
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