TRACING ENSLAVED ANCESTORS IN AFRICAN-

AMERICAN GENEALOGY

Freedmen’s Records, Enslaver Research, the 1870 Brick Wall & Free Resources Cheat Sheet

Researching enslaved ancestors is some of the most demanding—and most meaningful—work in
genealogy. The records exist, but the system that created them was built to count people as property, not
to preserve their names. This guide gives you a route through that system: free and federal sources first,
the enslaver-research methods that carry you past 1870, the DNA strategies that fill the gaps, and the
repositories and communities doing this work today. You are not only filling a pedigree chart. You are
restoring people to the historical record—and that is a responsibility worth doing well.

@& HOW TO USE THIS CHEAT SHEET

Start Begin with what you know after 1870: full names, places, the 1870 and 1880
census, church, marriage, death, and migration. The post-emancipation paper
trail is your bridge to slavery.

Work free first Freedmen’s Bureau, Freedman’s Bank, censuses, and DiscoverFreedmen are
free. Exhaust them before paying for a subscription or ordering copies.

Find the last The single most important pre-1870 task. Enslaved people appear in the
enslaver enslaver's deeds, wills, probate inventories, tax lists, and bills of sale—almost
never under a surname of their own.

Verify A name from a tree, an Al answer, or an unsourced book is a clue, not proof.
Confirm with records, correlation, DNA, and full source citations.

@ FREE @ WMIXED @ FEE ® IN PERSON

View from home, Coverage or access Paid database, Contact the repository;

usually no charge. A varies by collection, membership, order fee, ask about

free account may be library, location, or copy fee, orretail book. appointments, pulls, ID
required. image restriction. Verify current price. rules, and copy options.

@ PROTIP

Trace every ancestor forward to a death record first. A 20th-century death certificate, Social Security
application, or obituary often names parents born into slavery—and points you straight at the right

county and the right decade.

/A WATCH OUT FOR

Freedom dates were not uniform. Emancipation came at different moments —state abolition in the
North, the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation, Juneteenth 1865, and the 13th Amendment in December
1865. “When and where was this person free?” changes which records exist.
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I 88 1. THE CHALLENGES — AND WHY THEY ARE NOT DEAD ENDS

Enslaved people were systematically denied the records most genealogists rely on. Naming these
obstacles plainly is the first step to working around them.

The challenge What it means for your research

The 1870 brick wall

Enslaver-based
records

Surnames after
emancipation

Scattered & destroyed
records

Slave schedules
without names

The emotional weight

1870 was the first federal census to list most formerly enslaved people by
name. Before it, the standard census did not name them—so research
splits into a “named” era after 1870 and a “property” era before it.

Enslaved people were documented as property inside their enslaver’s
records: wills, estate inventories, deeds, bills of sale, tax lists, and
mortgages. To find the person, you must first identify the family that held
them.

Freed people chose surnames at and after freedom—sometimes a former
enslaver's name, sometimes a trade, a place, or a name of their own. A
surname in 1870 may not match any pre-war record.

Estate sales, planter migration, and the domestic slave trade separated
families across counties and states. Courthouse fires, war, and neglect
destroyed others. Coverage is uneven by place.

The 1850 and 1860 slave schedules list enslaved people by age, sex, and
color under the enslaver's name—rarely by personal name. They are
powerful for matching, but they require the enslaver’s identity.

This work surfaces sale records, separations, and violence. It is heavy—for
descendants of the enslaved and for descendants of enslavers alike.
Documenting it honestly, on all sides, is part of the work’s value.

@ PRO TIP

Many enslaved people had a last enslaver who can sometimes be reconstructed through records
under the enslaver's name. When records are missing or indirect, FAN-club evidence, negative
searches, and DNA correlation become essential.
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® 2. RESEARCH STRATEGY & ACTION PLAN

This is the proven path from a living relative back across 1870 and into the records of slavery. Work the
steps in order; do not skip the post-1870 foundation.

m How to do it

Build the post-1870 Document the family in every census from the present back to

foundation 1870 and 1880. Capture exact places, neighbors, ages, and
birthplaces of parents. This is the launch pad for everything
earlier.

Work backward, never Move one proven generation at a time from known to
forward unknown. Resist jumping to a famous surname or an
attractive online tree; prove each link before the next.

Mine Reconstruction Freedmen’s Bureau labor contracts, ration rolls, marriage

records registers, and Freedman’s Bank applications often name
former enslavers, plantations, and kin—your first bridge into
the pre-1870 world.

Identify the last enslaver Use 1870 residence, the Bureau and Bank records, the
surname clue, neighboring white households in 1860, and
local landowners. Pinpoint the family and place that held your
ancestor at emancipation.

Read the enslaver’s records Pull the enslaver's probate packet, will, estate inventory,

fully deeds, tax lists, and bills of sale. Enslaved people are named,
valued, bequeathed, and sold in these documents—read
every page, not the index.

Compare slave schedules Match ages and sexes on the 1850 and 1860 slave schedules
under the enslaver's name against your ancestor’'s known
age. Track the enslaver across both years to follow the people
they held.

Build the FAN club Reconstruct Friends, Associates, and Neighbors—enslaved
and free, Black and white. Enslaved communities moved,
married, and were sold together; your ancestor surfaces in
their associates’ records.

Integrate DNA Use autosomal matches to confirm documentary links, identify
enslaver lines, and connect to cousins descending from
people sold away. Cluster matches by ancestral couple and
locality; treat trees as leads, not proof.

Search community Black churches, benevolent societies, schools, USCT units,

institutions and cemeteries preserved names the state did not.
Membership rolls, sponsors, and burial records connect
generations across 1870.

Write a proof argument Correlate every record, DNA cluster, and negative search into
a written conclusion. State what is proved, what is probable,
and what is still open—and cite all of it.

QUICK WIN

FamilySearch Full-Text Search uses artificial intelligence to search almost 2 billion unindexed records,
including deeds, wills, and probate. Treat the machine-read text as a finding aid and verify every result
against the original image.
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ﬁ 3. FEDERAL RECORDS — START HERE

Why it matters for enslaved-ancestor
Resource & Link research

Freedmen’s Bureau Records Labor contracts, ration and hospital rolls,
(FamilySearch) marriage registers, and complaints from @ FREE
https://www.familysearch.org/en/info/ 1865-1872. Often the first record to
freedmens-bureau-records name a formerly enslaved ancestor and  [Hbkacatek

their former enslaver.

Freedmen’s Bureau Search Portal Searchable index of indexed Freedmen’s
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/ Bureau and Freedman’s Bank records in
freedmens-bureau one place. A fast way to scan for a name
across states before browsing images.
United States, Freedman's Bank 1865-1874 bank signature cards list
Records, 1865-1874 names, residences, employers, family
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/ members, and—crucially—former @ FREE
collection/1417695 enslavers and plantations. Among the Free account
richest single sources for the enslaved.
U.S. Colored Troops — Civil War Free index of ~230,000 USCT soldiers
Soldiers & Sailors (NPS) and ~18,000 Black Union sailors by
https://www.nps.gov/civilwar/ name and unit. A useful free index, but
soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm do not rely on it alone. Verify compiled

military service records and pension files
through NARA, Fold3, FamilySearch, or
relevant repositories.

1870 & 1880 U.S. Federal Census 1870 is the first census naming most

(NARA) formerly enslaved people. 1880 adds

https://www.archives.gov/research/census  relationships to head of household. The
anchor for every African-American
research plan.

9 FREE
Guides free

1850 & 1860 Slave Schedules List enslaved people by age, sex, and
https://www.archives.gov/research/african- = color under the enslaver's name. Match @ FREE
americans/census against a known age to test an enslaver

hypothesis and track the household Cuidesiiree

between censuses.

National Archives — African American Gateway to federal Freedmen’s, military,
records court, and land records, with record-

https://www.archives.gov/research/african- = group context and ordering instructions. @. FREE

americans Start here to understand what the federal [t
government held.

Southern Claims Commission Case A major Reconstruction-era source that

Files may include depositions, loyalty

https://www.archives.gov/research/military/ = testimony, neighbors, kin, property loss

civil-war/southern-claims-commission details, and community context. The

commission received 22,298 claims.
Available on microfilm via FamilySearch
associate libraries and on Ancestry.com

@ PRO TIP

Freedman’s Bank applications can name an entire family—parents, siblings, spouse, children, and the
plantation they came from—in a single document. If your ancestor lived near a Bank branch city,

search this collection early and search every relative’s name.
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/info/freedmens-bureau-records
https://www.familysearch.org/en/info/freedmens-bureau-records
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/freedmens-bureau
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/freedmens-bureau
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417695
https://www.familysearch.org/en/search/collection/1417695
https://www.nps.gov/civilwar/soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm
https://www.nps.gov/civilwar/soldiers-and-sailors-database.htm
https://www.archives.gov/research/census
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/census
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/census
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans
https://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/southern-claims-commission
https://www.archives.gov/research/military/civil-war/southern-claims-commission

I B 4. STATE, COUNTY & LOCAL RECORDS

Resource & Link

State Archives directory (NARA)
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/
reference/state-archives.html

Cohabitation & Reconstruction marriage registers
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/
African_American_Marriage_Records

USGenWeb — county pages
https://usgenweb.org/

Why it matters for
enslaved-ancestor
research

Gateway to each state’s
archive: cohabitation
registers, state
censuses,
manumissions, free-
Black registers, county
court files, and WPA
slave-narrative
materials.

After freedom, several
states recorded the
marriages of formerly
enslaved couples—
sometimes with former
enslavers and length of
union. Powerful for
confirming relationships
across 1870.

Volunteer county sites
with free cemetery
readings, deed and will
abstracts, Bible records,

and local histories that @
can expose enslaver
families and overlooked
local clues.

FREE
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I € 5. UNIVERSITY, SPECIAL & DIGITAL COLLECTIONS

Why it matters for enslaved-ancestor
research

Resource & Link

Enslaved.org — Peoples of
the Historical Slave Trade
https://enslaved.org/

10 Million Names
https://10millionnames.org/

Digital Library on American
Slavery

(UNC Greensboro)
https://dlas.uncg.edu/

Lowcountry Africana
https://lowcountryafricana.com/

Slave Societies Digital Archive
(Vanderbilt)
https://slavesocieties.org/

Trans-Atlantic & Intra-American
Slave Trade Database
https://www.slavevoyages.org/

Race & Slavery Petitions
Project

(People Not Property)
https://library.uncg.edu/slavery/

petitions/

Freedom On The Move
https://freedomonthemove.org/

Last Seen: Finding Family After
Slavery
https://informationwanted.org/

Unknown No Longer & Virginia
Untold
https://virginiahistory.org/research/
collections/unknown-no-longer-

virginia-untold

Free, open database linking 600,000+
people records and millions of data points
from many projects. Search one name
across dozens of datasets, with short
biographies and visualizations.

@) FREE

Collaborative American Ancestors +
FamilySearch project recovering names
of the ~10 million enslaved people in
early America, with research help and
newly digitized collections.

Searchable records on 200,000+
enslaved people, enslavers, and free
people of color—runaway ads, slavery
petitions, deeds, and bills of sale across
15 states and D.C.

@) FREE

@ FREE

Free site for South Carolina, Georgia, and
northeast Florida—the Gullah-Geechee
heartland. Plantation records, Freedmen’s
data, and how-to guidance for these
states.

@ FREE

More than 700,000 digital images, dating
from the 16th through 20th centuries,
documenting an estimated four to six
million individuals in the Catholic Atlantic
world and related slave-society records.

@ FREE

Documents 36,000+ slaving voyages and
an African-names database from
liberated-African registers. Essential
context for origins and the scale of forced
migration.

@ FREE

Legislative and county-court petitions,
1775-1867, naming enslaved people in
disputes over hiring, sale, freedom, and
inheritance—often with personal detail
found nowhere else.

@) FREE

crowdsourced digital history project and
database that collects and transcribes
"runaway slave" and jailer advertisements
placed in North American newspapers
from the colonial era through the end of
the Civil War

@) FREE

Information-wanted ads placed by
formerly enslaved people searching for
separated family members are crucial
Reconstruction-era kinship evidence.

@) FREE

For Virginia research, these are essential
named-person resources for enslaved
and free Black/multiracial people in
Library of Virginia and VMHC collections.

@ FREE
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ﬂ 6. MAJOR DATABASES & SEARCH PLATFORMS

Resource & Link

FamilySearch
https://www.familysearch.org/
search/

Ancestry — Freedmen’s
collections (free)
https://www.ancestry.com/c/
freedmens

Fold3
https://www.fold3.com/

MyHeritage
https://www.myheritage.com/
research

Findmypast
https://www.findmypast.com/

AfriGeneas
https://www.afrigeneas.org/

HeritageQuest / ProQuest
https://about.proguest.com/en/

products-
services/HeritageQuest-Online/

/A WATCH OUT FOR

Why it matters for enslaved-ancestor
research

Free censuses, Freedmen’s and Bank
records, probate, and the game-changing
Full-Text Search that reads handwriting in
un-indexed deeds and wills—ideal for
enslaver-record mining.

3.5+ million indexed Freedmen’s Bureau
and Freedman’s Bank names, free with a
registered account. The broader Ancestry
site adds censuses, trees, and DNA on
subscription.

USCT compiled service records, widows’
pension files, and Freedmen’s images.
Pension files can name parents,
marriages, residences, and former
enslavers in sworn affidavits.

Strong record matching, trees, and DNA
with international reach—useful for
descendants spread across countries and
for newspaper and Smart Match clues.

Useful for newspapers, Catholic
sacramental records, and
British/Caribbean links relevant to some
African-descended families and free-
people-of-color lines.

Long-running African-ancestored
genealogy community—free death-record
and slave-data collections, surname
boards, state resources, and active
research forums.

Census, local histories, and reference
collections—frequently free through your
public library card from home.

%9 FREE
Free account

%) FREE
Freedmen’s free

@ FEE

Library access often

@ FEE

Free tier

@ FEE

Subscription

A surname match is not a relationship. Many freed people took a former enslaver's surname—so
shared surnames can signal enslavement, employment, or pure coincidence. Treat them as a lead to
test with records and DNA, never as proof of descent.
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g@ 7. DNA TOOLS & PROJECTS

Resource & Link

AncestryDNA
https://www.ancestry.com/dna/

23andMe
https://www.23andme.com/

MyHeritage DNA
https://www.myheritage.com/dna

FamilyTreeDNA
https://www.familytreedna.com/

GEDmatch
https://www.gedmatch.com/

African Ancestry
https://africanancestry.com/

@ PROTIP

Why it matters for enslaved-ancestor
research

Largest matching database, strongest for
finding African-American cousins. Use
ThruLines and shared-match clustering to
test enslaver lines and reconnect families
sold apart.

Matching plus detailed African regional
and recent-ancestry breakdowns. A useful
second database for fishing in a different
pool of cousins. 23andMe remains useful
as a separate match pool and for African
Genetic Groups, but users should review
current privacy, consent, research-
participation, and DNA Relatives settings.
DNA Relatives is a feature users can use
to connect with genetic relatives;
participation/settings matter.

MyHeritage DNA remains useful for people
who test there or who already uploaded
kits before uploads were discontinued, but
MyHeritage is not accepting new DNA
uploads as of August 2025.

Autosomal transfers are free for matching
and selected features; a paid unlock is
required for additional tools/full transfer
access. Verify current fees before advising
researchers.

GEDmatch offers free cross-company
matching and some analysis tools;
automated triangulation and several
advanced tools require Tier 1.

Specialist test matching maternal (mtDNA)
and paternal (Y-DNA) lineages to present-
day African countries and ethnic groups—
context for origins beyond the
documentary trail. This is lineage-specific
testing, not autosomal ethnicity estimation.
It can provide context for one direct
maternal or paternal line only; Y-DNA
testing requires an appropriate Y-
chromosome tester from the direct
paternal line.

@) FEE
Kit + optional sub

%) FEE
Kit purchase

/3
Free uploads

9 FREE
Free + paid tiers

@ FEE

Kit purchase

Build a quick-and-dirty tree for your strongest matches even when it feels tedious. Two matches who
both descend from the same 1850s enslaver household—through different children—can pinpoint the

family that held your ancestor when no document names them together.
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I 28 8. GENEALOGICAL & HISTORICAL SOCIETIES

Resource & Link

Afro-American Historical &
Genealogical Society
(AAHGS)

https://aahgs.org/

International African
American Museum — Center
for Family History
https://iaamuseum.org/center-
for-family-history/

Sons & Daughters of the
United States Middle Passage
https://sdusmp.org/

BlackProGen
https://blackprogen.org/

Why it matters for enslaved-ancestor
research

Access
The national society for African-American
genealogy—chapters nationwide, an
annual scholarly journal, conferences, and
a community of researchers tackling

exactly these problems.

Charleston-based research center with free
guides, classes, and one-on-one help
focused on reconnecting descendants of
the enslaved with their ancestors. Free
online resources and programming, with
paid or policy-limited consultation options

Lineage society for documented
descendants of the enslaved in the U.S.—
research guides, member support, and a
strong community standard for proving pre-
1870 lines.

Collaborative of professional and serious
genealogists of the African diaspora—
education, the BlackProGen LIVE video
series, and methodology for slave
research.

@ FREE
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fl 9. LIBRARIES & REPOSITORIES

Resource & Link Why it matters for enslaved-
ancestor research

Library of Congress
https://www.loc.gov/

National Archives (NARA)
https://www.archives.gov/research

Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture (NYPL)
https://www.nypl.org/locations/

schomburg

Amistad Research Center (Tulane)
https://amistadresearchcenter.org/

Moorland-Spingarn Research Center
(Howard University)
https://msrc.howard.edu/

Avery Research Center (College of
Charleston)
https://avery.charleston.edu/

Robert Frederick Smith Center
(NMAAHC)
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/museum-
centers/digitization-curation-african-
american-history/family-history

Allen County Public Library —
Genealogy Center
https://genealogycenter.org/

DAR Library & Genealogical
Research System

https://www.dar.org/library

WPA ex-slave narratives, Chronicling
America Black newspapers, maps,
and manuscript collections. Free and
deep for context and named
individuals alike.

Custodian of the Freedmen’s Bureau,
USCT, pension, and federal court
records. Order copies, plan onsite
visits, or browse digitized series.

World-class Harlem repository of
manuscripts, photographs, and rare
materials on the global Black
experience. Finding aids online; many
materials onsite.

Nation’s oldest independent archive of
African-American history—American
Missionary Association records
(Freedmen’s schools), manuscripts,
and photographs. Appointment
required.

One of the largest repositories on the
global Black experience—700+
manuscript collections, the Black
Press Archive, and genealogical
research guidance.

Avery Research Center is a major
Lowcountry/African diaspora
repository with approximately 200
manuscript collections and extensive
printed, photographic, microfilm, and
digital holdings; archives/reading-
room access is by appointment.

Smithsonian initiative supporting
African-American family history—
digitization help, the Community
Curation program, and explore-your-
family tools.

One of the largest free genealogy
collections in the U.S., including
African-American and
county/periodical sources and the
PERSI article index.

Growing African-American
collection—Bible records,
transcriptions, and lineage files. Treat
lineage claims as leads until you
source-check them.

@ FREE

 INPERSON
Onsite + online aids

® INPERSON
New Orleans onsite

® INPERSON
D.C. onsite

® INPERSON
Charleston onsite

9 FREE
Onsite + online
tools
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() 10. BOOKS, JOURNALS & PODCASTS

Use these for method and context. For out-of-print titles, try WorldCat, Internet Archive, HathiTrust, and

libraries before paying retail.

Author / Source Title & why it matters

Tony Burroughs

Dee Parmer Woodtor,
Ph.D.

Franklin Carter Smith &
Emily Anne Croom

David T. Thackery

Kenyatta D. Berry

Robyn N. Smith

Podcasts & blogs

Black Roots: A Beginner’s Guide to Tracing the African American
Family Tree

Simon & Schuster, 2001. The foundational beginner's guide by a leading
African-American genealogist—methods, records, and the specific
obstacles of slavery and segregation.

Finding a Place Called Home: A Guide to African-American
Genealogy and Historical Identity

Random House, 1999. Encyclopedic, conversational, and rich in
historical and cultural context—often called a must-have for the shelf.

A Genealogist’s Guide to Discovering Your African-American
Ancestors

Genealogical Publishing Co. A proven three-part approach for working
pre- and post-Civil War lines and identifying enslavers.

Finding Your African American Ancestors: A Beginner’s Guide
Ancestry, 2001. Focused on the transition from slavery to freedom using
census, plantation, military, and Freedman’s Bank records.

The Family Tree Toolkit

A modern, practical guide to records and DNA from a host of PBS’s
Genealogy Roadshow—useful for blending documents with genetic
evidence.

The Best of Reclaiming Kin (and the Reclaiming Kin blog)
https://reclaimingkin.com — Teaching-focused tips on enslaved and
slaveholder research; among the clearest practical writing on the

subject.

Roots Revealed (Melvin Collier), BlackProGen LIVE, and The
Genealogy Guys

Case studies, slave-research methodology, and community Q&A—
search by name on your podcast app or on YouTube.
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I O 11. FACEBOOK GROUPS & ONLINE COMMUNITIES

Communities surface local expertise, transcriptions, and encouragement you cannot get from a database.
Search these names in Facebook; group URLs change, so search the title rather than guessing a link.

Our Black Ancestry One of the largest African-American genealogy communities online—
research help, surname and locality leads, and reunion stories. Also
at ourblackancestry.com.

AAHGS (national & local Active society groups where members share regional record
chapters) knowledge and methodology. Find your nearest chapter through
aahgs.org.

African American Genealogy @ Method-focused group for working enslaver records, probate, and
& Slave Ancestry Research DNA toward pre-1870 lines.

Lowcountry Africana For SC, GA, and northeast Florida research—plantation records,
community Gullah-Geechee heritage, and local experts.

Reclaiming Kin readers & Discussion around the teaching content from these projects—strong
BlackProGen on slave-research strategy and case studies.

DNA Detectives & cousin- General but invaluable for breaking unknown-parentage and

search groups enslaver-line questions with autosomal DNA and clustering.
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12. AIPROMPTS FOR RESEARCH SUCCESS

/\ WATCH OUT FOR

Use Al as a research assistant, not a source. Paste your own records, transcriptions, and notes; ask it
to separate confirmed facts from hypotheses; and verify every record, link, repository, and price before
you act. Al invents citations—you must check them.

PROMPT 1 — Build an enslaved-ancestor research plan

Act as an expert in African-American genealogy and slave research. My ancestor
[NAME] appears in the 1870 census in [COUNTY, STATE], age [AGE], living near
[NEIGHBORS / WHITE HOUSEHOLDS]. Known family, surname clues, church, and DNA
leads: [DETAILS]. Create a step-by-step plan to identify their last enslaver and
trace them before 1870. Include exact record sets, repositories, online-first
searches, in-person records, FAN-club targets, and the evidence that would confirm
or disprove each hypothesis. Do not invent records or facts.

PROMPT 2 — Analyze a Freedmen’s Bureau record

Here is a transcription of a Freedmen’s Bureau record about my ancestor: [PASTE
TEXT]. Extract every genealogical clue—names, ages, relationships, residences,
former enslavers, plantations, employers, wages, and witnesses. List what is
stated as fact versus implied. Then propose the next three records most likely to
confirm the former enslaver’s identity. Mark any uncertain readings.

PROMPT 3 — Decode a probate inventory or bill of sale

Translate this probate inventory / will / bill of sale into modern plain English
while preserving legal meaning: [PASTE TEXT]. Explain terms such as chattel,
increase, appraisement, distribution, dower, and “negroes” as listed property.
Extract every enslaved person named or described (name, age, sex, value, who they
were bequeathed or sold to), and list the kin and FAN-club clues this creates.

PROMPT 4 — Build an enslaver timeline

Using only the sourced facts below, build a chronological timeline for the
enslaver [NAME] in [COUNTY, STATE]: land purchases and sales, tax-list
appearances, household members, estate events, migrations, and every enslaved
person named in their records. Flag the years and documents where my ancestor
[NAME/AGE] could appear, and identify gaps to fill. Facts and sources: [PASTE].

PROMPT 5 — Compare 1850 and 1860 slave schedules

Here are slave-schedule entries under enslaver [NAME] for 1850 and 1860: [PASTE
AGES/SEXES]. My ancestor was born about [YEAR], sex [M/F]. Compare the two
schedules, track which individuals plausibly persist between them, and assess how
well my ancestor’s expected age and sex fit. Explain the limits of age-and-sex-
only matching and what documentary evidence would strengthen or break the match.
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PROMPT 6 — Generate a FAN-club list

From the facts below, build a FAN-club table for [ANCESTOR] in [PLACE/YEARS].
Include each neighbor, witness, fellow freedperson, minister, employer, midwife,
estate buyer, and DNA match. For each, list the source, the possible relationship,
the records to search, and how that person might reveal my ancestor’s enslaver,
kin, migration, or origin. Facts: [PASTE TIMELINE/SOURCES].

PROMPT 7 — Plan a DNA cluster strategy

I am using autosomal DNA to identify the enslaver line and pre-1870 family of
[ANCESTOR]. Shared matches and tree clues (non-living or redacted): [PASTE]. Build
a privacy-conscious clustering strategy: group matches by likely ancestral couple
and locality, identify surnames and places to test, suggest record searches for
each cluster, and explain what evidence would turn a DNA cluster into a documented
proof argument.

PROMPT 8 — Summarize plantation or estate records

Summarize these plantation / estate records for genealogical use: [PASTE OR
DESCRIBE]. List every enslaved person named, with ages, family groupings, work
roles, sales, and movements between owners or properties. Identify probable family
units and any individuals who were sold away, and propose where the sold-away
people might next appear in the record.

PROMPT 9 — Read difficult old handwriting

I will paste a transcription or upload an image of an old record naming enslaved
people. Transcribe it line by line, preserving original spelling and punctuation.
Use [illegible] for unreadable words and [?] for uncertain letters. Then give a
modern abstract and a clue list. Do not fill gaps from context unless you label
them clearly as a hypothesis. Text/image: [PASTE OR UPLOAD].

PROMPT 10 — Write a proof summary across the 1870 wall

Using only the sourced facts below, write a concise proof argument answering: Was
[ANCESTOR], named in the 1870 census of [PLACE], the person held by enslaver
[NAME] before emancipation? Organize the evidence by source type, correlate names,
ages, places, and DNA, address conflicts and negative searches, and end with a
conclusion rated proved, probable, possible, or not proved. Facts and citations:
[PASTE].
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I A\ 13. COMMON PITFALLS — AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Assuming the surname Sometimes it does, often it does not. Test the surname against the
leads to the enslaver actual landowning families near your ancestor in 1860 and 1870; let
records, not the name, identify the enslaver.

Stopping at the index Indexes skip enslaved people named only inside wills, inventories,
and deeds. Read the full probate packet and the surrounding pages—
and use Full-Text Search to catch un-indexed mentions.

Jumping straight to slavery = Skipping the 1870-1900 foundation guarantees wrong turns. Build
every generation forward to a death record and backward to 1870

before crossing into the enslaver’s records.

Trusting online trees Many pre-1870 links in online trees are guesses copied between
accounts. Require original records, correlation, and DNA before you
accept an enslaver or a parent.

Ignoring sold-away kin Estate divisions scattered families. A sibling sold to another county
may carry the only surviving record of your ancestor's parents—trace
the whole sibling group, not just your line.

Avoiding the hard records Bills of sale and separations are painful, but they are also where
names live. Documenting them honestly—including enslaver ancestry,
for those on that side—is part of telling the truth.

I 14. QUICK-START CHECKLIST & EVIDENCE EXTRACTOR
Before you search Full timeline to a death record; every surname used; the 1870 and 1880

households; exact county and parents’ birthplaces; church; FAN club;
DNA clusters; one clear research question.

From the 1870/1880 Names, ages, birthplaces, occupations, neighbors, and nearby white

census households of the same surname—your first enslaver candidates and
FAN club.

From Freedmen’s Bureau  Former enslaver, plantation, residence, employer, family members,

& Bank marriages, and ages—often the bridge that names the pre-1870
household.

From enslaver probate & Each enslaved person named, their value, who they were bequeathed or

deeds sold to, family groupings, and the enslaver’s land, tax, and migration
footprint.
From slave schedules Age, sex, and color of each enslaved person under the enslaver—

matched against your ancestor's known age across 1850 and 1860.

From DNA Shared-match clusters by ancestral couple and locality; surnames in
common; cousins descending from sold-away kin; segments that
triangulate to a place.

Genealogical Proof Same name is not enough. Correlate name, place, time, associates,
Standard records, and DNA; resolve conflicts; document negative searches; cite
every source.
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8 COPY-AND-PASTE SEARCH TERMS

Some search terms below are offensive historical terms. Use them only because they appear in original
records, indexes, and finding aids. Also try variants such as colored, free Negro, mulatto, person of
color, servant, bond, chattel, estate inventory, and distribution.

e case L sarenms

Find the enslaver [ancestor surname] [county state] 1870
[county] landowners 1860 slave schedule
[white surname] will probate [county]
[white surname] estate inventory negroes

Freedmen’s records [name] Freedmen’s Bureau [state]
[name] Freedman’s Bank [city]
[name] labor contract freedmen [county]
[name] cohabitation register [state]

Probate & sale “pill of sale” negro [county] [year]
[enslaver] distribution heirs slaves
[enslaver] guardianship estate [county]
[enslaver] deed of gift negro [county]

Military / USCT [name] United States Colored Troops
[name] USCT pension widow
[surname] regiment [state] colored
[name] Civil War sailors database

DNA & kin [shared surname] [county state]
[enslaver surname] descendants daughters
[sold-away sibling] [destination county]
[maternal line surname] [shared location]

| @ FINAL WORD

The strongest proof of an enslaved ancestor usually combines the post-1870 paper trail, the enslaver's
own records, the FAN club, and DNA—held together by correlation and honest negative searches. The
records were written to erase your ancestors as people. Reading them against the grain, and writing
those people back into the record by name, is the whole point. Start with what you know, work free first,
find the enslaver, and verify everything. Their names are waiting to be found.

| @ AUTHOR’S NOTE

| want to be transparent that this content —- TRACING ENSLAVED ANCESTORS IN AFRICAN-
AMERICAN GENEALOGY - was created in part with the help of an artificial intelligence (Al) language
model — Claude Opus 4.8. The Al assisted in generating an early draft of the content, but every
paragraph was subsequently reviewed, edited, and refined by me. The final content is the result of
extensive human curation and creativity. | am proud to present this work and assure readers that while Al
was a tool in the process, the story, style, and substance have been carefully shaped by the author.
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