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All genealogical 
research should 
begin with an 

understanding of  
the history of  your 
ancestors and the 

history of  the places 
they lived.

This is called the historical context 
or the information about the period, 

the place, and the events that 
created, influenced, or formed the 
backdrop to the historic records.



When and where 
your ancestors were 

brought to the 
Americas may 

determine what 
records exist to find 

them. 



This illustration from Christoph Weiditz's 1529 ethnographic study, 
Trachtenburg, presents perceptions of  slavery and race in the New World.



In about 1501, enslaved people 
were brought from Africa to 
the Dominican Republic and 

the Trans-Atlantic African slave 
trade to the American 

continents began. 



The enslaved people in 
the Americas also 

included indigenous 
people. Columbus 

took American 
indigenous slaves back 

to Spain. 



Juan Garrido became 
the first documented 
black person to arrive 
in what would become 
the U.S. when he 
accompanied Juan 
Ponce de León in 
search of  the Fountain 
of  Youth in 1513, and 
they ended up in 
present-day Florida, 
around St. Augustine.



Regular slave trade to the 
English colonies started 

in 1619 with the first 
Africans in Jamestown in 
the Colony of  Virginia. 





Colonial North 
America's slave 

trade began in 1636 
with the first 

American slave ship, 
Desire, launched in 

Massachusetts.



In 1640, John Punch, a runaway 
black servant, is the first 

documented slave for life. 



In 1641 
Massachusetts was 
the first colony to 

legalize slavery



Slavery was legalized…

• 1641 Massachusetts

• 1650 Connecticut 

• 1663 Maryland

• 1664 New York and New Jersey 

• 1664 Maryland, the Carolinas and Virginia 
imposed lifelong servitude

• 1700 Pennsylvania

Note that slavery did 
not begin in the South



Abolition
1777 Vermont is the first of  the thirteen colonies to abolish slavery and 
enfranchise all adults

1780 Pennsylvania begins gradual emancipation

1784 700,000 slaves in the United States

1857 Dred Scott decision: Blacks can never be citizens and the Federal 
Government cannot outlaw slavery

1863 Emancipation Proclamation: all slaves freed in rebel territory

1865 Slavery abolished



Start with what you 
know and make sure 
you know what you 

know



Researching back to about 1870…

• U.S. Federal Census

• Vital Records

• Land and property records

• Church records

• In short, all the records we normally use for genealogical 
research



Freedmen’s Bureau

https://www.freedmensbureau.com/



The Bureau of  Refugees, Freedmen, and 
Abandoned Lands...
...often referred to as the Freedmen's Bureau, 
was established in the War Department by 
an act of  March 3, 1865. The Bureau 
supervised all relief  and educational activities 
relating to refugees and freedmen, including 
issuing rations, clothing and medicine. The 
Bureau also assumed custody of  confiscated 
lands or property in the former Confederate 
States, border states, District of  Columbia, 
and Indian Territory. The bureau records 
were created or maintained by bureau 
headquarters, the assistant commissioners and 
the state superintendents of  education and 
included personnel records and a variety of  
standard reports concerning bureau programs 
and conditions in the states.



The Freedmen’s 
Bureau Project

http://www.discoverfreedmen.org/



Freedmen’s Bureau

Records are also 
available on 

Ancestry.com, 
FamilySearch.org, and 

Archives.gov



Digging deeper

• Southern plantation records

• Property records

• Probate records

• Deeds and other local records

• Runaway slaves from newspapers or other documents



The Family 
History Guide

thefhguide.com



FamilySearch.org 
Research Wiki



Take a DNA 
test and 

encourage 
family members 

to take a test 
also. 



Be sure to carefully 
document all your 
sources and keep a 

Research Log 
online or on paper. 

FamilySearch.org Research Wiki



Visit the 
places, talk to 
the people, 
ask questions



Thanks for Watching


