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Genealogical Research in the South - Research Highlights 

Genealogical research in the South follows the same principals as would be the case in any 

other region.  However, locating genealogical information in southern records can be a 

challenge even under the best of circumstances due to three major historical issues: 

1. Legal mandates governing the compilation of vital records was non-existent in most  

    jurisdictions until well into the early 1900s. 

2. Civil War:  Many records were destroyed as conditions deteriorated towards the end of 

    the war when the outcome became obvious.  Sherman’s March to the Sea has been hailed  

    by many as the primary reason, but there were plenty of other situations that were just  

    as devastating to the lack of survival for many record types.  

3. Isolation:  Because of slavery and the agricultural nature of the South, the region as a  

    whole never developed a stable formal infrastructure as was the case in other regions. 

Beginning Research Essentials 

Having the patience and ability to think outside the box is essential for long-term success.  

The South as a region, had many unique research scenarios well into the early 20
th

 century. 

Researchers must learn to focus on inter family relationships. Intermarriage with 

neighboring families was common and continued unabated over multiple generations.  

First cousin marriages were commonplace.  Because of how large and isolated many 

families were, incest by modern definition occurred more frequently than normal.  Because 

of how inter-related many families and neighbors were it is essential to have some level of 

knowledge about specific details for the individual or family.  

Taking the time to read county histories, even if it delays your research is essential.  They 

can shed important light on critical facts such as economic/agricultural profiles, important 

local churches and schools, major social and political institutions, and significant dates and 

community events. Churches were especially important for life on a daily basis since that is 

where many people met their spouses. 

Another important research factor that requires extreme patience is taking the time to 

consult the legal statutes for each state.  In order to understand many of the life decisions 

that your ancestor or family made, it is necessary to know what laws governed their daily 

 activities at time of residence, what records were required to be maintained on the 

population, and what agency, institution, or church had jurisdiction. 

The concepts of community and cluster research tend to take on greater importance in the 

South than in other regions.  From a southern research perspective, the best source to 

consult prior to beginning the process is Community of Kinship by Carolyn Earle Billingsley. 

Marriages in much of the South followed many of the same patterns as was the case in 

many isolated frontier places in the country but with some unique circumstance to the 

South.  In  95% of cases, they met someone within the distance they could ride a horse to 

and from destination the same day, walk, or paddle a canoe before nightfall the same day   

Few people ever traveled at night.  Most people ended up meeting someone at church 

activities.  This is why for most birth, baptisms, and marriage records that survived, 
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researchers must depend on family Bibles or church registers until well into the early 20
th

 

century.  

In the south, early on there were no laws that clearly specified the creation of marriage 

records other than ceremonies handled by churches.  Some kept better records than others.  

Even after civil authorities began keeping records, many marriage records make no 

mention of the parent’s names.  

Naming patterns and marriage customs can be challenging.  Many marriages took place 

between first and second cousins. In very large families, they may have been some between 

siblings.  Surnames and proper/given names are recycled such as given and middle names 

of parents, grandparents, or siblings, including deceased ones.  It was not uncommon for 

nicknames to be used as given names. The child may be given a regular family name at the 

time of birth.  Later they acquired a nickname that “sticks”.  It could have been based on 

an occupation, facial or bode features, personality characteristics or some unique feature 

within a given community. 

Research Strategies and Major Records 

Even in the best of circumstances patron must be creative in searching for records.  Many  

jurisdictions had no mandate for compilation of vital records until the early 1900s or as 

late as the 1920s.  The ability to look at using alternative record sources comes with the 

territory.  From a genealogical research perspective, the most useful tend to be the 

following: 

1. Censuses (federal, state, and local) 

2. Church minutes, censuses, congregational rolls, newspapers, committee meetings 

3. School and university records and registrations (public and private), fraternity and 

sorority records and publications such as diaries, narratives, newspapers, etc., yearbooks 

4. Newspapers (local, church, social service organizations, schools/universities 
5. Slave Holder entries (censuses, manuscripts, tax records 

6. Land and Tax Records:  These were cash cows for any community.  They were the first  

records re-created after fires or natural disasters.  For many areas, these may be the only 

surviving records for some time periods in conjunction with probate settlements. 

7. Court Records:  These are critical for all types of probate and land research. Records 

such as deeds, wills, estate inventories, and tax records may be the only surviving records 

for specific time periods throughout the South. Contested surveys, land disputes, contested 

probates, were rampant throughout the region as well.  When researching focus on the 

ENTIRE probate packet, not  individual documents 

8. Diaries and Correspondence: Some have been published, others have been archived in 

various academic or state archives as part of various local and “ State History and/or 

Memory Projects.  They can shed light on critical details which impacted migration 

patterns, family relationships, and life decisions) 

9. State Research Guides that are available free on both Ancestry Library Edition, 

Ancestry.com, and Family Search.  The ones available freely on Wikipedia are not as 

reliable. 

10. Major Repositories: 

a. The National Archives 

b. State archives and state libraries 
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c. Academic and theological libraries 

d. Many of these institutions throughout the South and Midwest have large collections of 

items that can be used in the absence of formal civil records.  

  (1) WPA slave narratives 

  (2) Slave holder land and inventory records 

  (3) Family bibles 

  (4) Oral history collections 

  (5) Manuscript collections  

11. Published county and state histories: family history files located in local libraries, 

churches, and state archives 

DNA and Southern Research 

As popular as DNA has become for many researchers, it will not be as useful for Southern 

research. Historically, almost everyone within a given community are related in some way 

which can complicate DNA testing results.  As stated previously, it was common for 

members of churches or community schools to have married each other. Neighbors often 

intermarried with each other. First cousin and sibling marriages were common, even 

among the wealthy. Many women died young, especially during childbirth in the South 

resulting in the following scenarios: 

a. The husband would usually marry one of her sisters if one was available.  

b. If not he would marry a neighbor or someone in the church.  

c. If none of these situations panned out, it was not uncommon that the eldest daughter  

    would step in and be responsible for raising the family, and get pregnant at some point.  

d. On some occasions, census takers would label her as the “wife” because they had no  

    knowledge or interest in family relationships. 

State Libraries, Archives, Theological Seminary Schools, and County Courthouses 

In recent years, a growing number of courthouses have transferred their historical records 

to these facilities.  If these facilities would not accept which fortunately was rare, they 

would be transferred to large historical or genealogical societies that had agreement with 

large public libraries. 

Many of these facilities offer online or print finding aids that describe or allow online 

searching of their holdings and describe key records of importance to research.  They may 

have print or online research how-to articles.  Some of the major institutions have begun 

participation in various digitizing projects which allow digital images of records to be 

accessed online.  Some facilities have separate Manuscript/Special Collections containing 

relevant genealogical and/or historical information.  Not all county courthouses have the 

resources to allow full access to historical records. Researchers are well advised to contact 

the local genealogical and/or historical society in the area and network with one of their 

members prior to visitation.  

Genealogical and Historical Societies 

Most professional genealogists, always recommend joining your local society as well as any 

society located in an area where research is being performed.  Some of these larger societies 
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maintain their own repositories or have research agreements with major libraries whether 

they are academic, public, private, or theological in nature.  These societies offer a wide 

variety of research services to the public, including long distance research.   

For researchers planning a research visit to a courthouse, repository or archives, making a 

donation or joining the society, will result in many societies having a member accompany 

you to the place to assist with research.  The benefits of this type of assistance can save time, 

money, and frustration.  They know the layout, know what records are available, know the 

best courthouse, archives, or library staff to work with and in some cases, who NOT to 

approach.  This latter point may sound funny but it may be the difference between a 

successful research and a wasted effort that may cost you time and money with no results. 

Church Records 

Because of the lack of mandates for vital records throughout the region until well into the 

early 20
th

 century, church records are critical for research success.  Many historical 

records for both churches that still exist and those that are no longer in operation or     

merged, have been transferred to theological seminaries. These record types may include 

items such as  

1. Church congregational or parish registers 

2. Sacramental records 

3. Congregational or committee minutes including disciplinary actions 

4. Business committee meetings 

5.Social service groups 

6. Manuscript and Special Collections  

Manuscript Collections 

Manuscript collections often contain significant amounts of genealogical and historical 

information.  Indexing is spotty which requires time and patience to utilize.  Most archives 

and libraries (public, private, and academic) offer finding aids in print or online format. 

They are original records and serve as primary first-hand documentation and evidence of 

events that shape the development of a society, community, and/or family.  They may have 

been created or compiled by individuals, organizations, or institutions.  Manuscript 

collections are important because they document important events that occurred within a 

community, individual, entities, or family for any given time or reason.  They may consist 

of some or all of the following record types:  

1. Correspondence/Diaries    6. Accounts 

2. Ledgers      7. Reports 

3. Legal Documents (Deeds, Wills, etc.)  8. Literary Creations 

4. Memoranda     9. Photographs 

5. Minutes      10. Oral Histories 

 

Special Collections 

The terms Manuscript and Special collections can be inter-changeable depending on the 

institution.  They are applicable to libraries (public, private, academic, theological) housing 
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materials that require special care.  Both collections consist of books and manuscripts 

holdings are usually there because of value, rarity, security, and/or fragility.  Both often  

house Oral and Written Histories (testimonies) of people that document their lives and 

experiences. The long term goal is to ensure materials will be available for future 

generations.  

African-American and Free Person of Color Research 

Here are some very important points to remember that are not covered in many history 

books.   

1. Not all blacks were enslaved.  

2. Some owned property and slaves and are found in land, tax, church, slave holder, and 

    related records as “free persons of color” or “mullato”. 

3. Non-enslaved blacks were often of European origin and of French, Spanish, or British 

decent. 

4. Some of these fought for the Confederacy. 

5. The two best sources for locating slaves prior to the end of the Civil War is via Slave 

    Holder records and those created by the Freedman’s Bureau after the war.  

6. In spite of some local laws, there were relationships between whites and blacks that 

resulted in children. Many of these relationships occurred with “house slaves” and 

members of a family. 

7. Only 15% of the freed slaves, adopted the names of their former slave owners. Most who 

did were “house slaves”. 

8. The National Archives, several large state libraries, and many academic and theological 

libraries throughout the South and Midwest have large collections of items such as WPA 

slave narratives; slave holder land and inventory records; Family Bibles, and oral history 

collections that can be used for research in the absence of formal civil records. 
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NOTE:  This study guide is meant to serve as an overview or outline for patrons using the 

genealogy collection at Fort Myers Regional Library.  The compiler emphasizes that the 

information contained in this study guide should not serve as a substitute for taking the 

time to read one of the books or articles cited in the bibliography, or attend lectures given 

by the subject specialists cited as authors. 
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