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Researchers of African American families who were 

enslaved before the Civil War encounter many obstacles. 

Discovery of the last slave owner and finding parents are 

special challenges. Tracing poor, landless, free persons of 

color and whites can be just as difficult. Understanding 

how to apply the Genealogical Proof Standard (GPS) can 

help you solve these genealogical problems. This lecture 

explores strategies to trace origins of the newly freed, work 

through questions of identity, and correlate evidence to 

come to a reliable conclusion. A case study illustrates the 

methodology. 

 

Why Use the GPS?  

The GPS helps researchers resolve problems of identity and kinship and assemble accurate family 

history. The GPS is not a procedure. It is a standard used to measure reliability of genealogical 

conclusions. Sound conclusions rest on the five pillars of the GPS—five interdependent elements 

that work together to support a “proved” conclusion. If any one of the five elements is missing then 

proof is incomplete. A genealogical conclusion is never final. New evidence can overturn a 

conclusion, but one that meets the GPS at the outset is later unlikely to be found wrong. 

 

What Is Identity? 

Identity is more than a name or an alias that an indi-

vidual might adopt. Many characteristics determine a 

unique person in history—times and locations of vital 

events, placement in a birth family, extended kin, 

occupation and skills, schooling and literacy, religious 

affiliation, military service, participation in events, and 

a social network or cluster of associates. Analyzing and 

correlating information from these features can 

                                                           

1 Board for Certification of Genealogists, Genealogy Standards (Nashville, Tenn.: Ancestry.com, 
2014), 1–3. 
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Proof 

Proof Is Supported by the  
Five Pillars of the GPS1 

 

1. Reasonably exhaustive research 
2. Complete source citations 
3. Analysis & correlation of evidence 
4. Resolution of conflicting evidence 
5. Well-reasoned, written conclusion  
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identify the correct individual when faced with persons of the same name living at the same time in 

the same place. 

 

 
 

Barriers to Research 

Several factors challenge researchers when 

tracing formerly enslaved families before 

the 1870 census. These can apply equally 

to poor, landless, or nonliterate free 

persons of color and whites.  

 Lack of written family records 

 Unrecorded oral traditions and stories 

 Families divided and dispersed 

 Records destruction across the South 

 Illiteracy enforced by law 

 Laws suppressing pre- and post-war 

activities (slave laws, Black codes, 

vagrancy laws, Jim Crow laws) 

 Changes in forenames and surnames  
 

Overcoming Barriers 

 Expand research to local, state, and 

national records. 

 Look for religious records. 

 Use Works Progress Administration’s 

historical records survey and slave 

narratives. 

 Understand the geography and the 

political jurisdictions. 

 Know the laws of the time to find out 

what records were created. 

 Study naming patterns, get to know 

local family names, and keep an open 

mind about variability.  

 Stay current with new resources  

 

 

Identity and the GPS: A South Carolina Case Study 

The case illustrates distinguishing identity of multiple, same-named men; understanding surname 

changes; and finding the last owner of an enslaved South Carolina ancestor from a partially burned 

county. Once identified, the owner and his records lead to the ancestor’s mother. Each step in the 

research builds on the previous one by continually analyzing and correlating new evidence. 

1. Identify your subject. Create a profile of your unique individual at a specific time and place. 

2. Develop an effective research question. 

Being specific about what you want to 

know helps to direct research. 

3. Analyze the starting point information.  

4. Mine the records of the subject’s last 

known location. Learn about that place, its 

laws, and available records. 

5. Expand the research to include state and 

national records and surrounding former 

slave-owning families. Working backward and forward in time can yield clues to link a 

freedman to his former enslaved life. 

                                                           

2 Douglas S. Shipley, “Teaming Oral History with Documentary Research: The Enslaved Austins of 
Missouri’s ‘Little Dixie,’” National Genealogical Society Quarterly 90 (June 2002): 111. 

“A shortage of written records is not 
exclusively the problem of the formerly 
enslaved. Prior to the twentieth century, 

much of the day-to-day life of the average 
person went unrecorded—especially 
among the poor and uneducated.” 

—Douglas S. Shipley2 
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6. Analyze, correlate, and assemble the evidence to arrive at a conclusion. Resolve any 

conflicting evidence and write it up. Does the conclusion meet the GPS?  

 

Table 1 shows an example of evidence correlation involving a question of identity—in this case for a 

freedman named Hiram who lived in Abbeville County, South Carolina, after the Civil War. 

Table 1: Correlating evidence from four U.S. censuses 

Identity Elements 18703 18804 19005 19106 

Name Hiram Cochran Hiram Cromer Hiram Cromer Hirum Cromer 

Residence Smithville Twp. Smithville Twp. Long Cane Twp. Long Cane Twp. 

Color Black Mulatto Black Black 

Birth year (calc.) 1824–5 1824–5 Jan. 1830 1816–7 

Birthplace S.C. S.C. S.C. S.C. 

Parent’s birthplace [Not asked] S.C. / S.C. S.C. / S.C. S.C. / S.C. 

Occupation Carpenter Farmer Farmer Farmer 

Land owner No property [Not asked] Yes, mortgage-

free 

Yes, mortgage-

free 

Literacy Read & write Read only Read & write Read & write 

Household 

composition 

4 children born 

betw. 1858–65 

Wife Elizabeth 

(b.1850) & 4 

sons born betw. 

1874–80 & 

step-dau. 

Wife Elizabeth 

(b.1845) & 4 

children born 

betw. 1885–90 

Wife Elizabeth 

(b.1844) & 3 

children born 

betw. 1880–91 

Marital status [Not asked] Married Married Married–2nd  

Marriage year [Not asked] [Not asked,  

estimated 1873] 

1870 1870 

  

                                                           

3 1870 U.S. census, Abbeville Co., S.C., pop. sched., Smithville Twp., p. 15, dwell./fam. 115, Hiram 
Cochran; National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) microfilm publication M593, roll 1481. 

4 1880 U.S. census, Abbeville Co., S.C., pop. sch., Smithville Twp., ED 16, p. 10, dwell./fam. 67, Hiram 
Cromer; NARA microfilm T9, roll 1217. 

5 1900 U.S. census, Abbeville Co., S.C., pop. sch., Long Cane Twp., ED 15, sheet 22, dwell. 345, fam. 
351, Hiram Cromer; NARA microfilm T623, roll 1514. 

6 1910 U.S. census, Abbeville Co., S.C., pop. sch., Long Cane Twp., ED 18, sheet 2A, dwell./fam. 20, 
“Hirum” Cromer; NARA microfilm T624, roll 1446. 
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FOR FURTHER STUDY 

Websites were viewed 5 December 2018. 

Essential References for Researchers 

1. Board for Certification of Genealogists. Genealogy Standards. Nashville, Tenn.: Ancestry.com, 

2014. 

2. Jones, Thomas W. Mastering Genealogical Proof. Arlington, Va.: National Genealogical 

Society, 2013. 

3. Mills, Elizabeth Shown. Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources from Artifacts to 

Cyberspace. 3rd edition, rev. Baltimore, Md.: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2017. 

Applying the GPS to Identity Problems 

4. Ammon, Claire. “Which Amos Lockwood of Fairfield County, Connecticut, Was Gilbert’s Son, 

and Where Did He Go?” National Genealogical Society Quarterly (NGSQ) 106 (March 

2018): 5–17. The author correlates evidence from several sources to distinguish two men of 

the same name living at the same time and place.  

5. Byrne, Melinde Lutz and Thomas W. Jones. “Editors’ Corner: Identity Complexities.” NGSQ 101 

(September 2013): 163. 

6. Byrne, Melinde Lutz and Thomas W. Jones. “Editors’ Corner: More Than a Name.” NGSQ 106 

(June 2018): 163. “Identity is more than a name.” 

7. Downs, Pamela Strother. “Ancestors of Henry Tatum of Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana: 

Migration and Mistaken Identity.” NGSQ 101 (December 2013): 273–90. The case follows a 

pre-1850 migrating family through three states. The author correlates neighborhood land 

ownership with census enumeration and assembles a timeline comparison for two Henry 

Tatums to resolve the identity problem. 

8. Hatton, Stephen B. “Thinking about Genealogical Identity.” NGSQ 104 (September 2016): 215–

28. 

9. Joyce, Jan M. “Susan Gliddon of Bridgerule, Devon, England; and Summit County, Ohio: One 

Person or Two?” NGSQ 105 (September 2017): 261–72. The author assembles indirect 

evidence from records in three countries to resolve a question of identity. 

10. Lagoudakis, Nickola Beatty. “Overcoming Common-Name Barriers to Identify Parents: James 

Johnson of Amelia, Essex, Lunenburg, and Pittsylvania Counties, Virginia.” NGSQ 101 

(September 2013): 165–73. 

11. Lennon, Rachal Mills. “Identifying a Son for John Temple of Virginia, Georgia, South Carolina, 

and Alabama.” NGSQ 103 (June 2015): 139–150. This article proves the identity of a 

migrating Southern family’s son. The GPS and research of associates and neighbors make 

the case when no direct evidence exists. The methodology applies to all families. 
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12. Mills, Elizabeth Shown.  “QuickLesson  11: Identity Problems & the FAN Principle.” 

Evidence Explained: Historical Analysis, Citation & Source Usage. 

https://www.evidenceexplained.com/content/quicklesson-11-identity-problems-fan-

principle. Posted 26 August 2012. Captured at Internet Archive WayBack Machine. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20170701195953/https://www.evidenceexplained.com/co

ntent/quicklesson-11-identity-problems-fan-principle.  

The Evidence Explained website is currently offline (as of 5 December 2018). However, 

this lesson can be accessed through Internet Archive WayBack Machine.  

13. ____. QuickSheet: The Historical Biographer’s Guide to the Research Process. Baltimore, Md.: 

Genealogical Publishing Co., 2012. The third page shows the “Identity Triangulation 

Model”—the intersection of persona, relationships, and origin that defines identity. 

14. Posz, Darcie Hind. “One George Deane or More? Determining an Identity Spanning Illinois, 

Iowa, Kansas, and Missouri, but not Wisconsin.” NGSQ 103 (Sept. 2015): 201–207. A family 

story is analyzed to trace a man who left his Illinois family. Thorough research and 

correlation and assembly of evidence for multiple, same-named men identify the correct 

individual. 

15. Stanbary, Karen. “Rafael Arriaga, a Mexican Father in Michigan: Autosomal DNA Helps 

Identify Paternity.” NGSQ 104 (June 2016): 85–98. Available for personal study and 

download from Board for Certification of Genealogists (https://bcgcertification.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/11/Stanbary_Jun2016.pdf). The case uses autosomal DNA testing 

combined with documentary evidence to identify a biological father. The figures and charts 

show examples of correlating evidence. 

African American Research and Case Studies 

16. Anderson, Leslie Elaine. “Tabitha (Bugg) George Smith of Mecklenburg County, Virginia.” 

NGSQ 103 (March 2015): 5–28. This 2013 Family History Writing Contest winner tells a 

compelling story of an enslaved woman’s descendants through three generations. It features 

extensive research in a variety of sources—slave owners’ and Reconstruction-era records—

beyond often-used censuses and vitals.  

17. Brasfield, Curtis G. “Tracing Slave Ancestors: Batchelor, Bradley, Branch, and Wright of Desha 

County, Arkansas.” NGSQ 92 (March 2004): 6–30. The case is an outstanding example of 

cluster research to reconstruct an African American family. The analysis and correlation 

methods can be applied to tracing families of all backgrounds. 

18. Cox, William A. “From Slavery to Society: The Jerry Moore Family of Virginia and 

Pennsylvania.” NGSQ 103 (December 2015): 281–304. Jerry lived with nine children as a 

free person of color in 1850. This 2014 Family History Writing Contest winner recounts 

Jerry’s manumission by his Virginia owner’s will and a subsequent migration to 

Pennsylvania.  

https://web.archive.org/web/20170701195953/https:/www.evidenceexplained.com/content/quicklesson-11-identity-problems-fan-principle
https://web.archive.org/web/20170701195953/https:/www.evidenceexplained.com/content/quicklesson-11-identity-problems-fan-principle
https://bcgcertification.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Stanbary_Jun2016.pdf
https://bcgcertification.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Stanbary_Jun2016.pdf
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19. Garrett-Nelson, LaBrenda. “Resolving a Modern Genealogical Problem: What was Rainey 

Nelson’s Birth Name?” NGSQ 104 (September 2016): 203–13. The case correlates 

information to establish identity of a twentieth-century individual despite closed birth 

records. Signature comparison combined with knowledge of social context support the 

conclusion. 

20. _____. “Diverse Communities: Researching African American Families that Came out of 

Slavery.” SpringBoard blog post. 5 January 2016. Board for Certification of Genealogists. 

https://bcgcertification.org/researching-african-american-families-that-came-out-of-slavery/. This 

blog post includes a bibliography of resources for African American research.  

21. Mallory, Rudena Kramer. “An African-American Odyssey through Multiple Surnames: Mortons, 

Tapps, and Englishes of Kansas and Missouri.” NGSQ 85 (March 1997): 25–38. Although 

written twenty years ago, this article has something to teach today’s researcher. The case 

highlights a wide range of sources—including a Civil War pension file and the slave owner’s 

divorce records—to reconstruct an enslaved family from Kansas, taking them through 

multiple name changes. 

22. Mills, Elizabeth Shown. QuickSheet: Citing Online African-American Historical Resources 

Evidence Style. Baltimore, Md.: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2010. Reviews basic citation 

principles and provides models for citing common resources. 

23. _____.  “Which Marie Louise is ‘Mariotte’? Sorting Slaves of Common Names.”  NGSQ 94 

(September 2006): 183–204. Available from Board for Certification of Genealogists 

(https://bcgcertification.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Mills_Sep2006.pdf) for 

personal study and download.  

24. Peters, Nancy A. “Hiram Cochran, Freedman of Abbeville County, South Carolina.” NGSQ 106 

(September 2018): 165–80. The article describes the case study presented in this webinar, 

“Proving Identity and Kinship Using the GPS: Finding a Freedman’s Family.” 

25. Russell, Judy G. “Freedmen’s index: an amazing feat.” 6 December 2016. The Legal 

Genealogist. https://www.legalgenealogist.com/2016/12/06/freedmens-index-an-amazing-feat/. 

26. Shipley, Douglas S. “Teaming Oral History with Documentary Research: The Enslaved Austins 

of Missouri’s ‘Little Dixie.’” NGSQ 90 (June 2002): 111–35. Compelling family accounts 

along with thoroughly researched documentary evidence tell the Austins’ story. The case 

features correlation of census data with wills and an estate file, manumission, and a wife 

who purchased her husband’s freedom.  

27. Smith, Franklin Carter and Emily Anne Croom. A Genealogist’s Guide to Discovering Your 

African-American Ancestors: How to Find and Record your Unique Heritage. Cincinnati, 

Ohio: Betterway Books, 2003. This comprehensive work covers fundamental record types, 

sound methodology, and case studies of reconstructing African American families. 

https://bcgcertification.org/researching-african-american-families-that-came-out-of-slavery/
https://bcgcertification.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Mills_Sep2006.pdf
https://www.legalgenealogist.com/2016/12/06/freedmens-index-an-amazing-feat/

