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For Henry Finder



“If a race has no history, if it has no worthwhile tradition, it becomes a negligible factor in the thought of the world, and it stands in danger of being exterminated.”

—CARTER G. WOODSON



“What was your name? And why don’t you now know what your name was then? Where did it go? Where did you lose it? Who took it? And how did he take it?”

—MALCOLM X



Introduction

This is a book about finding your roots—how one goes about the intriguing, fascinating, sometimes frustrating process of determining the identity of the many individuals who make up the many branches of your family tree.

Genealogical research today combines detective work, history, and science in a way that can be intensely thrilling, regardless of who you are or where your ancestors came from, whether Western Europe, the Middle East, the Far East, Latin America, or Africa. Judging from the range of emotions that experiencing this process released in me, I believe that recovering the ancestors on one’s family tree can be especially rewarding for African Americans, in part because of the tragedy of our shared history as the descendants of slaves, people whose identity has been largely invisible to us. Of course, it can also be a very difficult undertaking, one that requires many painstaking hours and the patience to endure many false leads.

For an African American, tracing one’s ancestors can also be a very painful experience: When one is fortunate enough to discover the identity of an ancestor who lived as a slave, one is forced to relive the brutal details of the slave past, a past that our ancestors experienced not in the abstract, of course, as we do through history books or films, but in their everyday lives. Discovering the identities of one’s ancestors who lived through, and survived, the horrors of the “peculiar institution” of slavery makes American history, generally, and African American history, more specifically, tangible and immediate and palpable, in a manner not otherwise experienced. Genealogy can be a veritable time machine, enabling us all, to some extent, to be travelers through time and space, reencountering the past in the most particular or personal way. For African Americans, whose access to their collective historical past has been severely limited until very recently, genealogy can open a window or portal onto the broad past of their people since they arrived on these shores as slaves precisely by resurrecting the identities of their own direct ancestors.

In writing this book, I’ve tried to be open and honest about what we can and cannot do through genealogy. I want to share with you the steps you must take to unearth your family’s past, even though I know that not all of your efforts will bear fruit. Nevertheless, from my own experience, I know that the end result will be well worthwhile, even when one’s searches inevitably meet with dead ends.

I’ve decided to focus this book on examples drawn from the PBS documentary Oprah’s Roots, which aired in January 2007. I was the executive producer of that documentary, as well as its on-camera host. Based on her experience with the program, Oprah Winfrey has generously agreed to allow me to use details we uncovered while researching her family tree so that you’ll have a sense of what is involved in the genealogical research process. I expect that these examples will also prove entertaining—primarily because Oprah has an especially fascinating family tree. Using a mix of old-fashioned sleuthing and the most sophisticated techniques of modern genealogical analysis, we were able to trace her roots back to the early part of the nineteenth century, when her great-great-grandparents were slaves in Mississippi. Then, with state-of-the-art DNA analysis, we were able to go back even further, all the way to Africa.

If we could find out so much detail about Oprah Winfrey’s ancestors, we most certainly can help you to find out a great deal about yours. Indeed, the evidence is already out there: in original documents now digitized and available through the Internet as well as those still buried in dusty archives. You just need to know where to look for it—and what to look for. I’m going to try to supply you with that information.

To undertake the research for this project, I was very fortunate to be able to employ three absolutely top-notch genealogists, Jane Ailes, Johni Cerny, and Jan Hillegas. They did an incredible job—digging around in libraries and attics and churches all over the country, even visiting some old graveyards. Their efforts yielded invaluable results: They discovered information about Oprah’s ancestors that researchers had been looking for for more than twenty years! And they shared their knowledge of the genealogical research process with me, which was a revelatory experience. I am a trained scholar. I know how to look for old documents, how to decode their sometimes Byzantine meanings, how to interpret and understand the past, but there were many things I needed to learn about building a family tree. There are many tricks to that endlessly fascinating trade.

Although I was lucky that I could work with professional genealogists with years of accrued wisdom, you may not be so fortunate. That is why I decided to write this book: to share their research methods with you as best I can. I sincerely believe that if you’re willing to put in the work, you can use these techniques to identify your ancestors, even if those ancestors were nameless, illiterate slaves, not even recognized in their lifetimes as human beings, with legitimate names, by the larger American society.

Why do this? I mean, it is perfectly irrelevant, in one sense, what one’s ancestors did a century or two ago. The fact that my great-great-great-great-grandfather was an excellent casket-maker has no bearing on my life, at least none that I can perceive immediately. But, of course, that’s not the point. Understanding our history, as Americans and as African Americans, can sometimes help us to imagine our future—our future as individuals, our future as a people. The great African American historian Carter G. Woodson famously wrote that a people cannot determine their future adequately if they’re ignorant of their past. For Woodson, this aphorism was a call to arms for black people to record and write and study their own history as if their lives—or the collective life of our people—depended upon creating a written historical record. But this is as true for individuals and families as it is for an entire ethnic group; in fact, I believe that reconstructing their family’s past with as much specificity as the historical archives will allow is an even more urgent task for individuals—especially African American individuals and their families. Doing so enables us all to begin to tell a new narrative of American history as a whole, and helps us to understand new dimensions about our individual selves, about how we got here from there, how we emerged as the person we are from a long line of sometimes quirky, sometimes cantankerous ancestors, our direct genealogical kinsmen and women.

On a grand scale, reconstructing our individual family’s past, finding all of its branches and confronting all of its complexities, piece by piece, bit by bit, is the only way to begin to re-create, to retell, the larger narrative of American history. After all, a people’s historical narrative can consist only of a summary of the voices that created that history. And if our voices have been silenced or excluded, how can the black voice testify to what we have done, what we have seen, what we have heard since our ancestors first landed in this country in the early 1600s? How else can we testify to how we got over the thicket and morass of slavery, Jim Crow segregation, the war for our civil rights, and beyond? Embracing our individual histories enables us to expand the collective narrative of America, helping all of us to understand that the founding of this republic was not only red, white, and blue, it was also, indelibly, black.

But I believe that telling our family’s stories, reconstructing our family trees, contributes to the development of American society in another manner, one just as profound if not as grand. And that result is achieved by a curious process of what I think of as “anchoring,” or “grounding,” a process that can arise from the intimacy of familiarity with one’s own people’s past. We are grounded by knowing where our grandparents lived, what they did, and from where their own grandparents came. We are grounded by knowing the past well enough to connect it to our lives today. And this process confers a certain peculiar sense of pride that cannot be obtained by other means, especially for those of us previously denied access to our family’s history. And this is as true for members of other ethnic groups as it is for African Americans.

The concept of the past, of course, has many levels—especially today, as human beings have become fascinated with the science of DNA analysis. We are now willing and able to test exhaustively our genetic makeup in an attempt to learn something about our ancestral past in a way that was virtually impossible just one generation ago. Am I Irish, or Jewish, or Polish, or Chinese? Do I share any genetic markers with Native Americans? Are my recent ancestors from Africa? And I say “recent” because all of us, we now know, are descended—through tens of thousands of years—from human beings who originated in Africa. If so, what “tribe” am I from? Am I Yoruba, or Asante, Kpelle, or Zulu? Can DNA yield such specific results? Despite the fact that this sort of ancestry-tracing is destined to remain anonymous—that is, destined not to yield the names of any of the individuals on our distant family trees—millions of Americans are paying to receive kits through the mail that instruct them to swab the inside of their cheeks to learn more about their most remote ancestors. Learning these results can be enormously satisfying; I know it has been for me.

At the same time, supplementing or paralleling this sort of broad, or anonymous, analysis with genealogical research—by recording the names and, sometimes, even painting the faces of our more recent ancestors on our family trees—can be equally exciting. Indeed, as I learned from Oprah, it can be even more exhilarating and satisfying to learn the identities of our great-great-grandparents and to encounter some of the details of their lives, than it is to learn more abstract facts about ancestors who lived thousands of years ago—ancestors whose names we can never possibly know.

Both processes, however—the genetic and the genealogical—can combine to give each of us a sense of place, a sense of rootedness, within that grand sweep of evolution that is our common history as human beings, helping us to understand, at long last, from which particular little branch or twig of the forest of human development we’ve descended. Who were “my” people? Do I look like them? Am I “like” them in some fundamental way? Do I share characteristics of my personality with them? Am I the way I am because of some shared tic or tendency that has been passed down through our shared family environment, the environmental equivalent, if such a thing exists, of mother’s milk?

The last diary entry that Frederick Douglass was to make, shortly before he died, was this: “Still no evidence of my birth date.” It was 1894, Frederick Douglass was the most famous black man in history, and to his dying day in 1895, the one question that haunted him was “When was I born?” It is the ultimate question of the rootless, followed closely by “What is my name?”—meaning who, precisely, were my individual ancestors? And Douglass passed away without ever possessing the answer to the question of his birth date, or to the question of his father’s identity. In fact, he cited this—of all things—as the single most significant difference between a slave and a free person, indeed, between a black person and a white person: the knowledge of one’s birth date, the ownership of time through mastery of the calendar, and, of course, the literacy to record the date that the calendar signifies on the day of one’s birth. Dickson J. Preston, an historian, would later ascertain Douglass’s birth date, but Douglass himself never could. And, in a very real sense, that knowledge—the knowledge of linear time and how to record it, the knowledge of one’s name along with one’s birth date, and the capacity to write down both—is the hidden secret of the whole of African American history. It is a secret that haunts us, even today, as so many of our children are functionally illiterate, barely able to spell or write their names, let alone read with comprehension the front page of a newspaper. Far too many of us have forgotten that the “blackest” part of the black tradition was mastering the fine arts of reading and writing, even—no, especially—when racists made laws making literacy-training illegal for black people.

We cannot afford to keep this secret hidden much longer. If we want to go forward as a people, we need to be able to look back and discover where we came from. We need to get ourselves grounded, and the process starts by grounding ourselves in our own family’s extended past. I hope that this book will inspire you with the stories we uncovered that connect Oprah Gail Winfrey to the several branches that comprise her family’s fascinating lineage. Then, if you wish, it may help you do the same for yourself, by enabling you to feel the inimitable sense of connection, of belonging—indeed, the sense of grasping your own “roots,” as Alex Haley famously put it—that can be found only by unearthing the roots and branches of your own historically unique family tree.

Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

Cambridge, Massachusetts

September 30,2006



PART ONE

Beginnings



Have you ever been to Ellis Island? It is a remarkably moving tourist site, the repository of so very many historical memories. But when I observed the muffled whispers of the pilgrims who visit there and when I felt their emotions, I realized that it was more of a shrine than it is a venue for tourists, just another stop in a crowded day of “doing” Manhattan. For millions of immigrants, it was the gateway not only to the New World, but to a veritable new world of identity, an identity as an American citizen. People come to Ellis Island every day, especially white Americans, hoping to find a connection to history by uncovering or reexperiencing their ancestors’ past. I have to confess that I envy my friends who can go there and discover their family’s journey from Europe to the United States in the early decades of the twentieth century. All they have to do is know the name of one of their ancestors who immigrated to this country, type that name into a computer, and, like magic, they can access a record of the day on which that person arrived here! They can even pay a hundred dollars to get a copy of that record and to have their ancestor’s name inscribed outside, on a wall of immigrants, a veritable Who’s Who of European immigration to this country in the early quarter of the last century. I wish it were so for all Americans.

Unfortunately, there is no Ellis Island for those of us who are descendants of survivors of the African slave trade. Our ancestors were brought to this country against their will. When they arrived, they were stripped of their history, their family ties, and their cultural and linguistic identities. And we, their descendants, have been unable to learn much about our African heritage until very, very recently.

This fact has shaped me as a person and as a scholar. I have been obsessed with my family tree since I was a boy. I regretted the fact that the slave past had robbed me of so much knowledge of my ancestors—of the privilege of knowing even their names. I remember when my grandfather Edward Gates died in 1960. I was ten years old. Following his burial, my father showed me my grandfather’s scrapbooks. And there, buried in those yellowing pages of newsprint, was an obituary—the obituary, to my astonishment, of the oldest known Gates ancestor, our matriarch, an ex-slave named Jane Gates. “An estimable colored woman,” the obituary said, also mentioning that she had been a midwife. I wanted to know how I got here from there, from the mysterious and shadowy preserve of slavery in the depths of the black past. I became obsessed with my family tree and peppered my father with questions about the names and dates of my ancestors, which, ever so dutifully, I wrote down in a notebook.

I knew I had white ancestors. My father, his six brothers, and their sister were clearly part white. “Light and bright and damned near white,” my dad used to joke. I wanted to learn the names of both my black and my white ancestors. As I got older, I especially wanted to learn the name of our white patriarch, the white man who impregnated my great-great-grandmother Jane Gates. I wanted to see my white ancestors’ coat of arms! I remember as a child, we used to look at ads in the back of magazines encouraging the reader to send in his or her name and receive by return mail, for twenty dollars or so, one of those colorful European coats of arms, the sort one would see hanging on the wall of a castle in England. I thought about ordering one for the Gates family. I knew it wouldn’t have anything to do with me, necessarily, but who knew for sure? Perhaps I was related to these white Gates people, someone such as the Revolutionary War general Horatio Gates. Slavery had robbed “the means of knowing,” as the great black abolitionist Frederick Douglass once put it, from most black people who were descended from a white ancestor.

I even allowed myself to dream about learning the name of the very tribe we had come from in Africa. (I have to confess to certain delusions of grandeur: I was hoping that we were descended from African chiefs, not just any old Africans! And who wouldn’t want to be? If not an African chief, then most certainly an Indian chief!) When Alex Haley’s Roots came along in 1976, I had one serious case of roots envy. I became an historian, in part, I think, out of this desire to know myself more fully, which, of course, over time became a desire to understand others as well, to learn about the past of my people, my black kinsmen, and, through their stories, to learn about the past of the African American people, and, ultimately, the past of my nation—at least my own genealogical tributary of this nation. Finding my own roots has been my lifelong quest ever since my grandfather’s funeral. And the passion to learn the names of my ancestors was never very far beneath the surface of my motivation to become a scholar. When I was an undergraduate student at Yale, I determined that one day I would know—at least I would work hard at knowing—who, and what, “my people” had been.

After decades of being frustrated by my inability to trace my family back beyond slavery—back to one maternal ancestor in the Gates family line—I decided to do something about it. So I invited eight prominent African Americans to allow their family histories to be researched for a documentary film series for PBS. We traced their families, combing over every anecdote we heard and every little scrap of paper we could find—and when the paper trail would end, inevitably, in the abyss of slavery, we would then try to find their African roots through the science of DNA. It was a risky experiment—no one had tried this before—but it turned out to be a remarkably rewarding experience. I called upon scholarly colleagues from various disciplines—professional genealogists, state-of-the-art DNA researchers, top-notch historians—and invited them to help me. They joined this quest willingly, even eagerly.

I learned one thing very quickly: sifting through the detritus of African American genealogical history is a complex task, one that can challenge the expertise of even the most patient and well-trained expert. So many of the most interesting and compelling family stories about our ancestors passed down over Thanksgiving or Christmas dinners, or at family reunions, turn out to be more wishful thinking than fact, sometimes containing a kernel of truth, but many times not! In the process, working with these experts, I learned a great deal—about African American history, about American history, but primarily about myself, deepening my understanding of the African and African American past, certainly, but even more, deepening my understanding of myself, of who I am as a person. I believe that this was true for the eight other subjects in my television series African American Lives (which aired in February 2006), including Oprah Winfrey, Quincy Jones, Whoopi Goldberg, Chris Tucker, Bishop T.D. Jakes, Dr. Ben Carson, Dr. Mae Jemison, and Dr. Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot.

But a PBS documentary goes by in a flash. It’s a few hours long and then—bam—it’s over. And there was so much more that I learned and wanted to talk about that I couldn’t fit into the series. So many people, black and white, have come up to me on the street or in airports since the series aired, asking important questions. The most common question is this: “How can I do this myself; how can I trace my own roots?” To help them answer this question, I decided to produce another PBS documentary, titled Oprah’s Roots, and, more important, to write this book to show how to construct a family tree—anyone’s family tree—by looking at the family history of one of the world’s most famous black Americans: Oprah Winfrey. Even I wanted to learn how “Oprah Gail Winfrey,” a descendant of illiterate slaves in Mississippi, dirt-poor scratchers of the soil, became the inimitable Oprah, a cultural icon wherever human beings can watch TV or film. I wanted to work my way back through time, starting with the Oprah millions of us watch on TV every day, and ending somewhere, I hoped, in Africa, centuries earlier.

Why Oprah? Well, I had two main reasons. First of all, Oprah fascinates me, as she apparently does just about everyone else on the planet. I admire her tremendously for what she’s accomplished and who she is. She’s sui generis. There’s never been anybody in history like her, and I wanted to know how this compelling person became one of the most popular and fascinating individuals in the world. I wanted to know where she got her uncanny sense of the zeitgeist. When I was a teenager, we used to tell a joke about James Brown—we’d say that James Brown knew what the average black man was thinking just by waking up in the morning. And then he would set whatever that was to music. He could feel the pulse of the black community without even trying, seemingly unconsciously. James Brown was Black Everyman, if not Black Everywoman.

I think Oprah, somehow, is as close to Everywoman as any human being has ever been, for white people and black people and just about every other shade of people, and for males as well as females. I wanted to know where that came from—what her family tree might tell us, if anything, about the source of this extraordinarily rare capacity for empathy and communication. Of course, there’s no way to know for sure. There never is. There are millions of biographies of famous people, and none explains its subject fully. Yet each can teach us something, bringing us, perhaps, just a little closer to an explanation that makes sense of how a hero becomes a hero. And that’s what I set out to do here: get a little closer to an understanding of what makes Oprah tick by looking at her ancestors.

Although it’s vulgar
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