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DIANE L. RICHARD LOOKS AT ONLINE RESOURCES FOR RESEARCHING YOUR AFRICAN-AMERICAN ROOTS

Digitized African-American
Newspapers

WE ARE ALL AWARE how much the
digitization of newspapers has
helped us both learn more about
ancestors and add a richness to
our understanding of their lives
and the narratives we write to
reflect that.

Until recently though, those
researching African-American
ancestors have not been able to
readily access or explore digitized
newspapers with the same suc-
cess. Part of this is that for about
100 years, from the Civil War until
the 1960s, for the most part, you
had newspapers that catered to
the “white” population and those
that catered to the “African-Amer-
ican” population. And most
smaller communities only had one
newspaper — try to look for a
death notice for an African-Amer-
ican citizen in these newspapers
and odds are, that you will not be
successful. The other part is that
many of the larger cities/commu-
nities did have newspapers dedi-
cated to the regional or national
African-American community,
though these were few and far
between and not part of the initial
pushes to get newspapers digi-
tized and available with online
access.

And, I am happy to report,
that has now changed. Two collec-
tions of African-American digi-
tized newspapers are now
available: GenealogyBank (African
American newspapers 1827-1999)
and ProQuest (Historical Black
Newspapers). Let’s talk about
each of these collections sepa-
rately.

GenealogyBank

This collection, www.genealogy
bank.com/static/african-american-
heritage.html, encompasses over
280 African-American newspa-
pers, spanning 1827-1999, from
over 20 states. Besides containing
such older newspapers as the
Savannah (GA) Tribune (1875-1922),
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This article, found on GenealogyBank.com, was published in the 16 August 1912
edition of the Plaindealer (Kansas) and it’s a fascinating glimpse at the early
20th impact of African-Americans on the area’s history.

Fraturmng
African-American
Newspapers 1827-1399

the Advocate (1904-26) and the
Plaindealer (1912-21), both from
Kansas, and the Advocate
(WV)(1904-26), it also contains
some runs of newspapers that,
until now, I was unaware of, such
as the Alaska Spotlight (1956-68);
Florida Tattler (1934-45); Bags and
Baggqage (IL) (1937-43) and many
more titles. These collections range
from one year of a publication to a
run of several years to decades of
coverage.

While looking around, I came
across an article titled “The Negro
Race History Hereabouts!” about
some of the local African-Amer-
ican history of Missouri and
Kansas (Plaindealer, 16 August
1912) — if you are an ancestor of
Hiram Young or Jim Shepherd or
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your family was part of the
“Negro Exodus to Kansas”, trav-
eled the Underground Railroad in
the area, etc., you will want to
read this article.

As with any newspaper on the
website, you can search on sur-
name, forename, “include” certain
keywords, “exclude” certain key-
words, set a date or date range
and limit yourself to one news-
paper, the newspapers of a partic-
ular town, particular state or
particular country.

GenealogyBank is a subscrip-
tion service available to individ-
uals.

ProQuest
Unlike the GenealogyBank collec-
tion which focuses more on the

www.internet-genealogy.com
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newspapers of smaller communi-
ties and/or regionally-focused
newspapers (with a few large
cities included), this collection
encompasses newspapers from
larger cities and includes: Atlanta
Daily World (1931-2003), Baltimore
Afro-American (1893-1988), Los
Angeles Sentinel (1934-2005), New
York Amsterdam News (1922-93),
Norfolk Journal and Guide (1921-
2003), Philadelphia Tribune (1912-
2001), Pittsburgh Courier
(1911-2001), The Call and Post
(1934-91) and the Chicago Defender
(1910-75).

As someone who, two years
ago, got some microfilmed copies
of several years worth of the New
York Amsterdam News that I then
had to go through page by page
(ultimately with no success), it is
very exciting to now see this
newspaper digitized and search-
able. Although, I still didn’t find
any entries for the Finner/Fenner
family, at least suggesting that my
manual search didn’t overlook
anything obvious! And, part of
that is explainable in that the New
York Amsterdam News was cov-
ering a very large population and
was also very much a newspaper
devoted to the arts in Harlem,
which were very vibrant — as a
result, not much space was given
to death notices (in fact, I noticed
that only one funeral home consis-
tently had death notices included).

I currently have a long-term
project tracing an African-Amer-
ican family who had branches that
migrated to NYC from NC, with a
clue that one of the individuals
spent some time in Portsmouth,
VA. Well, Portsmouth is across the
river from Norfolk and so this col-
lection of digitized newspapers
gave me an opportunity to see if I
could learn what happened to
Rosa Mason, first found in NYC as
an informant at her mother’s 1941
death, and last found in a
Portsmouth directory dated 1952.
A search on Rosa Mason yielded
the obituary shown here, which
revealed who her husband was,
the names of her surviving chil-
dren and that she had three
brothers and a sister surviving
her! Ultimately, this obituary led
us back to NC (her husband
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Death notice for Rosa Mason as published in the New Journal and Guide,
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returned there and remarried
before moving back to the NYC
area) — a trail that [ am still pur-
suing.

When searching for an entry,
you can search on a name, place,
etc., you can search on one or
more of the newspapers, you can
designate a specific date or date
range and other options are also
available. For example, I also
searched on Tillery (the commu-
nity from which Rosa (Fenner)
Mason was originally from in NC)
and found 2,517 articles referenced
this term as a surname or place.
As one would expect with any
newspaper, articles were found
pertaining to marriages, deaths,
business dealings, social news,
politics and so much more! In con-
trast, the New York Amsterdam
News had only 46 entries, though I
found a 31 August 1940 article
about a flood that affected more
than “40 farmers, their wives and
children, residents of the Roanoke
Farm Development of the Farm
Security Administration” — very

interesting!

ProQuest is a subscription ser-
vice available to universities and
other large research institutions.
Check your local college, univer-
sity or other nearby large library
to see if they subscribe to this
database.

For those researching African-
American ancestry and/or history,
these now available collections of
digitized African-American news-
papers have really opened some
previously hard-to-open doors
into doing newspaper research
and the richness of the material
that can be found is well worth
your trying to access these
wonderful collections. IG

Diane L. Richard has been
doing genealogy research for
over 23 years. She currently
does professional research into
African-American, NC immi-
grant and migratory families
and she can be found online at
www.mosaicrpm.com/Genealogy.
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