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FOR THE RECORDS 

Using Social History to Enrich Your 
Genealogical Research 

 

Typically, a genealogist finds institutional records, such as a govern-

ment census or a church baptism or marriage for their ancestors. 

Some people are lucky enough to have letters and diaries or, at the 

very least, bits of family lore. But what if you donôt have any of these 

extras? Are the names and dates associated with your ancestors suf-

ficient? Or do you want to know something about the daily reality of 

their lives? 

If the answer to the latter question is ñyes,ò then the Emerson History 

& Genealogy Center can help you enrich your genealogical research 

with our social history resources. These include parish jubilee books, 

newspaper articles, local histories, sociological studies, academic 

histories, and travel narratives. Using a hypothetical Czech ancestor 

who lived in St. Louis in the late 19th and early 20th century as an 

example, this article will walk you through the ways that the afore-

mentioned types of sources can be used to deepen your understanding of the world your ancestors lived in. 

Jubilee Books 

To start, one very good source for learning about the particulars of where an ancestor lived are jubilee books. 

These books, usually published on at least the 25th and 50th anniversaries of the founding of a parish, typically 

contain narratives with details about the early congregants. For example, if you have a Czech ancestor who lived 

in St. Louis in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, it is almost guaranteed that they have some connection to St. 

John Nepomuk parish. Founded in 1854, it was the first Czech Catholic church in the United States, and was set 

at the highest point of what was then called ñBohemian Hill,ò an area now divided between todayôs Soulard, 

Lasalle Park, and Peabody-Darst-Webbe neighborhoods. 

The earliest available jubilee book for St. John Nepomuk was written for the diamond celebration in 1929. (Fig. 1) 

This book is written entirely in Czech, however, the book for the 1954 Centennial is bilingual and contains much 

the same information regarding the history of the first Czech Catholic settlers who helped build the churchðoften 

Fig. 1: An image of the founders of St. John 
Nepomuk parish. Souvenir of Diamond 
Jubilee, St. John Nepomuk Parish, 1929. 
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quite literally. By their very nature, jubilee books focus on the inner workings of the parish, which means that the 

greatest amount of space is often devoted to biographical details of the various priests that served it over the 

years. However, because parishes were paid for by congregants there is usually some detail about their lives, at 

least by way of explaining where they got the money. There is also lots of information about the various societies 

that operated within a parish. There were groups for men, women, and youths. The jubilee book might give the 

names of members (especially if they include photographs), or describe a play this or that society put on. Even if 

your ancestorôs name doesnôt appear in a photo caption, knowing how common things like amateur theatrical per-

formances were in a parish community can tell you about what they did for entertainment. You canôt get that from 

a census record. 

News Articles 

Much genealogical research done via newspapers focuses on obituaries or other forms of name-specific an-

nouncements. However, historic newspapers often contain information about the world of your ancestors, includ-

ing everything from the announcement of a church picnic to crime reports. But most useful are what used to be 

called ñhuman interest stories,ò whereby a reporter offers a 

profile of an individual, organization, or community to enlight-

en readers to the more obscure aspects of life in the city. 

Since the Czech people were known as ñBohemiansò almost 

exclusively until after WWI, a search of the St. Louis Post-

Dispatch or Globe-Democrat for that term is the best bet for 

turning up information regarding the lives of those immigrants 

living here. The search yields quite a lot of results, but per-

haps the best of all is an 1890 article titled ñA Tour of Bohe-

mia: The People Who Inhabit an Interesting Quarter of St. 

Louis.ò It takes up half a page and, because it was published 

before photographs were included in newspapers, includes 

several very interesting illustrations. 

One of the illustrations shows a couple of ñNew Arrivalò 

Czech immigrants in their native costume next to another couple ñA Year Laterò in American dressðwhich is quite 

a testament to the speed at which the assimilation process began. (Fig. 2) It also quotes extensively from a man 

known as ñBohemian Bill, The King of the Hill.ò (Fig. 3) He acts as the reporterôs interpreter, usefully explaining 

that the Czech community was divided between the Catholics who attended St. John Nepomuk and the 

ñFreethinkersò who instead belonged to benevolent associations and gymnastics organizations. Bohemian Bill also 

points out that a disproportionate number of Czechs living in the community were artisans. The latter information 

provides greater insight into the working lives of Czech ancestors than does the simple listing of occupation in the 

census. Furthermore, learning about the Catholic and Freethinker divide might help explain why a relative doesnôt 

appear in a baptismal record at St. John Nepomuk.  

Local Histories 

Local histories can also be excellent sources of information about the lives of your ancestors. Some of these can 

be quite recent, like NiNi Harrisôs 2004 book, Bohemian Hill: An American Story. For a concise overview, this book 

Fig. 2: Czech immigrants and their dress. St. Louis 
Globe-Democrat, February 16, 1890.  
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is hard to beat. But it was written long after the fact, and does draw much 

of its information from the other types of sources described in this article. 

Sometimes local histories written closer in time to the events described 

offer more depth than breadth which, if youôre looking for descriptions of 

the daily life of your ancestors, is probably the way to go. For this, a bet-

ter source would be Jan Habenichtôs 1910 History of Czechs in America. 

Before the entire text was translated in 1996, several state genealogical 

societies undertook the task of translating the section of the book that 

detailed their home region. Consequently, the same information relevant 

to Czech ancestry in the St. Louis area can be found in History of the 

Czechs in Missouri, 1845-1904. Either way, there is a wealth of infor-

mation for genealogistsðincluding information about Czech farmers out-

side the city that go unmentioned in the previously described jubilee 

books and newspaper articles.  

It might seem odd that an immigrant group or member thereof would un-

dertake the task of writing a history when so many of the first arrivals 

were still living. This is, however, extremely common. They generally fol-

low a similar pattern, noting a handful of isolated individuals in the dec-

ades prior to mass migrationðparticularly if any of them served in the Revolutionary or Civil Warðbefore detailing 

the accomplishments of the community as a whole to the present day. They can also be written in either English 

or a native language, with a reasonable interpretation being that those in English were meant, in part, to legitimize 

the community within the general society. Those in a native tongue often go untranslated, but reading those sug-

gests that the dual purpose was, ironically, first as an affirmation of the communityôs American-ness, and second 

as a celebration of their non-religious accomplishments. The latter is especially true when it comes to the estab-

lishment of educational institutions. If you look at the entirety of most census forms, there are columns for whether 

the respondent can read or write, and whether they can speak English. A local history that highlights the establish-

ment of a school or the founding of a literary society takes that information quite a lot further, past bare facts and 

into the realm of the values your ancestors held.  

Sociological Research 

Although perhaps not as relevant to early arrivals to the United States, the emergence of the social sciences in the 

early 20th century meant that many immigrant communities became the subject of academic research. In St. Lou-

is alone, the 1930s saw the completion of theses and dissertations with titles like ñAmericanization of the Croats in 

Saint Louis, Missouri, During the Past Thirty Years,ò and ñAdjustment of the Jewish Immigrant in Saint Louis.ò 

While varying in quality, these texts are based on first-person observations combined with research and provide 

insight especially into the obstacles that particular communities confronted at the time.  

For whatever reason, there were no sociological studies specifically on the Czech community in St. Louis a centu-

ry ago. Perhaps this was because they had begun arriving so much earlier that theyôd assimilated past the point of 

interesting graduate students. Nevertheless, there is a fascinating study published in 1919 that offers information 

about the whole spectrum of Eastern and Southern Europeans who began arriving here around 1900. That study 

is titled Making Americans: How the Library Helps and was written by Josephine Gratiaa as part of a kind of essay 

Fig. 3: Bohemian Bill. St. Louis Globe-
Democrat, February 16, 1890.  
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contest to determine who would become the next head librar-

ian at the Soulard Branch. Both her and her competitor had 

their studies published in the St. Louis Public Libraryôs Annu-

al Report. Gratiaaôs won. She gives population estimates for 

each immigrant group, as well as a description of their prima-

ry area of settlement within the street grid; this latter infor-

mation can be useful if you are looking for an ancestor of a 

particular heritage but are struggling to locate their name in a 

census. Perhaps most interesting is the description of the 

relationship between the immigrants and the library, with 

some groups more likely to check out books or take ad-

vantage of English language classes than others. To give 

some sense of scale vis- -̈vis the Czechs, Gratiaa estimates 

that there were between 12,000 and 15,000 living in the city 

at the time for whom the library provided access to four local 

newspapers and 800 books, all in the Czech language. She 

even notes that the Freethinking groups possessed far larger libraries, and that much of the Soulard Branchôs col-

lection was donated by those groups. Local histories have a slight tendency to hyperbolize, but here are the raw 

numbers.  The values claimed for the community in History of the Czechs in Missouri, 1845-1904 is verifiable, and 

perhaps goes a ways to giving a partial explanation for why a grandparent of Czech extraction was such a keen 

reader. 

Academic Histories 

For a broader picture of the lives and times of your ancestors, academic histories have a lot to offer. For smaller 

immigrant groups like the Slovenians, their whole history might fit into one volume. For larger groups like the 

Czechs and the Italians, those histories are usually devoted to specific areas of high immigrant concentration like 

Cleveland, Chicago, andðof courseðSt. Louis. Any of those can help you better understand the experiences of 

your ancestors while also pointing you toward the other kinds of sources listed in this article.  

But perhaps an even greater reason to turn to academic histories is for a better understanding of the ñold countryò 

from which your ancestors came. In a book like A History of the Czech Lands by Jaroslav Pa−nek and OldŚich 

TŢma, the reader is given a survey that runs from the Neolithic period all the way to the present. Given the mas-

sive population shifts that have occurred in Europe over the past few thousand years, the earliest part of that his-

tory is perhaps of little relevance. But given the fact that the Kingdom of Bohemia as it was formed in the 12th cen-

tury is both more or less coterminous with the modern Czech Republic, and contains more or less the same popu-

lation, the rest is very much worthwhile for genealogy. Highlights of this long history include the story of Jan Hus 

and the Bohemian Reformation, which predated Martin Luther by more than a century. His burning at the stake by 

Catholic authorities prefigured the de-Catholicization of the Czech Freethinkers once theyôd left the Austro-

Hungarian Empire. Later events like the continent-wide revolutions of 1848 and the oft-forgotten 1866 Austro-

Prussian Warðfought primarily in the Czech landsðwere incredibly important spurs to immigration. From a histo-

ry like this it is possible to line up a male ancestorôs age and likelihood of conscription with a burgeoning conflict, 

and then make an inference as to why they immigrated to America when they did. Generally, people did not emi-

grate from their home countries because things were going well there, and academic histories help provide the 

Fig. 4: A group of Bohemian immigrants in an English 
class. Making Americans: How the Library Helps by 
Josephine Gratiaa, 1919. 
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context for why someone might make the decision to 

uproot from everything they know and move across the 

ocean. 

Travel Narratives 

But what about the day-to-day lives of your ancestors in 

the ñold countryò? Finding that information is a bit tricki-

er. Historians rely on documents, and most peopleôs 

lives were only documented at birth, marriage, and 

death. That leaves quite a lot of life to fill in. Fortunately 

for people in the United States, our fellow English 

speakers, the British, have felt compelled to travel to 

foreign places and then write about it for almost three 

centuries. If you have Scottish ancestry, you can turn to 

Samuel Johnsonôs 1775 A Journey to the Western Is-

lands of Scotland for descriptions of village life, albeit 

often unflattering ones. A little over a century later, 

when steamships and railways had radically altered 

travel within Europe, there was an explosion of travel 

writing. For example, M®nie Muriel Dowieôs 1892 A Girl 

in the Karpathians details a trip the author took through 

modern Slovakia and Ukraine. The author was ex-

tremely interested in the local customs of the people 

she met in her travels, including farming practices, 

clothing, food, and festivals. Those are the kinds of subjects common to travel narratives that otherwise escape 

most historiansô attention but are invaluable in understanding the lives of your ancestors. 

Although not British, when American social reformer Emily Greene Balch began writing Our Slavic Fellow Citizens 

in the first years of the 20th century, she decided to visit all of the regions of the Austro-Hungarian Empire where 

Slavic peoples lived. (Fig. 5) Consequently, Part 1 of the book is titled ñSlavic Emigration At Its Sourceò and in-

cludes chapters on Croatians, Slovenians, Poles, Ukrainians, Slovaks, andðof courseðCzechs. Balch traveled to 

villages in all these regions, speaking to people who had been to America and returned as well as the families of 

the people who had left permanently. From these conversations she gleans personal explanations for emigration. 

Many of these correspond to the broader, societal reasons outlined in academic histories. The individuality of the 

informants, however, gives a concrete specificity that those histories often lack. She, too, notes the high level of 

literacy and artisan skill among the Czechsðsomething they clearly carried with them to America. The latter half 

of Balchôs text falls much more in line with the sociological studies described earlier, albeit on a national scale.  

Conclusion 

After going through the examples of sources described above while researching a hypothetical Czech ancestor, a 

much fuller picture emerges. Itôs possible to imagine village life in the ñold countryò in some detail, and to under-

stand why they emigrated when they did and why. Furthermore, their life upon arriving in the United States can 

Fig. 5: Images of Bohemians in the old country. Our Slav-
ic Fellow Citizens by Emily Greene Balche, 1910. 



now be viewed through the context of the community around them. This picture includes possible explanations for 

why that ancestorôs descendants were or were not religious, and why they might have attended college before 

attendance became normalized after WWII. 

It is impossible to reconstruct any life in full, but by using resources described here it is possible to gain a better 

understanding and create a fuller narrative of the lives of our ancestors. Of course, without the names and dates 

that come from this articleôs initial definition of genealogy itôs impossible to know where to start. But, once those 

facts are known, genealogy becomes all the richer for the weaving of social history through the branches of a fam-

ily tree. The Emerson History & Genealogy Center may have the resources you need to enrich your genealogy.  
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NEW ENGLAND PRINT MATERIALS 

 

Were your ancestors from New England? If so, check out the Emerson History & Genealogy Centerôs New England print materi-

als! The collection includes general New England genealogy items, as well as books specific to counties, towns, and record 

types in Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Connecticut. Many of these books are a part of the 

National Genealogical Societyôs Book Collection, and therefore may be checked out or obtained through inter-library loan. The 

Center is also home to several New England periodical titles. See the St. Louis County Libraryôs online catalog for titles and call 

numbers.  
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Friday, April 4, 9:30 a.m.-5:00 p.m., Florissant Valley Branch 

Mobile Memory Lab 

A traveling version of the Emerson History & Genealogy Cen-

ter's Scanning & Digitizing Studio will be available at the Flo-

rissant Valley Branch. Digitize your photos, slides, home vide-

os and more. Bring a 16 GB or larger flash drive. Adults. Ap-

pointments required, subject to availability, and can be made 

at waitwhile.com/locations/mobilememorylab/welcome.  
 

Monday, April 7, 6:30 p.m., Virtual 

Virtual Program: Beginning Genealogy Research 

If you have little or no research experience, this is the class for 

you. Learn about the genealogical research process, the 

many resources available through History & Genealogy at the 

St. Louis County Library, and how to get started. Adults. Reg-

istration required.  
 

Thursday, April 10, 2:00 p.m., Virtual 

Virtual Program: Free Websites for German Genealogy 

Research 

Explore how to access and use several free websites for your  

German family history research. Part of the Thrifty Thursdays 

Webinar Series. Adults. Registration required.  
 

Monday, April 14, 6:00 p.m., Daniel Boone Branch 

St. Louis History Trivia 

Test your knowledge of St. Louis history! Attend as an individ 

 
 

 

H&G 
Classes & 
Programs 

 

ual or team, snacks and prizes included. Adults. Registration 

required. 
 

Wednesday, April 16, 2:00 p.m., Cliff Cave Branch 

Exploring Ancestry Library Edition 

The Ancestry Library Edition database is a powerful tool for 

genealogical research. Find out how to search it and take ad-

vantage of its many records. Adults. Registration required. 
 

Monday, April 21, 6:30 p.m., Clark Family Branch or Virtual 

Hybrid Program: Get the Picture? 

Learn tips and tricks for organizing, digitizing, and storing your 

photo memories from the Emerson History & Genealogy Cen-

ter's Digital Collections Librarian. Part of National Preservation 

Week. Adults. Registration required.  
 

Tuesday, April 22, 2:00 p.m., Clark Family Branch 

The Things We Leave Behind 

Learn to think about objects in your family's history in new 

ways, including how they might strengthen connections 

across generations when it comes time to pass them on. Part 

of National Preservation Week. Adults. Registration required.  
 

Wednesday, April 23, 6:30, Clark Family Branch or Virtual  

Hybrid Program: Oral History Interview Basics 

Discover how to start preserving your or a loved one's person-

al stories. Learn about interview questions, the Memory Lab 

recording space, how to check out an oral history kit, and 

more. Part of National Preservation Week. Adults. Registra-

tion required.  
 

Thursday, April 24, 2:00 p.m., Clark Family Branch or Virtual 

Hybrid Program: This Smells Like Basement!: Recovering 

& Preserving Old Family Documents 

Learn remedies for common preservation woes, including how 

to handle materials, storage options, and removing that linger-

ing smell. Part of National Preservation Week. Adults. Regis-

tration required.  

 
 

 

https://waitwhile.com/locations/mobilememorylab/welcome
https://www.slcl.org/events/virtual-program-beginning-genealogy-research-1
https://www.slcl.org/events/virtual-program-beginning-genealogy-research-1
https://www.slcl.org/events/virtual-program-free-websites-german-genealogy-research
https://www.slcl.org/events/st-louis-history-trivia-0
https://www.slcl.org/events/exploring-ancestry-library-edition-2
https://www.slcl.org/events/hybrid-program-get-picture
https://www.slcl.org/events/things-we-leave-behind
https://www.slcl.org/events/hybrid-program-oral-history-interview-basics
https://www.slcl.org/events/hybrid-program-oral-history-interview-basics
https://www.slcl.org/events/smells-basement-recovering-preserving-old-family-documents
https://www.slcl.org/events/smells-basement-recovering-preserving-old-family-documents
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TOURS 

 

All branches of the St. Louis County Library will be closed on 

Sunday, April 20.  

 

 

Coming in May: 

 

Revolutionary War Refresh 

 

Shoebox Archaeology (youth program) 

 

Exploring Fold3 

 

Basic Conservation and Cleaning of Grave Markers 

 

Genealogy @ Grantôs View 

 

Was My William Smith in the Civil War? 

 

Beginning Jewish Genealogy 

 

Mapping St. Louis 

 

DAR Presents: Finding Your Patriot 

 

 

Programs are available for registration on the first day of the 

preceding month.  

 

See all SLCL programs at slcl.org/events-classes. 

 

Images of America: Kentucky's Packhorse Librarians 

Wednesday, April 23, 2025, 2:00 p.m. 

Samuel C. Sachs Branch 

Presented by local author Nicki Jacobsmeyer.  

Marking the ridgelines and hearts of the Appalachians during 

the Great Depression, packhorse librarians delivered hope, 

one book at a time through President Rooseveltôs New Deal 

in 1933. Local Author Nicki Jacobsmeyer brings these coura-

geous women and the community they served to life. Come 

hear Nicki talk about how these librarians inspired many to 

discover and dream through books. 

 

SLCL AUTHOR EVENT 

 

Would you like a tour of the new Emerson History & Genealo-

gy Center? Tours are given on Wednesdays and Saturdays at 

10:30 am. To schedule a group tour, please contact us at ge-

nealogy@slcl.org or 314-994-3300. We would love to show 

you around! 

1974 MO DEATH CERTS 
 

Missouri death certificates are now online for the year 1974 at 

Missouri Digital Heritage! A new year is added each year pur-

suant to Missouriôs 50-year privacy law. Access Missouri 

death certificates for 1910-1974 at s1.sos.mo.gov/records/

archives/archivesmvc/deathcertificates. 

https://www.slcl.org/events-classes
https://s1.sos.mo.gov/records/archives/archivesmvc/deathcertificates
https://s1.sos.mo.gov/records/archives/archivesmvc/deathcertificates
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THIS MONTH IN HISTORY  

History & Genealogy Services 
 

Print collection 

More than 25,000 books in the collection can be checked out. 

The entire collection is included in the libraryôs online catalog. 

Books with call numbers that do not begin with ñRò are 

available to check out. Patrons can request books online. Ref-

erence materials may be used in person during library hours.  

 
Database access 

Many library databases can be used at home by St. Louis 

County Library cardholders living in the metropolitan area. 

Some databases are restricted to branch or H&G department 

access only. H&G also maintains the SLCL Digital Archives. 

 
Research guidance 

H&G staff members can provide research assistance by 

phone and in person. Contact information can be found in the 

lower right corner of this page.  

 
Lookup service 

H&G can provide photocopies, prints, or digital scans of many 

library materials from indexed sources or when given a       

specific citation. Requests can be made through the online 

lookup request form. 

 
Book a Genealogist 

Researchers encountering brick walls, or who would like 

assistance in developing a plan to achieve specific research 

goals, can schedule a consultation with an H&G staff 

member. Requests can be made using the online Book a 

Genealogist form. 

 
Memory Lab 

H&G has personal recording and scanning & digitization stu-

dios for preserving family history. Reservations are required. 

Oral History and Scanning Kits may also be checked out for 

home use.  

 
Classes & programs 

H&G offers a variety of in-person and virtual events for new 

and experienced genealogists. All events are free and a li-

brary card is not required.  

 

PastPorts is published by the History & Genealogy Depart-

ment at the St. Louis County Library. Subscribe to PastPorts 

or view current and past issues.  

 

Contact us: 

Emerson History & Genealogy Center 

St. Louis County Library  

1640 S. Lindbergh Blvd. 

St. Louis, MO 63131 

314-994-3300 

genealogy@slcl.org  

www.slcl.org/genealogy 

Mon-Thurs 9 am-8 pm, Fri-Sat 9 am-5 pm, Sun 1-5 pm 
 

 

On April 10, 1847, Joseph Pulitzer was born 

in Mako, Hungary. He came to the United 

States in 1864 and enlisted in the 1st New 

York Cavalry Regiment. After the war, he 

decided to travel to St. Louis. He sold one of 

his only possessions, a white handkerchief, 

for 75 cents in order to do so.  
 

He worked several jobs, including as a mule hostler at Benton 

Barracks, a waiter at the historic Tony Faust restaurant, and 

as a reporter for the Westliche Post. He also became in-

volved in politics and served in the Missouri House of Repre-

sentatives.  
 

In 1878, he purchased the St. Louis Dispatch and merged it 

with the St. Louis Post, creating the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. 
 

Pulitzer moved back to New York in 1883 and bought the 

New York World. He was elected to the U.S. House of Repre-

sentatives from the ninth district of New York in 1884. Later, 

he was also instrumental in the creation of journalism schools 

at Columbia University and the University of Missouri.  
 

Pulitzer died in 1911, but his legacy lives on in Pulitzer Prizes, 

awarded yearly for journalism, literature, music and other cat-

egories.   

https://slouc.na2.iiivega.com/
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/resources-a-to-z?field_summary_value=&field_resource_categories_target_id=126&field_audience_target_id=All
https://slcl.recollectcms.com/
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/lookups-other-services
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/lookups-other-services
https://www.slcl.org/library-services/one-on-one-assistance/genealogy
https://www.slcl.org/library-services/one-on-one-assistance/genealogy
https://www.slcl.org/library-services/memory-lab
https://slcl.myturn.com/library/inventory/browse?location=3331&hide_unavailable_reservation=true
https://www.slcl.org/events-classes?field_event_type_target_id=46&field_start_date_value_1_op=%3D&field_start_date_value_1%5Bvalue%5D=&field_start_date_value_1%5Bmin%5D=&field_start_date_value_1%5Bmax%5D=&combine=
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/pastports
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/pastports
http://www.slcl.org/genealogy
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Manicules 
 

ᵭ Have you ever seen a pointing hand symbol in the margin of an old newspaper, advertisement, directory, business sign, 

or even USPSés æreturn to senderç stamp? Did you know that this symbol has a specialized name, and a history of its own?  

 χWhat professional printers once called by numerous termsåædigit,ç æfist,ç æindex,ç etc.åeventually settled on one 

standard term: the æmaniculeç. This word derives from the Latin manus (meaning æhandç) and cule (meaning æsmall,ç as in 

æminisculeç or æmoleculeç). It features three fingers curled in at the palm, an extended index finger, and often a prominent 

cuff clothing the wrist.  

ᵭ The British librarian G.A. Glaister (1917-1985) labeled the manicule as a particularly important ætype ornament.ç The 

symbol was not just used in printed typeset books, however, but in earlier written manuscripts as well. When drawn, the 

illustrated hand could be colorful, detailed, and even humorous. Some Renaissance manuscripts featured manicules with 

flowers growing out of the fingertip, or a manicule attached to the arm of a person or a mythical creature. Other hand -

drawn manicules could be a simple scribble that only suggests the form of a human hand. Manicules were sometimes add-

ed by the bookés producer, and sometimes were drawn in the margins by the bookés reader as a way of marking important 

passages. 

 χA manicule might have different purposes, including drawing 

attention to a part of a text, emphasizing it, annotating it, or 

breaking a block of text up. It started to fall out of style among 

writers in the late 18th century, but then printers (especially 

newspaper printers) made it popular again in the printed form in 

the 19th century.  

ᵭ A review of historical St. Louis newspapers shows that, local-

ly, the manicule had its heyday in the 1860s, then waned in popularity, and made another comeback in the 1910s. With the 

rising popularity of retro art in the Digital Age (no pun intended), the pointing digit symbol has made yet another come-

back: just hover your computer cursor over a hyperlink and youéll see what we mean. There is even a print shop operating 

in St. Louis today named Manicule Studio. The disembodied hand has served to focus viewersé attention in other media as 

wellåeverything from the Yad that is used to read Torah in synagogues, to the character Thing from The Addams Family. 

 χSo the next time you see a manicule, make a point to pay attention. It is one of the few times when it is not rude to 

point!  

 

ᵭ For further reading, check out William H. Shermanés æToward a History of the Maniculeç: livesandletters.ac.uk/papers/

FOR_2005_04_001.pdf. 

    

http://www.livesandletters.ac.uk/papers/FOR_2005_04_001.pdf
http://www.livesandletters.ac.uk/papers/FOR_2005_04_001.pdf
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Touring the Former St. Louis County Lunatic Asylum 
 

The St. Louis County Insane Asylum opened in 1869 with room for over 100 patients, but it was quickly overwhelmed. Over 

the next century, its resident population would remain over capacity, even when new buildings were temporarily constructed 

to house more patients. Today, the original building no longer houses patients, and is in dire need of repairs. Until then, ar-

chivist Andrea Knobeloch works to identify and preserve materials relating to the asylumôs history. You can view digitized 

materials, including photographs and some text materials, on the site for the St. Louis Forensic Treatment Center Archive.  

 

An H&G staff member recently toured the asylum, and asked a couple questions that have frequently been asked by library 

patrons, such as: 

 

Q: What if someone wants a copy of a patientôs medical record? 

A: A court order is required. The archivist/records department will look to see if a record or file exists and will con-

firm it is there, but mental health records are very restricted in Missouri. A court order is required to receive a copy. 

 

Q: Is there any information on burials? 

A: While the asylum did have its own potterôs field, records on burials were not well-kept. When apartments were going 

up on the land, bodies were disinterred and transferred to another cemetery, possibly Calvary, but without pre-existing rec-

ords, there will be no good indication of what happened to a patientôs body. When a patient died while institutionalized, next 

of kin was contacted, but they did not always retrieve the body due to cost. 

The exterior of the original building. 
The dome was designed by William 
Rumbold. Rumbold was also the 
architect of the Old Courthouse 
dome and a consultant for the con-
struction of the Capitol dome in 
Washington, D.C.  

A hallway in the old hospitalôs base-
ment. There was once a rail track 
running along the hallway to speed 
up the delivery of meals from the 
kitchen up to patients.  

A view down the hallway in one of 
the buildingôs wings, with the origi-
nal rafters still in place. Despite the 
peeling paint, the wood is still in 
excellent condition. The green floor-
ing and walls were installed during 
the early 1900s.  

https://cdm17484.contentdm.oclc.org/


 

Monthly Meeting: Widowhood in French St. Louis  

Saturday, April 12, 10:00 a.m., Clark Family Branch or virtual  

Early St. Louis residents were bound by French law, and regu-

lation of inheritance and property especially affected widowed 

women. The story of two widows, one of whom remarried and 

one who did not, will be our focus for this meeting, using 

French and Spanish archival manuscripts, the 1776 St. Louis 

census, and religious records. Featured speaker: Sharon Per-

son, author and instructor. Register for virtual access at 

stlgs.org/events/meetings/monthly-meeting. 

 

 

Irish Special Interest Group: Irish Superstitions and   

Curses  

Saturday, April 26, 1:00 p.m., StLGS office or virtual 

Superstitions and curses commonly used in Ireland are be-

lieved to protect and extend life. They certainly add color and 

excitement. However, for those on the receiving end of a mali-

cious curse, the consequences often go beyond the grave and 

beyond current time.  Come hear some lively tales of Ireland!  

Featured Speaker: Gabrielle Ni Mheachair Woeltje. Register 

for virtual access at stlgs.org/about-us-2/sigs-and-special-

programs/irish-special-interest-group. 

 

St. Louis Genealogical Society meeting are free and open to 

the public. See more information at sltgs.org.  
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STREET STORIES 
 

Running east-west in South St. Louis, Arsenal Street is 

named  for the U.S. military arsenal complex that has stood at 

the east end since 1827. During the American Civil War, Un-

ion Captain Nathaniel Lyon transferred its contents to Illinois in 

order to keep military arms and supplies out of secessionistsô 

hands. The arsenal complex is still used by the military today 

and houses a major branch of the National Geospatial-

Intelligence Agency. 

NEWBook 
CALVIN RILEY AND NINI HARRIS 

Black Saint Louis 

фттΦусс wрто. 

Black St. Louis explores the rich and 
inspiring history of African Ameri-
cans in St. Louis from the cityôs 
founding as a French fur trading post 
during the Spanish colonial era to the 
new millennium. Author NiNi Harris 
highlights great figures who showed 
leadership, incredible innovation, and 
courage despite the injustices they 
faced. 
 
Learn about the people like feisty Charlton Tandy, a Union 
Army veteran who fought for Civil Rights, or John Berry 
Meachum, an ex-slave who led the Black community with 
kindness and founded the First African Baptist Church. In 
the early 20th century, businesswoman Annie Malone built 
an industry that served and enriched African Americans 
and left a lasting impact on the city. Jordan Chambers, a 
night club owner, held so much political sway that he was 
known as the ñNegro mayor of St. Louis.ò 
 
Black St. Louis covers more than 250 years of history to 
tell the stories of extraordinary people who helped pave the 
way for the St. Louis we know today.ïPublisher 

https://stlgs.org/events/meetings/monthly-meeting
https://stlgs.org/about-us-2/sigs-and-special-programs/irish-special-interest-group
https://stlgs.org/about-us-2/sigs-and-special-programs/irish-special-interest-group
https://stlgs.org/
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