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FOR THE RECORDS
Genealogy 101
Here is a primer on the basics for new genealo-
gists or experienced genealogists who might need 
a refresher!

What is Genealogy? 

Genealogy has become one of the most popular 
hobbies for adults in the United States, but what 
exactly does the word mean? Genealogy comes 
from a compound Greek word: “genea” (meaning 
generation, birth, or descent) and “logia” (meaning 
study, word, or account). More simply put, it is 
tracing your ancestors. It is also described as making a family tree, as a vertical ancestor lineage chart is shaped 
much like a tree (Fig. 1). 

Start at Home

Your genealogy always starts with you! The first thing you want to do is start filling in what you already know on a 
blank lineage or pedigree chart. We have included one at the end of this issue. There are various styles, and they 
are easily found and printed for free off of the internet. Once you have filled in what you can, it’s time to interview 
other family members about what they know. If there are no members from older generations of your family still 
living, ask family members in your same generation – siblings and cousins. Sometimes different people remember 
different stories and bits of information! This is also the time to go through any boxes of old family papers and pho-
tos (Fig. 2). These can help you fill in some gaps. Some finds, like family bibles, can be genealogy gold mines. 

Organization

The next thing you’ll want to do is decide how you want to organize your research and store your family tree. This 
can be a daunting task, but it is important to determine, as you will quickly 
become inundated with records! Some researchers will use paper charts 
and binders with plastic sleeves for storage. Others will invest in a family 
tree software program, such as 
RootsMagic or MacFamilyTree, 
that allows them to build a tree 
and upload documents. Still 
others will create their family tree 
online, using sites like Ancestry.
com (subscription) or FamilySe-
arch.org (free).

Figure 2. Family records and photographs.

Figure 1. Lineage chart.

https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/pastports
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/pastports
http://www.slcl.org/genealogy
https://www.rootsmagic.com/
https://www.syniumsoftware.com/macfamilytree
http://Ancestry.com
http://Ancestry.com
http://FamilySearch.org
http://FamilySearch.org
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Tips

There are some tips and tricks 
of the trade that every geneal-
ogist should know, and prob-
ably the most important is to 
research from the present to 
the past. It is much harder to go 
forward when researching than 
to go backward!

Have a goal when you sit down 
to research. Think, “today I am going to research my 
paternal line” or similar. Some genealogists like to 
use a research log so they don’t go down rabbit holes 
they’ve been down before. 

Depending on the purpose of your genealogy, it is 
best to familiarize yourself at least somewhat with 
citations. At the very least, you will want to take note 
of where you find things. Many genealogists save 
records without source information, only to struggle to 
retrace their steps later. If you are planning to compile 
a book or join a lineage society, you will want to have 
proper citations. The gold standard for genealogy 
citations is Evidence Explained: Citing History Sourc-
es from Artifacts to Cyberspace by Elizabeth Shown 
Mills. Check your local library for a copy. 

Not all genealogy records are created equal. You may 
remember learning about “primary” and “secondary” 
sources. Just like with high school term papers, pri-
mary sources are the best for genealogy. They are re-
cords that were created at the time an event occurred 
and are therefore considered to be more accurate. 
Speaking of accuracy, it is often lacking in genealogy 
records! Hard to read handwriting, discrepancies in 
records, and the occasional ancestor who decides 
to go by a different name out of the blue may all be 
encountered! When the genealogy gets confusing, it 
is good to familiarize yourself with the Genealogical 
Proof Standard, which consists of five research com-
ponents that should be met in order to reach a sound 
conclusion. 

When you find a record, make sure to look at the 
original. All of the large genealogy databases will dis-
play an information page which contains a transcript 

of the record. Take the extra 
step of clicking on the record to 
view it, and you won’t be sorry. 
The transcription may not be 
correct, or there may be addi-
tional information on the original 
record. Depending on the type 
of record, you might also find a 
bonus, such as your ancestor’s 
signature (Fig. 3)!

Elizabeth Shown Mills also 
coined the term “FAN Club.” FAN stands for friends, 
associates, and neighbors, and other family members 
would be included in that as well. Sometimes you 
can gain valuable information about your ancestors 
by studying their FANs, so be mindful of that when 
researching. 

When filling out your family tree, it is easy to work 
like a racehorse with blinders on, trying to get back 
as far as you can with names and dates. Don’t go so 
fast that you overlook the “meat on the bones.” What 
were your ancestors’ occupations? Is their house still 
standing, and if so, what does it look like? If you have 
a veteran ancestor, did their regiment take part in any 
battles? With just a little more research on your part, 
you can uncover information that really makes your 
ancestors come to life.

Family lore can be invaluable for genealogy. In fact, 
as mentioned earlier, the first step in the process is 
writing down what you know. It might not always be 
correct, however. Sometimes family stories are like 
the childhood “Telephone Game,” where the facts 
change the more the story is told. Just be aware that 
the research may not always prove the stories. 

One of the most important tips is to not get frustrated. 
If you are hitting a dead end, switch ancestral lines. 
New records become available all the time, so put 
the tough line aside for a bit and work on a different 
one. Sometimes, however, the records just don’t exist. 
They may have never been kept, or they have been 
lost or destroyed. Enslaved African American ances-
tors, Native American ancestors, and Jewish ances-
tors from areas decimated by the Holocaust are just 
a few examples of groups for which it can be difficult 

Figure 3. Draft card.

https://slouc.na2.iiivega.com/search/card?id=b46bd421-3068-52ff-beeb-9bf4a92599f8&entityType=FormatGroup
https://slouc.na2.iiivega.com/search/card?id=b46bd421-3068-52ff-beeb-9bf4a92599f8&entityType=FormatGroup
https://bcgcertification.org/ethics-standards#genealogical-proof-standard-gps
https://bcgcertification.org/ethics-standards#genealogical-proof-standard-gps
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to find records. Remember, just 
as a tree that grows in a forest 
is not symmetrical, your fam-
ily tree won’t be either! Some 
lines of your family will go back 
farther than others, and that’s 
okay.	

Genealogy Records

In the United States, the back-
bone of genealogical research 
is the census (Fig. 4). One is 
taken every ten years and they 
include invaluable information. The earliest federal 
census is 1790 (though some early census records 
are missing), and the latest that is freely available for 
genealogy researchers is 1950 due to a 72-year priva-
cy law. Unfortunately, the 1890 census was destroyed 
in a fire. Census records for the year 1850 and after 
list all the members of a household, while those before 
list only heads of household. A good way to approach 
researching with census records is to find an ancestor 
living with their parents, then their parents with their 
parents, and so on. This is easy for males, but harder 
for females, since you will need to know their maiden 
names. Other records are needed.

Luckily, there are many other records genealogists 
can use to trace their ancestors: vital records (birth, 
marriage, and death), church records, wills, land 
deeds, newspaper obituaries, cemetery records, city 
directories, draft cards, Social Security applications, 
passenger lists, and more. Genealogy books, such as 
county and family histories, can 
also be great resources. The more 
records and sources you look at, 
the more you will start to “think 
like a genealogist” and know what 
information you can expect to find 
on a particular record. Don’t know 
your great-grandmother’s maiden 
name? Find her marriage license. 
Attempting to locate your grand-
father in between census years? 
Look in a city directory. Want to 
know where your great-great aunt 
is buried? It may be listed on her 

death certificate (Fig. 5).

There is an abundance of fam-
ily trees on the internet today. 
This can be a good thing. Your 
ancestors have many descen-
dants who you are distantly 
related to, and they may know 
something you don’t. Just 
make sure to take family trees 
created by others with a grain 
of salt and always prove them 

yourself!

Genetic genealogy using DNA has become quite 
popular, albeit not something everyone is comfortable 
with. Genealogy has historically been done by re-
searching records and can still be done that way. DNA 
testing is recommended for some, however, especially 
in cases of adoption or very tough brick walls. Ances-
tryDNA is usually recommended, as they have the 
largest pool of individuals who have tested and often 
run sales on their DNA kits. 

Finding Records and Resources

Many genealogy records are available online, and this 
is definitely the best place to start. Large databases 
like Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org provide easy 
searching, and will usually give you additional sug-
gested records for your ancestors. Be aware, however, 
that different states may have different privacy rules 
for records, so some records will not be available. 
Libraries are a great place to do genealogy research, 

as many provide free access to 
subscription genealogy databases, 
such as AncestryLibrary (Fig. 6). 
Libraries with genealogy collec-
tions will also have books and 
other materials that can help you 
with your research. 

Some records that can be help-
ful for genealogy have not been 
digitized and may require a visit to 
a courthouse or recorder of deeds 
office. Local historical and gene-
alogical societies often contain a 
wealth of information, and may 

Figure 4. Census record.

Figure 5. Death certificate.

https://www.ancestry.com/dna/
https://www.ancestry.com/dna/
http://Ancestry.com
http://FamilySearch.org
https://www.slcl.org/resources/ancestry-library-edition
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have employees or volunteers that can help with research.

As your tree expands, you will need to learn new research methods and where to find other records, such as in 
other countries. Yes, genealogy records do exist 
in other countries. Not all, but many! A great tool 
for finding out what genealogy records exist is the 
FamilySearch Research Wiki. You can search for a 
place, such as a county or country, to learn about 
what records exist and where you might be able to 
find them. Once it is determined that records are 
available, the next question is usually, for example, 
“what if my ancestors were from France and I can’t 
read French?” No need to panic! Many genealogy 
records are written as a short paragraph or on a 
form, so learning some key words in the language 
or becoming familiar with translation apps will help 
you to decipher it.

It is important for a genealogist to keep learning! Local and national conferences, classes through your local library 
or historical society, watching how-to videos on YouTube from reputable genealogists, and joining genealogy social 
media groups are great ways to gain more knowledge about genealogy methods and emerging trends, such as 
artificial intelligence. 

Figure 6. Ancestry Library Edition start page.

The Emerson History & Genealogy Center

The St. Louis County Library’s Emerson History & Genealogy Center is a state-of-the-art research destination (Fig. 
7). The center offers access to genealogy databases (some of which can also be accessed from home with a St. 
Louis County Library card), a 100,000+ print collection, genealogy classes, a free lookup service, and much more.

Most importantly, enjoy this wonderful hobby! “To forget one’s ancestors is to be a brook without a source, a tree 
without roots.” – Chinese proverb.

Figure 7. Emerson History & Genealogy Center.

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy
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Ancestry Wild Card
Wild cards are symbols used in place of unknown letters 
in a word. They can be used in searches when you don’t 
know an exact spelling. Ancestry.com and AncestryLi-
brary use the asterisk (*) and the question mark (?) as 
wild cards.

An asterisk (*) represents 0 to 5 characters. If you want-
ed to search for different spellings of the name Mat-
thew (like Mathew or Mathius), you could do a wild card 
search that would find each different ending: Mat*.

A question mark (?) represents 1 character. If you didn’t 
know whether a name was spelled Nielson or Nielsen, 
you could do a search for the name using a wild card 
where the unknown letter goes: Niels?n.

All searches containing wild cards must contain at least 
3 non-wild card letters. For example, *ill would work, 
but *ll would not. The first and last character in a search 
can’t both be wild cards. Searching *ohnson and John-
so* would work, but *ohnso* would not.

Try this tip the next time you are looking for your hard-
to-find ancestor! 

Courtesy of Ancestry.com Support Topics.

Be My Valentine
The first “valentine” dates all the way 
back to 1415! Valentine greetings 
and tokens became popular in the 
Middle Ages thanks to a poem writ-
ten by Geoffrey Chaucer in 1375. In 
the “Parliament of Foules,” he as-
sociated courtly love with St. Valen-
tine’s feast day, and the idea stuck!

The earliest recorded written valen-
tine was a poem written by Charles, 
the Duke of Orleans, to his wife. He was imprisoned in 
the Tower of London at the time, in 1415, after the Battle 
of Agincourt during the Hundred Years War. In the poem 
he referred to his wife as “my very gentle valentine.” 

Image credit: Charles ler d’Orléans, 1473. Courtesy of 
Koninklijke Bibliotheek.

Updated ILL Request System
In October of 2025, SLCL switched to a new system 
for requesting Interlibrary Loans. Now you can access 
WorldCat through the Library’s website, log in with your 
SLCL library card number, and submit your requests di-
rectly through the WorldCat catalog! For more informa-
tion, visit slcl.org/books-emedia-more/interlibrary-loans.

Saturday, February 14, 10:00 a.m.
Living on the Frontier: A Look into Missouri and 
Illinois
Clark Family Branch or Virtual
The St. Louis area was at the crossroads of expansion. 
Europeans, Americans, and indigenous tribes all settled 
in the confluence regions. Learn how these groups 
shaped the landscape and culture. Speaker: Jeffrey 
Edison, National Park Service. 

For more information and to register, see stlgs.org.

https://www.slcl.org/books-emedia-more/interlibrary-loans
https://stlgs.org/meetings-and-special-events/calendar
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Classes and Programs
Wednesday, February 4, 2 p.m.
Exploring Ancestry Library Edition
Clark Family Branch & Virtual
The Ancestry Library Edition database is a powerful 
tool for genealogical research. Find out how to search 
it and take advantage of its many records.
Adults. Registration required.

Thursday, February 12, 6 p.m.
Beginning African American Genealogy
Lewis & Clark Branch
Learn the basics of genealogical research and 
discover what resources are available for families of 
African American heritage.
Adults. Registration required.

Saturday, February 14, 10 a.m.
Living on the Frontier: A Look into Missouri and 
Illinois
Clark Family Branch or Virtual
The St. Louis area was at the crossroads of 
expansion. Europeans, Americans, and indigenous 
tribes all settled in the confluence regions. Learn 
how these groups shaped the landscape and culture. 
Speaker: Jeffrey Edison, National Park Service. 
Sponsored by the St. Louis Genealogical Society.
Adults. See stlgs.org for virtual registration.

Wednesday, February 18, 6:00 p.m.
Unique Issues for African American Genealogy 
Research
Virtual Program
African Americans have helped shape America 
into what it is today, yet the search to prove their 
existence is often taxing. Set a strong foundation in 
research methodology to move your family research 
from meager results to uncovering the past with 
professional genealogist and historic consultant 
LaDonna Garner. In celebration of Black History 
Month and America 250.
Adults. Registration required.

Thursday, February 26, 6 p.m.
Archer Alexander and the Underground Railroad
Clark Family Branch
Learn the remarkable story of Archer Alexander. 
From assisting the Union army, to seeking freedom 
via the Underground Railroad, to becoming a part of 
the Emancipation Memorial, this local hero comes 
to life with award-winning author and speaker Dorris 
Keeven-Franke. In celebration of Black History Month 
and America 250. 
Adults. Registration required. 

Library Closure
 
All St. Louis County Library locations will be closed on 
February 16 for President’s Day.

Beyond Grant’s Trail: The History of Father Dickson Cemetery
Wednesday February 18, 6 p.m.

Cliff Cave Branch

Presented by the Friends of Father Dickson Cemetery

Celebrating its 123rd anniversary, Father Dickson Cemetery is a vital part of St. Louis’ African American history 
located next to Grant’s Trail. Learn more about its story and the importance of preserving its legacy. In celebration 
of Black History Month. Adults. Visit slcl.org/events/black-history-celebration for more information and additional 
programs.

https://www.slcl.org/events/hybrid-program-exploring-ancestry-library-edition-0
https://www.slcl.org/events/beginning-african-american-genealogy
https://stlgs.org/meetings-and-special-events/monthly-meeting-2
https://www.slcl.org/events/virtual-program-unique-issues-african-american-genealogy-research
https://www.slcl.org/events/archer-alexander-and-underground-railroad
https://www.slcl.org/events/black-history-celebration
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Yours Forever: Forest Park at 150
America’s best urban park turns 150 years young in 2026. Over the course of the last century and a half, Forest 
Park has hosted pivotal moments in St. Louis history: the 1904 World’s Fair, Charles Lindbergh’s 1927 speech to 
more than 100,000 people following his historic flight across the Atlantic, and even a surprise Janis Joplin concert 
in 1968. But just as important, Forest Park is the setting for countless everyday stories shared by St. Louisans: 
sledding down Art Hill, exploring the Balloon Glow, and visiting the zoo and museums.

Yours Forever: Forest Park at 150 will explore how St. Louisans have used and adapted the park throughout its 
history and the moments and memories—big and small—that make it special.

Exhibit at Missouri History Museum, through May 2027. For more information, visit MoHistory.org.

Aerial view of Forest Park, looking northeast from above the St. Louis Art 
Museum. Missouri Historical Society Collections, P0235-00017

Society Section
Did you know that St. Louis has an African American genealogy society?

St. Louis African American History & Genealogical Society (STL-AAHGS), has been 
around since 2007, and they meet at the Missouri History Museum the third Saturday 
of the month. 

They offer workshops, lectures, and collaborations with various local and national 
organizations.

Our Motto
“Cultivating our roots by collecting, documenting and preserving our African American 
heritage.”

Our Purpose
To encourage African American involvement in the study and preservation of family history

To emphasize the value and importance of family genealogy and history research to future generations

To educate the community through outreach seminars and workshops to acknowledge the rich cultural heritage 
of African Americans

To develop, recognize, transcribe and publish data on African American history with a special focus on St. Louis 
and Missouri.–From the STL-AAHGS website

For more information, see stl-aahgs.com.

https://mohistory.org/exhibits/forest-park
http://stl-aahgs.com
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What the Slash?
If you’ve ever seen a tombstone date like “June 11/22, 1751” or a church register entry that reads “3 March 
1731/2,” you’ve bumped into one of the most common head-scratchers in historical research: calendar change 
and the switch in New Year’s Day. The good news is that these double dates are not because the recorder wasn’t 
sure which date was the correct one. To the contrary, these slashed dates are helpful clues.

1) The year didn’t always start on January 1

In much of the English-speaking world (and in records created under English 
practice), the legal new year used to begin on March 25 (“Lady Day”). King Henry 
II of England decreed March 25th the start of the new year in 1155. That means 
that late medieval and early modern dates in January, February, and up to March 
24 could feel “off” to modern eyes. For example, what we would call February 10, 
1732 might appear in an 18th-century record as February 10, 1731—because, to 
the original writer or tombstone-engraver, 1732 didn’t start until March 25.

To reduce confusion, record-keepers often wrote double years: 

Feb. 10, 1731/2 = February 10 in the “old” year 1731, but in the modern sys-
tem it falls in 1732. As a rule of thumb: if you see a year written like 1731/2, it 
usually means the date falls between Jan. 1 and Mar. 24 in the old system.

The switch to treating January 1 as New Year’s Day in the English world hap-
pened with the start of 1752. December 31, 1751 was followed with January 1, 
1752.

2) Different calendars were in use (Julian vs. Gregorian)

Many Protestant regions (including Britain and its colonies) used the Julian cal-
endar longer than Catholic countries, which adopted the Gregorian calendar earlier. The 2 calendars had different 
ways of calculating leap years: the older Julian calendar added an extra day every 4 years; the later Gregorian 
calendar did the same, but century years (like 1900 or 2000) can only add an extra day if the year is divisible 
by 400. Because of these different systems, by the 1700s the two calendars were out of sync by about 11 days. 
When Britain and its colonies finally switched to Gregorian in 1752, they jumped the calendar forward: September 
2, 1752 was followed by September 14, 1752.

That’s where you may see two days with a slash, like:

Feb. 11/22, 1751 = the same day recorded in two systems (Old Style vs. New Style), 11 days apart.

How to record it in your tree

A practical approach is to transcribe what you see, then interpret for clarity. For example:

Transcription: “3 March 1731/2” 
Modernized note: “3 March 1732 (New Style year).”

Why it matters

These conventions can change a birth year, reorder siblings, or make it look like someone died before they wrote 
a will. When you spot the slash, take it as a sign that the record-keeper was trying, across the centuries, to help 
you keep your dates straight!

Frontispiece from Il calendario 
Gregoriano perpetuo, by Bartolomeo 
Dionigi, 1582. Courtesy of Wikimedia 
Commons.
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History & Genealogy 
Services
Print collection
More than 25,000 books in the collection can be checked 
out. The entire collection is included in the library’s on-
line catalog. Books with call numbers that do not begin 
with “R” are available to check out. Patrons can request 
books online. Reference materials may be used in per-
son during library hours. 

Database access
Many library databases can be used at home by St. Lou-
is 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 
on the front 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 re-
search 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 
studios 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 library card is not required. 

250 on 250 
In each month of 2026, PastPorts will be devoting 250 
words to America 250. Learn about some of the most im-
portant and interesting events that led to independence!

Thomas Paine had barely spent fourteen months in 
America before anonymously publishing the pamphlet 
Common Sense on January 10, 1776, under the byline 
An Englishman in Philadelphia, America’s biggest city at 
the time. Then Common Sense went viral, the equivalent 
of a Colonial Tiktok video being shared throughout what 
was then the very loosely united thirteen American Col-
onies. Only instead of the share button being pressed, 
Paine and historians estimate it sold between 75,000-
120,000 copies (then the equivalent of a best seller), 
and where it didn’t sell, it was read aloud in Colonial 
coffee houses, shared amongst friends, and read pub-
licly where even the illiterate could take it in, discuss it, 
and spread the…well, common sense of breaking with 
George III and becoming independent. 

Suddenly a fringe notion of declaring independence 
wasn’t so fringe anymore. It was real, something that 
people began to discuss and support. Paine spoke of 
independence in the language of the common people 
and broke down the high minded enlightenment argu-
ments of other political pamphlets. Think about a TikTok 
on the reasons for independence versus an academic 
paper. Suddenly the people began to demand their rep-
resentatives in the Continental Congress support inde-
pendence. The power of the argument was such that 
suddenly, within six months Richard Henry Lee of Virgin-
ia was proposing a resolution that these Colonies “are, 
and of right ought to be, free and independent States.” 
Without Thomas Paine, there is no Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Without the Declaration, there is no America 
250. 

Thomas Paine’s Common 
Sense, 1776. Courtesy of 
the Online Library of Liberty.

https://slouc.na2.iiivega.com/
https://slouc.na2.iiivega.com/
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/resources-a-to-z
https://slcl.recollectcms.com
https://slcl.recollectcms.com
https://www.slcl.org/research-learn/genealogy/lookups-other-services/lookup-request
https://www.slcl.org/library-services/one-on-one-assistance/genealogy
https://www.slcl.org/books-emedia-more/library-of-things/genealogy/oral-history-kits
https://www.slcl.org/books-emedia-more/library-of-things/genealogy/scanning-kits
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Did you Know?
Did you know that the the first female self-made millionare in the United 
States, according to the Guiness Book of World Records, got her start in 
St. Louis?

Madam C. J. Walker was born Sarah Breedlove in Louisiana in 1867. 
She became an orphan at the age of seven, and was married by the 
age of 14 to escape abuse in her sister’s home. She and her husband, 
Moses McWilliams, had one daugher, Lelia (later A’Lelia). Moses died in 
1887. 

She moved to St. Louis in 1888, where three of her brothers were bar-
bers. She worked as a laundress and was active in the St. Paul African 
Methodist Episcopal Church. Breedlove married her second husband, 
John Davis, in 1894, but they divorced around 1903.

Breedlove suffered from dandruff and other scalp ailments. She learned 
about hair care from her brothers, and around the time of the 1904 St. 
Louis World’s Fair, she started working as a commissioned agent selling 
products for the Poro Company, an African American haircare compa-
ny. She then moved to Denver and began to develop her own haircare 
business.

In 1906 she married Charles Joseph Walker, a newspaper advertising 
salesman who also became her business partner. After the marriage, 
Sarah Breedlove began to market herself as “Madam C.J. Walker,” an independent hairdresser and haircare 
cream retailer. She styled the title “Madam” after pioneers of the French beauty industry. She sold her products 
door-to-door, teaching Black women how to style their hair. 

Her business grew, encompasing a mail-order operation, training 
college, and multiple hair salons. She moved to Philadelphia, India-
napolis, and ultimately New York City during the time of the Harlem 
Renaissance. She would also go on to promote activism and philan-
thropy in the African American communities of these cities. 

Walker passed away in 1919, and her daughter became the pres-
ident of the Madam C.J. Walker Manufacturing Company. It even-
tually ceased production in 1981. The company’s headquarters in 
Indianapolis became a historic landmark, now the Madam Walker 
Legacy Center. Walker was inducted in the National Women’s Hall 
of Fame in 1993, a commemorative stamp was issued in her honor 
by the U.S. Postal Service in 1998, and a Madam C.J. Walker Barbie 
doll was produced by Mattel in 2022.

Walker’s papers are held by the Indiana Historical Society. Her 
granddaughter wrote a biography, On Her Own Ground: The Life and 
Times of Madam C.J. Walker in 2002. If you like to watch historical 

figures on screen, Netflix produced a miniseries in 2020 called “Self Made: Inspired by the Life of Madam C.J. 
Walker,” starring Octavia Spencer. 

Madam C.J. Walker, 1914. Courtesy of the Na-
tional Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution.

Madam C.J. Walker’s Wonderful Hair Grower. Image 
from National Museum of African American History & 
Culture.
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RootsTech 2026
March 5-7

The world’s largest family history conference and 
genealogy learning library.

RootsTech 2026 Topics to Discover

Adoption Africa African American Analyzing Sources Archivists and Record Collection Keepers Artificial Intelligence

Asia Becoming a Professional and Certification Breaking through Brickwalls Census Compiled Sources

Discovery, Heritage, and Heirlooms DNA Europe and United Kingdom Family History Activities General Research

Getting Started History Immigration Inspiration Jewish Latin America and the Caribbean Latter-day Saint

Law and Ethics Maps and Gazateers Methodology Middle East Native American North America

Oceania and Polynesia Organization Photos and Stories Preservation and Digitization Record Types Research Aids

Researching at Archives and Churches Strengthening Family and Mental Health Tools, Websites, and Organizations

Writing and Recording Your History

RootsTech 2026 Online

FREE

•	 200+ new online sessions in over 26 languages
•	 Join keynote sessions live from the comfort of your 

own home
•	 Chat online with other attendees worldwide

RootsTech 2026 Salt Lake City
$129 US 3-Day Pass / Standard Price
$79 US 1-Day Pass / Standard Price

•	 250+ exclusive sessions only available in SLC
•	 120+ exhibitors/sponsors in the Expo Hall
•	 Be the first to learn of industry innovations
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