
Researching the history and genealogy of 
people of Black descent in America, 
particularly in Virginia, requires a 
specialized approach. This guide is meant   
to be supplemental to the resources 
highlighted in the 2026 Virginia Archives 
Month Zine: “Remember Me: Death and 
Memorial in the Archives.” The list below 
includes resources that should be 
considered when researching Black 
Virginians in the 19th century. 
 

RECORDS FROM ENSLAVEMENT 

African American historical and genealogical re-
search is shaped by the institution of slavery in which 
enslaved people were legally recorded as property 
before the Civil War. For enslavers, a death meant a 
direct financial loss, which could result in some form 
of historical documentation. However, there were no 
legal requirements for enslavers to record the deaths 
of enslaved people or even report such information 
to government officials. Instead, researchers can find 
evidence of these losses in business and personal 
records such as:  

●	 Business, Church or Plantation Account Books 
●	 Ship Manifests or Ship Logs 
●	 Family Bibles 
●	 Estate Inventories or Fiduciary Records 

 
Additionally, researchers might try searching records 
from the Virginia Auditor of Public Accounts, which 
include public claims that enslavers filed to obtain 
payment when the state sentenced their enslaved 
person(s) to execution. 
 

DEATH RECORDS
Related to Black and African American History 
 



RECORDS FROM POST-EMANCIPATION 
 
In the post-Civil War era, African Americans built upon 
existing and established new communities centered 
around businesses such as Black-owned funeral homes 
and Black-owned newspapers. These institutions 
became the primary keepers of community history, 
making funeral programs and obituaries in Black 
newspapers important resources for researching death.  
 
In March 1865, Congress established the Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands to aid 
formerly enslaved individuals’ transition to freedom 
and citizenship. This “Freedmen’s Bureau” also 
collected information on formerly enslaved people, 
generating documentation such as death registers 
and burial records. 
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