150th Anniversary of the American Civil War

CMCCWRT Officers for 2014
President: Marty Runner
1402 Rt 9 South, Lot 193, Cape May Court House, NJ 08210
609-536-8235
pat_mar1136@yahoo.com
Vice President: Lou Bishop Jr.
21 Schoolhouse Ln, Cape May Court House, NJ 08210
609-463-9277 or 741-5438
southwilriseagain@aol.com
Secretary: Pat Munson-Siter
42 Franklin Ave., Villas, NJ 08251-2407
609-287-5097
ladysymitar@hotmail.com
Treasurer: Jim Marshall
202 Bartram Ln., Ocean City, NJ 08226
609-398-6924
jim@jimocnj.com or James.Marshall@prufoxroach.com

No minutes from the December meeting as there was no
business meeting.

Newsletter of the Cape May County
Civil War Round Table
January 2014
Meetings are held at the Jury Room of the Cape May
Court House in the city of Cape May Court House
Starting time is 7pm, normally 3rd Thursday of each
Month
Meeting Schedule for 2014
No regular meetings in January or February!!
Date and place TBD in Jan or Feb: Executive Board
Meeting
20 March 2014:
17 April 2014:
15 May 2014:
19 June 2014:
17 July 2014:
21 August 2014:
18 September 2014:
16 October 2014:
20 November 2014:
?? December 2014:

Civil War Milestones in February
1861
February

1

Texas secedes

18

Davis inaugurated as provisional president
of Confederacy

23

Lincoln arrives in Washington DC

1862
February

REMINDER: DUES Are DUE!!!
Please pay your dues for 2014 to our
Treasurer, Jim Marshall!!
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6

Union army/navy forces take Fort Henry
on the Tennessee River

8

Union soldiers take Roanoke Island (NC)

16

Confederates surrender Fort Donelson on
the Cumberland River (TN)

22

Davis officially inaugurated Confederate
president in Richmond
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1863

1864," at the Gettysburg NMP visitor center 1:30
pm. Free. nps.gov/gett

Nothing really important happened in February 1863

1864
February

17

Confederate sub Hunley sinks Housatonic

3

Peace conference at Hampton Roads (VA)

22 DC Lecture, "Mathew Brady: Photography, Celebrity,
and War in 19th-Century America," at the
Smithsonian American Art Museum (McEvoy
Auditorium) in Washington. 2-3:30 pm. $25.
smithsonianassociates.org (click Civil War).

17

Columbia (SC) occupied by Union troops,
burned

22 PA

18

Charleston (SC) occupied by Union troops

22

Wilmington (NC) falls to Union troops

Lecture, "Kennesaw Mountain and the Atlanta
Campaign," at the Gettysburg NMP visitor center
1:30 pm. Free. nps.gov/gett

22 PA

"An Evening with the Painting," after-hours
extended look at the Gettysburg Cyclorama at the
Gettysburg NMP visitor center. 5 pm. $20.
gettysburgfoundation.org

23 PA

Lecture, “‘Can those be men’ — The Prisoner of
War Experience in 1864,” at the Gettysburg NMP
visitor center 1:30 pm. Free. nps.gov/gett

(SC)

1865
February

Civil War Related Events for February 2014
1

VA Anniversary commemoration of the Battle of
Smithfield. Walking tours, living history and exhibit
at the Isle of Wight Museum in Smithfield. Free.
historicisleofwight.com/battle-of-smithfieldsesquicentennial-commemoration.html
1 PA

Lecture, "'Yankees in Georgia! How Did They Ever
Get In!' — Sherman's Army and the March from
Atlanta to the Sea," at the Gettysburg NMP visitor
center 1:30 pm. Free. nps.gov/gett

2 PA

Film, "The Civil War – The Untold Story – a PBS
Film Episode Five – With Malice Towards None,"
at the Gettysburg NMP visitor center 1:30 pm. Free.
www.nps.gov/gett

8 PA

Lecture, "'The Saddest Affair of the War' — The
Battle of the Crater," at the Gettysburg NMP visitor
center 1:30 pm. Free. nps.gov/gett

27 VA Lecture, "The Battle of New Market Heights:
'Freedom will be there by the Sword,'" at the Old
Manassas Courthouse, 9248 Lee St, Manassas. 7
pm. Free/donations appreciated. 703-792-4754.

9 VA Walking tour, "Fort Boykin," Confederate James
River fort, 7410 Fort Boykin Trail near Smithfield. 3
pm. Free. historicisleofwight.com
9 PA

Lecture, "So You Think You Could Command a
Civil War Army?" at the Gettysburg NMP visitor
center 1:30 pm. Free. nps.gov/gett

15

PA

Lecture, "If These Things Could Talk — 1864"
objects from the Gettysburg NMP collection, at the
Gettysburg NMP visitor center 1:30 pm. Free.
nps.gov/gett

16

PA

Lecture, "Little Mac vs. Honest Abe: Abraham
Lincoln, George McClellan, and the Election of
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Nothing but God Almighty Can Save that Fort
FORT DONELSON’S PATH TO UNCONDITIONAL AND
IMMEDIATE SURRENDER
BY JAMES R. KNIGHT; HALLOWED GROUND
MAGAZINE, WINTER 2011

Ft. Henry Falls First. Commodore Foote’s gunboats steam for
Fort Donelson to finish their work. (Library of Congress)
When the commanding general of the Federal army’s
first major offensive began loading his troops onto riverboats at
Cairo, Ill., on February 2, 1862, few in the North had even heard
his name. Four days later, seven of his gunboats, under the
command of Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote, opened fire on the
Confederate garrison at Fort Henry, on the Tennessee River.
The fort, eight months in the building, surrendered just one hour
later.
Within the next 48 hours, the Federal navy severed the
main Confederate rail link to West Tennessee and Kentucky and
docked two gunboats at Florence, Ala., 125 air-miles behind the
enemy lines. The Tennessee was now a Federal river, and from
the message dispatched to department headquarters in St. Louis,
Mo., it is clear that this failed merchant turned soldier planned
to make short work of Fort Donelson and the Cumberland River
as well.

Headquarters District of Cairo,
Fort Henry, February 6, 1862
Fort Henry is ours. The gunboats silenced the batteries before
the investment was completed. I think the garrison must have

commenced the retreat last night. Our cavalry followed, finding
two guns abandoned in the retreat. I shall take and destroy Fort
Donelson on the 8th and return to Fort Henry. — U.S. GRANT,
Brigadier-General.
New to a command of this size and type, and
unfamiliar with the wilds of northern Tennessee in the dead of
winter, Grant soon realized that his timeline was much too
optimistic. Between incessant rain and the flooded Tennessee
River, it took him six days, instead of the anticipated two, to
move his army the 12 miles between the two forts. But on the
chilly evening of February 12, he established his headquarters in
the small home of a widow named Crisp, a mile from the
Cumberland River.
After a week of rain, the final day of marching was
clear and mild and, except for a skirmish with Confederate
cavalry — led by another virtual unknown, Lt. Col. Nathan
Bedford Forrest — the journey had been uneventful. One of the
Union gunboats, USS Carondelet, had steamed up the
Cumberland River and fired a few shells towards the fort,
feeling out the enemy batteries and serving notice that the Navy
had arrived.
Had Grant fulfilled his boast and arrived at Fort
Donelson with his 15,000 men on February 8, he would have
found the fort defended by 7,000 disorganized Confederates
unprepared to face a Union army twice its size. The four extra
days had made a big difference.
Word of the fall of Fort Henry had reached
Confederate headquarters at Bowling Green, Ky., on the
afternoon of February 7, prompting an emergency meeting of
the Department commander, Gen. Albert Sidney Johnston; his
newly arrived deputy, Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard; and Maj. Gen.
William Hardee, commander of the troops in central Kentucky.
With Fort Henry and the Tennessee River in Union hands, they
acknowledged that Fort Donelson was an untenable position and
concluded that the entire southern Kentucky defensive must be
abandoned and a new line formed south of the Cumberland
River. Worse still, Columbus, Ky., the large Confederate base
on the Mississippi River was outflanked.
Ironically, with the eventual loss of Fort Donelson now
a foregone conclusion, its immediate reinforcement became the
top priority for Johnston. Unless the position was held for at
least another week, Union gunboats might steam up the river,
block its crossings and trap the Confederate army. Albert Sidney
Johnston would personally supervise the withdrawal from
central Kentucky and ordered some 10,000 additional troops and
tons of supplies and munitions to be sent to Fort Donelson.
The Confederates inside Fort Donelson were unaware
of these strategic developments but had already begun preparing
their defenses for the coming onslaught. Maj. Jeremy Gilmer,
the Department’s chief engineer, had seen the gunboats first
hand at Fort Henry and pushed the work on the outer defensive
line, while Capt. Joseph Dixon concentrated on the upper and
lower water batteries, mounting heavy guns and training
infantrymen to man them. During the delay, the Confederates
worked around the clock, expanding the outer works to enclose
not only the fort and its batteries on the river, but also the town
of Dover, about a mile distant, and its vital steamboat landing.
By the time Grant arrived, reinforcements had ballooned the
Southern garrison to as many as 17,000 soldiers.
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that would later earn fame as the “Orphan Brigade,” recalled the
position of the Southerners waiting in the rifle pits:
We were armed with old flintlock guns, loading with
three small and one large ball, very deadly but not carrying
far…Col. Hanson…sent this order to each of our captains: ‘Let
no man fire until I give the word.’ It seemed as if the word
would never come. The Yankees were almost upon us…Then we
were allowed to turn our guns loose. We could see the enemy
falling… ‘Keep it up!’ cried our captains…and we did.

Brig. Gen. Charles F. Smith. Commandant of Cadets at West
Point when Grant was a cadet, he now served as one of Grant’s
lieutenants. (Library of Congress)
As Grant and his staff settled in before the Widow
Crisp’s fire, his army fell into position opposite the Confederate
line, about a half-mile in advance of the fort itself and the water
batteries guarding the Cumberland River. On the right, Brig.
Gen. John A. McClernand, tried to stretch his line far enough
south to cover the roads out of Dover, but discovered he was
undermanned. On the left, Brig. Gen. Charles F. Smith took up
position along a ridge line and across a small valley.
Grant’s division commanders were a study in contrasts.
John Alexander McClernand was an Illinois congressman with a
distinct personal agenda that would eventually see him relieved
of command for insubordination. Charles Ferguson Smith,
however, was a professional soldier and West Point graduate
who had served as the Commandant of Cadets during Grant’s
years at the academy. After 36 years in uniform, he found
himself serving under a former student but, by all accounts,
gave Grant his complete support.
As his army settled in, Grant ordered that no major
engagement should be provoked, as substantial reinforcements
made their way up the Cumberland with a large naval convoy.
Both sides, however, faced the same enemy in the weather. As
the pleasant day turned into a cold night, with a north wind that
brought first rain and then sleet, Federal troops who had been
ordered to drop their knapsacks, overcoats and blankets in the
rear as they went into line, shivering on the hillsides. The
Confederates fared little better, as it was feared that fires would
provide targets for snipers and artillery.
Thursday, February 13, 1862, dawned bright and clear.
While Grant’s order not to bring on a general engagement was
still in effect, sniping soon became common all along the line.
Some such “reconnaissance in force” ended badly, including
one instigated by the commander himself. The ironclad gunboat
USS Carondelet, under Cdr. Henry Walke, had lobbed a few
shells at Fort Donelson the previous day, but now Grant had a
more strategic use in mind — creating a diversion as Smith
probed the strength of Confederate defenses. Around 10:00
a.m., from a distance of a mile and a half, Carondelet opened
fire and the reconnaissance force set off across the valley up the
slope beyond, led by the green men of the 25th Indiana. Louis
D. Payne of the 2nd Kentucky, a part of the Confederate unit

As the Kentuckians poured down the “buck and ball”
from those old flintlocks, a nearby Confederate battery swept
the hillside with case and canister, stopping the raw recruits cold
as it pinned them down in the brush and slowed their retreat to a
crawl.
To the south, McClernand continued stretching his line
to surround Dover, but came under fire from a battery of guns
under Capt. Frank Maney and supported by an infantry brigade.
McClernand called in counter-battery fire and then sent in four
infantry regiments of his own. The artillerymen took a beating,
but stood fast and Heiman’s infantry turned back the Union
assault. All the while, the Carondelet rained fire on the fort and
the water batteries — 184 rounds in all, only one of which
caused any real damage. Near the end of the bombardment, a
24-pounder in the lower water battery was struck and
dismounted. Capt. Joseph Dixon, who had masterminded the
defensive position, was struck by in the head by flying debris
and killed instantly. He was the only casualty.

By the end of the second day, it was clear that longrange shelling from the river would not disable the fort or the
water batteries. Moreover, it was evident that the Confederate
defensive line was formidable and that more troops were
necessary if the Federal army was to block all the roads into
Dover. Accordingly, Grant sent orders for reinforcements back
to Fort Henry and the majority of the remaining garrison soon
set out under command of Brig. Gen. Lewis Wallace, a
politician from Indiana overjoyed by the prospect of battlefield
glory.
That night the weather worsened — rain and sleet
followed by three inches of snow. Late that evening, gunboats
carrying several fresh regiments arrived on the scene, and Grant
insisted Flag Officer Foote attack the next day, despite the
latter’s misgivings. After two nights of brutal weather, the
Federal commander feared a prolonged siege, with his army
living in the open, and hoped that his Brown Water Navy would
carry the day.
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Search for Wounded by Night. Harper’s Weekly illustration
shows Union forces rescuing wounded after a Rebel assault.
(Library of Congress)
On the Confederate side, Brig. Gen John B. Floyd had
arrived to take overall command, with Gideon Pillow overseeing
the left wing, Simon B. Buckner the right and Nathan Bedford
Forrest in charge of the cavalry. As the snow and sleet swirled
outside, the Confederate officers met to discuss their options.
They agreed that Grant was being strongly reinforced, although
they overestimated his strength, and determined that their only
course of action was to break out before the Federal force grew
any stronger. As early as possible the following morning, they
would overload the left flank and Pillow would lead a force out
to against the Union right and, theoretically, open the roads to
Nashville. Buckner’s men from the right would shift to the
center and then act as the rear guard, holding the roads open
until the rest had escaped.
The next morning, Grant told his command to be ready
to exploit what he assumed would be a great gunboat victory,
like the one at Fort Henry. Foote was to reduce the fort and
water batteries, while running at least one gunboat past the
batteries to capture the landing at Dover and cut off the
Confederate’s last source of supply and escape. Ultimately,
McClernand would advance against what was expected to be a
demoralized Confederate infantry and take the town.

Brig. Gen. Gideon Pillow. Opens path of escape through Union
lines only to retreat. (Library of Congress)
Unfortunately for the Confederates, Pillow’s troops
formed so slowly that it was 1:00 p.m. before the assault began
and the column went only 400 yards before halting,
countermarching and calling off the attack. But if no
Confederate infantry attack materialized, neither did a Union
ground offensive; all the action was at the river.

Just before 3:00 p.m., Flag Officer Foote brought his
six gunboats to within a mile of the water batteries and opened
fire. Watching the smoke and flame from the river, Floyd sent a
stream of telegrams to Gen. Johnston and predicted the fort
could hold for perhaps 20 minutes. Forrest, astride his horse in a
nearby ravine turned to Maj. David C. Kelly, a Methodist
minister, and exhorted him, “Parson, for God’s sake, pray!
Nothing but God Almighty can save that fort.”
In the besieged water batteries, the reality was less dire.
Although the bombardment looked fearsome, most Federal
rounds either went high or plowed up dirt, inflicting little damage. Meanwhile the Confederates gunners were only firing with
two long range guns — a 10-inch Columbiad and a 6.5-inch
rifle. But once the gunboats closed to within about 400 yards of
the lower water battery — practically point-blank range for
artillery — the Southerners opened fire with seven additional
32-pound guns.
One Confederate was heard to shout, “Come on you
cowardly scoundrels. You aren’t at Ft. Henry!” And it was true;
fired from above, the solid shot plunged through the supposedly
invulnerable gunboats’ unprotected wooden decks, battering
their superstructure and leaving them holed below the waterline.
One by one, they broke off the fight and floated back down the
river to huge cheers all along the Confederate line.
That night, the Confederate commanders met again.
While the repulse of the Union gunboats had been a tremendous
morale boost, it did not change their basic situation. Northern
reinforcements continued to arrive and if the Confederates did
not break out of the Union encirclement, it was just a matter of
time before they would be overwhelmed. The council of war
agreed to again attempt the previous day’s aborted breakout at
first light.
At sunrise on February 15, Grant and some of his staff
left the Widow Crisp’s house, travelling downstream to confer
with Flag Officer Foote, who had been wounded during the
previous engagement, and survey the damaged navy. As they
departed they heard small arms fire far to the south, but were not
alarmed by it. Grant himself later said: “When I left ... to visit
Flag Officer Foote, I had no idea there would be any
engagement on land unless I brought it on myself ... The enemy,
however, had taken the initiative.”
This second Confederate attack was much better
organized. Just after sun-up, Pillow emerged with 14 regiments
and smashed into the right flank of McClernand’s division. A
Union brigade under Col. John McArthur that had been ordered
to the small rise known as Dudley’s Hill the previous evening
awoke under fire as they, together with Col. Richard Oglesby’s
brigade, bore the brunt of the Confederate attack, even as they
were harassed by Forrest’s cavalry sweeping around the flank.
By mid-morning, the Union right was in trouble, as
McClernand sent several urgent message to headquarters
requesting reinforcements. But Grant had left, and no staff
officer was willing to take responsibility for allocating troops.
Finally, McClerand appealed directly to Brig. Gen. Lew
Wallace, who had arrived with reinforcements — freshly
deemed the 3rd Division — the previous day. Wallace
dispatched a brigade, but it was not enough to turn the tide. By
noon, the right wing of the Federal line had been smashed and
rolled back, with whole regiments out of ammunition.
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Eventually, Wallace — a division commander for all of 18
hours — formed his nine remaining regiments into a line and
threw back three separate Confederate assaults.

you volunteers! This is your chance. You volunteered to be
killed for love of country, and now you can be!”

Brig. Gen. Lew Wallace. Leading Missouri and Indiana
regiments toward Confederate lines. (Frank Leslie, The Soldier
in Our Civil War)
Gideon Pillow’s breakthrough had ground to a halt by
2:00 p.m., but not before he had opened the road to Charlotte
and Nashville, giving the Confederate’s their escape route.
Inexplicably, however, he ordered his men to fall back inside
their original lines. When his furious commander, Brig. Gen.
John Floyd, met Pillow returning from the field, he demanded:
“In the name of God, General Pillow, what have we been
fighting all day for? Certainly not to show our powers but solely
to secure the Wynn’s Ferry Road, and after securing it, you
order it given up!”
Meanwhile, Grant had returned to the scene. The
moment he came ashore from Foote’s flagship, he was
appraised of the situation and hurried upstream as fast as the icy
roads would permit. Displaying the audacity for which he would
become legendary, Grant refused to assume a defensive
position, telling an aide, “The one who attacks first now will be
victorious, and the enemy will have to hurry if he gets ahead of
me.” He ordered the men to refill their cartridge boxes and
reform their units. McClernand and Wallace moved forward into
the void left by Pillow’s withdrawal, ordered to retake the roads
as soon as possible. Grant also had plans for Gen. Smith and his
men on the north part of the line, who had been idle all morning.
Grant found his old teacher sitting under a tree, waiting
for orders. Believing that the Confederates must have weakened
their line in front of Smith’s division in order to mount such a
devastating attack from their left flank, Grant told Smith, “All
has failed on the right. You must take Fort Donelson.” Charles
Ferguson Smith had been waiting his whole professional life for
a chance like this, and moved quickly, vowing to lead the
assault personally.
The terrain before Smith’s division was rugged in the
extreme — after the war, Wallace recalled his men saying it
“looked too thick for a rabbit to get through” the brush —
descending and ascending steeply. The first troops through came
from the 2nd Iowa, with Smith among them, bellowing: “Damn
you, gentlemen, I see skulkers. I’ll have none here…. Come on,

Brig. Gen. Simon B. Buckner. Left behind at Fort Donelson, he
faced Grant’s stern surrender terms alone. (Library of
Congress)
Grant’s assessment of Confederate strength was
entirely accurate. Whereas on the previous day, the line had
been held by Simon Buckner’s entire 3,800 man division, now
only 450 men from the 30th Tennessee remained.
Overwhelmed, they fled their rifle pits and fell back to the last
ridge line between then and the fort, where they were reinforced
by elements of Buckner’s command returning from Pillow’s
abandoned charge. As night fell, Smith settled into the 30th
Tennessee’s abandoned works, assuming that in the morning,
his forces would move on the final ridgeline; once the Yankees
had artillery on those heights, they could pound the fort and the
water batteries into rubble at their leisure.
Inside Southern lines, the mood was far less hopeful.
The room was rife with recriminations as the three senior
Confederate officers met in the town of Dover, discussing
options following Pillow’s disastrous order to withdraw after
securing the road out of town. Pillow himself wanted to stay and
fight another day, but was dismissed by Buckner — who refused
to sacrifice more men when the outcome was no longer in
doubt. The possibility of marching out through the darkness was
discussed, but the weather made it impossible. Marching
through snow and flooded roads might mean the loss of threequarters of the men in the process of escape.
In the end, surrender was deemed the only humane
option. Even though they agreed, with the decision, both John
B. Floyd and Gideon Pillow refused to participate in the
exercise and resigned their commands in order to escape.
Nathan Bedford Forrest, who strongly disagreed with the decision, was told that he could leave with as many of his cavaliers
as would follow him; about 500 mounted men left by the
partially flooded River Road without firing a shot. In the end,
although he had been third in seniority, it was left to Simon B.
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Buckner to surrender Fort Donelson and the Confederate army
to his old friend and West Point upperclassman.

Internment Bound. Confederate prisoners captured at Fort
Donelson. (Frank Leslie, The Soldier in Our Civil War)
Before dawn on February 16, Maj. Nathaniel F.
Cheairs of the 3rd Tennessee Infantry carried Buckner’s request
to discuss surrender terms across the lines and was escorted to
Grant’s headquarters by Brig. Gen. Smith, who warmed himself
by the fire as his commander read the note. Grant then handed
the missive to Smith, asking his opinion. Smith replied curtly,
“No terms to the damned rebels!” and Grant penned the brief
reply that transformed him into a legend:
... No terms except unconditional and immediate surrender can
be accepted. I propose to move immediately upon your works.
Maj. Cheairs took the note back and returned with
Buckner’s reply, reluctantly accepting what he called Grant’s
“ungenerous and unchivalrous terms,” and the battle for Ft.
Donelson was over.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
James R. Knightis a graduate of Harding University and a veteran of the
United States Air Force. A resident of Franklin, Tenn., he is an interpreter for
the Battle of Franklin Trust, bringing history alive for visitors to the Carter
House. He is the author of two books in The History Press’s Sesquicentennial
Series — "The Battle of Fort Donelson: No Terms but Unconditional Surrender"
and "The Battle of Franklin: When the Devil Had Full Possession of the Earth."

More Vital Records: When the Court House has
Burned Down
This issue, we will be talking about what records
are available to you if those official vital records are not
there; either they were never made in the first place, or

through flood, fire, war, etc the records have been
destroyed. Even though the US Government told states to
start keeping vital records in the early 1900s, not all states
did so; and if a death or birth did not take place in a
hospital, often there will be a delayed record or no record
at all. So you will need to start looking at other types of
records in their places.
For birth records, take a look at marriage and
death records for that individual first. Often birth
information will be included in these records. Just
remember that the information may not be entirely
accurate. Someone may have given an earlier birthdate on
a marriage record in order to appear old enough to legally
marry without a parent’s consent. And your ancestor was
not there to give his or her own birth info to the person
making out their death record; whoever gave the info may
be wrong or just doesn’t know.
Another place to look for birth information is in
birth announcements in the newspaper. In the past, the
gossip section of the neighborhood newspaper was
devoted to gossip about your ancestors and their
neighbors, not about celebrities. Baptism records can also
be helpful, but you have to remember that baptisms could
happen anywhere from an hour to many years after the
actual birth, depending on the Christian sect your
ancestors belonged to. Military and pension files often
include birth information. City, town and county records
may include birth data. Bible records can be helpful, but
first, not everyone has access to family Bibles, and
second, again, this is a place where incorrect information
often can be found. Census records, especially from 1850
upwards, can help narrow down a birth to within a year or
so… but again, even if it was your ancestor talking to the
census taker, that doesn’t mean the information is
accurate. I have a several times great grandmother who
aged 4 years over the period of 3 Federal censuses (30
years). You know the old Jack Benny joke about him
being 39 and holding??? ;> yep, it happens. Cemetery and
undertaker records may include info as to birth, even if it
is the age of the deceased (sometimes down to how many
days) at death.
If available, sometimes school records may well
record a student’s birth date. Voting records may also
include this information. If your ancestor ended up in
court for any of many reasons, his or her birth info may be
part of the record. If your ancestor had any of a number of
different types of licenses – driving, gun, beautician,
notary public, etc – most applications ask for birth
information.
As far as records that name the parents of the
ancestor – which may not be included in some of the
above records – also look at wills, land deeds, and probate
records, as well as orphan court records (if the father dies
while the children are still minors, the wife or other
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relative would have to go to court to obtain a legal order
stating they were the legal guardian of the children.) In
earlier days, if a child were apprenticed to someone, there
will be legal documentation stating the terms of the
apprenticeship, usually including the names of the parents.
Often parents will be mentioned in marriage
announcements in the newspaper, too. Even obituaries
may include the names of the parents of the deceased,
especially if the family were all local.
If an ancestor was fairly young when they
married, there may be a record on file showing that the
parents signed permission for the ancestor to marry.
For more recent ancestors, look for social security
records, including the applications. Draft records for men
will include birth info, and sometimes the names of their
parent(s), especially if they were still living at home. You
can find the Social Security number in the Social Security
Death Index (SSDI) (and sometimes on death records).
Copies of the application are available through the Social
Security Administration; check their website or visit the
local SS office in Rio Grande.
Marriages can generate all sorts of records. Check
for church/synagogue etc records. Marriage
announcements and reports on marriages in newspapers
are often a gold mine. Such reports often list by name and
relationship the family members who attended the

wedding. If you are having problems finding an ancestor,
look for wedding records and newspaper reports for his or
her brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews; in
newspapers especially they may be listed as “brother
Harry of Tinton Falls, MN and his wife Jessica and
children Harry Jr, Nancy, and Edward.”
Just remember to check both civil and religious
sources for marriage records. Some sects, like the
Quakers, saw marriage as a civil institution so there are no
church records. If your ancestors lived in remote and/or
rural areas that were served by a travelling minister who
they only saw every other month or so, first – often a
couple would form a ‘common law marriage’ by declaring
themselves married, and not actually be married by the
minister until several months after the actual declaration,
and second, the travelling minister may have filed his
records of the wedding a good long distance from where
your ancestors were living.
And beware of cases where your ancestors, or
other family historians, have rewritten history to make it
appear that the first children of a couple were born after
rather than before a marriage, or at least 9 months prior to
the birth… It happens!
Next time – records that can be used to establish
death information.
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