
COURSE VIDEO

Uncovering Hidden Histories: 
Compiling Biographies of People 

Omitted from Written Record

Perspective from
Newbury Street Press 

Genealogist 
Meaghan E.H. Siekman

An online conversation course

Perspective from Meaghan E.H. Siekman 1

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Historical Bias
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Bias
• particular tendency, trend, inclination, feeling, or 

opinion, especially one that is preconceived or 
unreasoned
– illegal bias against older job applicants;
– the magazine’s bias toward art rather than 

photography;

• unreasonably hostile feelings or opinions about a 
social group; prejudice
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Bias in History
Bias of the Historian
• selecting just those causes or themes which the historian has 

an interest in highlighting and ignoring others of equal 
significance

Bias of the Source Creator
• societal norms or laws of the historical period that affected the 

bias of the person creating the record
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Example: Columbus “Discovered” the New World
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Textbook Bias
• Invisibility

• Stereotyping

• Imbalanced perspective 
– Removing agency from 

underrepresented
– Western centric

• Rose Colored Glasses
– Glossing over unpleasant 

realities

• Fragmentation
– i.e. Boxing out achievements 

of women in science

• Language Bias
– i.e. Native groups as “roaming,” etc. 
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Conformity Bias
• How might conforming

to societal norms effect
the way historians write
history?

• How might this affect
the way documents are
recorded?

When an individual who doesn’t know this is 
a test gives the correct answer is then 
informed that the rest of the group has said 
Line B, in 75% of cases the individual 
changes their own opinion in favor of the 
groups’ opinion.
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Confirmation Bias
• When we look for things in events or people that confirm what we 

already believe to be true about them. 
– Not seeking out objective facts
– Remembering details that uphold your belief and ignore information 

that challenges it. 

• Example: Left-handed people are more creative than right-handed 
people. 
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Historians Confronting Bias

Questions good historians ask of their work: 

• Are there other viewpoints of this event/place/person?
• Have I neglected to acknowledge a group of people or 

an influence on an event?
• What aspects of this past are uncomfortable to me? 
• Is there someone else that could offer input to what I 

have researched/written so far?
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Bias and your Ancestors

Have they been left 
out of the historical 

narrative?

Do records of your 
ancestors reflect the 
bias of their time?

Is your own bias 
affecting what 

resources you include 
in your search?
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Acknowledge your own bias!
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Address Your Own Bias

Ask Yourself:

• Is there an aspect of my ancestor’s experience I have 
not explored?

• Do any aspects of my ancestor’s past or identity make 
me uncomfortable?

• Have I only been looking at resources from a known 
and comfortable source?
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Address the Bias of the Historian

Ask Yourself:

• What other works has this author published? 
• What are the common methods in their approach to 

history?
• What methods do they typically ignore in their work?
• Are there other authors that fill those gaps? 
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Address the Bias of the Source Creator

Ask Yourself:

• Who wrote/compiled/transcribed this record?
• What is their relationship to the ancestor/s I am 

researching?
• What outside influences may have affected how the 

document was created? 
• Did the source creator neglect to include individuals in the 

record? 
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Examples of Bias 
in Records
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https://vitabrevis.americanancestors.org/2018/12/challenging-modern-records/
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Clerk Omitting Information
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Census Takers and Race
1900 US Federal Census, Hartford, Hartford, Connecticut.
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Historical Methodology and 
Silenced Voices
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Historiography 
The study of the methods of historians in developing history. 

• Studying the historiography of a subject means studying 
how historians have researched and written about that 
subject over time. 
– The perceptions and bias of society change, and this 

informs historical research.

• The theories and methods historians are taught affect the 
bias in their work. 
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How has the way we do history changed?

Political and Military History

Focus on 
diplomatic and 
military events. 
The history of 
governments and 
the people who 
hold power.

Cultural and Economic History 

18th century 
enlightenment 
emphasizes 
culture, 
achievements of 
arts & sciences, 
and economics.   

Social History

Focus on social, 
geographic, and 
economic factors.
Working with 
primary 
resources and 
archives. 

New Social History

Mid 20th century

Studies the 
experiences of 
ordinary people 
in the past. 

Memory Studies

How nations and 
groups construct 
the past in order 
to celebrate or 
denounce key 
features. 
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How have Historical Methods shaped Genealogy?

Social History

Most published 
genealogies and local 
histories emerge out of 
the influence of Social 
History. 
Working with primary 
resources and archives.

New Social History 

Addition of more 
context to an 
individual’s life. Trying 
to understand them 
beyond names and 
dates. 

Memory Studies

This is just beginning –
More genealogical 
projects are focused on a 
shared experience which 
may be influenced by 
talks of collective 
memory. 
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Race, Class, & Gender
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What is Race, Class, & Gender?

Intersectionality theory ‐ examining the past 
through the ways social concepts of race, class, and 

gender create inequities in society. It affects:

• Individual consciousness
• Group interactions
• Group access to institutional power and privileges
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Every ancestor has a race, a class, and a 
gender which informs their place in society
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Who wrote it? What were 
their methods/bias?

What 
motivations 
did they 
have in 

creating it?

What is 
their 

relationship 
to the 
subject?

When was 
it written/ 
what was 
their 

training?

What social, 
cultural, or 

legal 
pressures 
may have 
influenced 
its creation?
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Local Histories 
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Local Histories Cont. 
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Investigate the Author
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Investigate the Author Cont.
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Investigate the Author

John J. 
Currier

White, 
Upper‐class, 

Male

Long lineage 
in 

Newburyport

Wrote from 
1896‐1909

Mayor of 
Newburyport

MA State 
Senator

Educated but 
not trained 
as a historian
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What does this mean?
Does it mean it is a “bad” history? No!

But it does mean:

• The author’s motivation was likely to esteem his 
ancestral home. 

• He likely saw his subject through his status as a white, 
upper-class, male and may have ignored sources on 
women, lower classes, and people of color. 

• There are likely sources he did not utilize that could 
help in your search. 
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Newbury Vital Records
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Marriage Records for Cambridge Little
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Newspaper “history” of 
Cambridge Little, formerly 
enslaved by Moses Little. 

Suggests a vibrant Black 
community at and around 
Newburyport, MA 

Even if the stories here are false 
or elaborated, it shows that a 
Black community did exist, 
demonstrates attitudes in 
Newburyport towards those 
formerly enslaved, and gives 
more clues for your research. 

Newspapers
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Probate Inventory for Moses Little
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1790 US Federal Census – Dracut, MA

Perspective from Meaghan E.H. Siekman 37

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Academic Journals: New England Quarterly
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Will of Anthony Negro, 1741, 
Dracut, Middlesex County Probates Case 15785
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Dracut Births and Deaths
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Dracut Town Records -Deaths
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Look at Other Sources

Check footnotes –
what sources and 
repositories did 
they use? 
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Finding Silenced Voices
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Historical Context

• What were the social and legal structures that informed 
their access to power and privilege?
• You may think you know the answer to this – but do you 

REALLY know? 

Understand the 
time when your 
ancestor lived.

• Own land
• Have a bank account
• Vote
• Attend school
• Become a Citizen
• Seek legal council, etc. 

What Laws had a 
direct affect on 
their lives?
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Historical Context, cont. 

• How were they affected by war?
• Natural disasters?
• Growth of Industries?

What major 
historical events 
influenced their 

lives?

• Did this affect their occupation?
• Influence migration?

What occurred at the 
local level in their 
town or city during 
their lifetime? 
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Confront the Realities of the Past
• History was recorded by those in power. 

– Records for enslaved persons will be under the slave owner’s name.
– Records for women are often recorded under the men in their family.
– Records for the lower classes are usually recorded when they affected 

people of higher means (court records, “warning outs,” etc.) 

• You will need to use terms in your search that may be 
uncomfortable to you, i.e. Negro or Savage
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Tip
Find histories, scholarly projects, or places 

focused on your ancestor’s race, class, 
and/or gender
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Repositories to Search

Special 
libraries 

and archives at 
colleges and 
universities.

Local historical 
societies

Genealogical 
Societies

Regional 
projects, 
historic 

houses, or 
trails focused 
on a group’s 

history

Local libraries 
for 

newspapers or 
place‐specific 
materials

County and 
state archive 
projects 
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Navigating Repositories

TIP - Check to see if 
repositories have guides 
to manuscripts 
containing information 
on Black ancestors. This 
is a good starting point.

http://www.masshist.org/collection-guides
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Rhode Island “An Act Relating to Freeing Molatto and 
Negro Slaves, February 1728”

Investigate Laws
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Understand Legal Status
Rhode Island – “Petition of negro woman to sell real estate, June 1763”

Understanding how your 
ancestor’s race, class, and 
gender informed their 
legal status can help you 
identify what powers, 
privileges, or restrictions 
were placed on their lives. 
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Understand the History of Place

St. Regis Mohawk Reservation - Akwesasne 
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International Border through Akwesasne

• Two Federal Governments – U.S. and Canada
• Three State/Provinces – New York, Quebec, Ontario
• Two Tribal Governments - Mohawk Council of Akwesasne (within Canada’s 

borders) and the St. Regis Mohawk Tribal Council, (within the United States)
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Photos of Ernest and Salli by Doug George-Kanentiio in Dianne Meili, “Ernie and Salli Benedict [Footprints],” Windspeaker Publication, vol. 29, Iss. 8, 2011. 
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1920 United States Federal Census
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1901 Census of Canada
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Legal Status at Akwesasne
• Check Treaties with United 

States and Canada to 
determine legal status. 

• Check tribal laws and 
registration requirements.

• What records exist and where 
are they kept? 
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Ernest Benedict with the Wolf Belt at Akwesasne

Understand Culture 
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1879 Marriage of Louis Sawennakarati and Charlette Kasermnison
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Examine Museums and Material Culture
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Utilize Oral History 

• May include knowledge that could lead to 
more sources

• Give you a sense of what was considered 
important enough to be passed down 
through generations

• Provide a sense of community
• Contain stories that are not written 

anywhere 
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Pulling it All Together

Major Historical Events

Regional Politics and 
Events

Community social, 
cultural, and religious 

status 

Legal Status

Race, Class, and 
Gender

Your 
Ancestor
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Recognizing Voices of the Past
• Even those left out of records or history books had agency over their 

own lives. 

• Understanding a group or community history is the best way to fully 
understand ancestors when records are scarce. 

• Use the records left by the “victors” to your advantage. 
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In Review: Question Everything!
• Things to note while researching:

– Keep a running list of questions to check against sources to examine 
the bias of source creators.

– Race, Class, and Gender groups that may have historical projects 
dedicated to them.

– Friends, neighbors, and associates you discover along the way.

Get to know your own bias and check it often!
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Uncovering Hidden Histories: Compiling Biographies of 
People Omitted from Written Record 

featuring panelists Meaghan E.H. Siekman, 
Carole Emberton and Anne F. Hyde

See you again on 
Monday, October 17 

6-7:30 pm (ET)
for our live conversation…
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