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Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

Class 4: Understanding the 
Historical Context of a Record

Piecing Together the 
Story: Analyzing Records 
and Drawing Conclusions

Meet today’s presenter

Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Understanding history
• Understanding attitudes
• Insight into questions
• Record availability

• Video demonstration
• Non-traditional sources
• Applying to your family
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Voice of 
Rhonda R. McClure,
Senior Genealogist

Historical Context
• Important when analyzing sources and records

• Helps us understand attitudes of our ancestors

• Offers insight into why certain questions were asked on certain 
records

• Offers insight into record availability

• Helps guide research to non-traditional sources

Historical Context
• “It is a concept that is used in the social sciences to define the set of 

circumstances and situations in which an object of study is found.”

• “It allows us to better understand its reason for being, its importance 
and its relationship with its environment.”

Meanings.com
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Historical Context
• Types of context:
– Political
– Economic
– Social
– Cultural
– Religious

• Not all may be important for the record in question

History, History, History

Understanding History
• Books on historical events
– Offer insight into why and how
– Suggest origins for immigrants
– Open your understanding of the place and time
– Exist on many topics

• Glimpse of what your ancestors experienced

• Offer bibliographies of records and sources
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Understanding History

History

Ancestor

Records

Passenger List, NYC, 1926, p1

Tip:
Ask yourself questions about 

the record
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Understanding History
• WHO: Alberto V. Guglielmo

• WHAT: Immigration Visa Number 253 

• WHEN did passenger lists begin to include visa numbers?

• HOW did my ancestor get a visa number?

• WHY did my ancestor have to have one?

• WHERE can I learn more?

History of U.S. Visas

Dillingham Commission Reports:
• 41 volumes
• A 42nd volume, index, never published

Dillingham Commission Report

• Officially submitted to the Committee 
on Immigration – December 5, 1910

• Printed in 1911

Volume 3
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Dillingham Commission Report

Following the Trail
• From the Dillingham Report

• Immigration Acts of
– 1917
– 1921
– 1924

• Learning about Immigration Act of 1924

Congressional Record
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Scholarly Articles

FN 9

The Journal of American History

Reference to National Archives
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National Origins Board Files

FN 12 “Dist. Of White Pop…”

Immigration Act of 1924
• Legislative history:
– 1 Feb 1924: H.R. 6540 Introduced (Johnson)
– 20 Feb 1924: S. 2576 Introduced (Reed)
– 17 Mar 1924: H.R. 7995 Introduced (Johnson)
– 12 Apr 1924: H.R. 7995 Passed the house
– 18 Apr 1924: Senate suspends indefinitely S. 2576, requests conference 

with House on H.R. 7995
– 19 May 1924: H.R. 7995 presented to President for signing

• Signed into law 31 May 1924 by Calvin Coolidge
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Estimates per H.R. 7995

Understanding History
• U.S. citizens think too many immigrants are arriving

• Congress appoints Dillingham commission

• Senator Dillingham is anti-immigrant

• In 1921 he proposes a quota act

• Ultimately Congress approves Immigration Act of 1924 and 
President signs it into law

• Puts limits on number of immigrants allowed in the country

Understanding History
• WHO: Alberto V. Guglielmo

• WHAT: Immigration Visa Number 253 

• WHEN did the passenger lists begin to include visa numbers? Began to 
phase in in 1925

• WHY did my ancestor have to have one? A result of the Immigration Act 
of 1924

• HOW did my ancestor get a visa number? Applied via U.S. consulate in 
older country

• WHERE can I learn more? Many books available
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Understanding Attitudes

Understanding Attitudes
• Attitudes of those in charge
– Regarding colonization
– Regarding disagreements among those residing in the country/area 

they are in charge of

• Attitudes that served as push factors to immigrants

• Attitudes of those in the U.S. or other country in regard to 
immigrants

• Attitudes drawn from religious beliefs

William Rotch
• A staunch Quaker

• Owned whaling and cargo ships

• Brother, Francis, owned the Dartmouth
– Had taken whale oil to England
– Came back laden with tea, then was denied landing
– Tea ended up thrown in the Boston harbor

• Was at odds with non-Quaker individuals in Massachusetts for his 
pacifism
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Historical Books/Articles
• American Revolution – General

• American Revolution – Massachusetts

• Quakers – General

• Quakers – Nantucket

• Quakers – American Revolution Period

• Massachusetts – Rotch Family

Tip:
From books come references 

that lead you to records

NEHG Register, vol. 32, p. 38
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NEHG Register, vol. 33, p. 305

Where to Turn?
• Autobiography – find the beginning of the transcript in the Register

to see where the manuscript is found

• Thomas Jenkins court document – look at the Massachusetts State 
Archives Collection, colonial period, 1622-1788 (aka Felt 
Collection)

AmericanAncestors.org
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Beginning of transcription

Finding Original

The Diary
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The Diary

www.familysearch.org/en/search/catalog/koha:1055547

Part of the FamilySearch full-
text search options at 

www.familysearch.org/labs

The Impeachment

40

41

42

Class 4: Piecing Together the Story: Analyzing Records and Drawing Conclusions

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



9/24/2025

15

Tip:
Always look at images before 

and after the one you are 
brought to

QUESTIONS?

Insight into Questions
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Insight into Questions
• Government forms created for needs of the government and their 

concerns of
– Military manpower
– Individuals entering the country
– Population

• New questions often the result of historical events

• Look for published directions given to those handling the records

Historical Events
• Colonization

• Emigration and Immigration

• Control of Certain Individuals

• War

• Assassinations

• The Great Depression

• Epidemics and Pandemics

1870 Census
• First census after U.S Civil War

• 1870 Census had 20 columns of questions (6 more than 1860)

• Important additions to 1870
– Father foreign born
– Mother foreign born
– Constitutional relations

• Male citizens of U.S. of 21 years and upwards
• Male citizens of U.S. of 21 years and upwards where right to vote is 

denied or abridged
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1870 Census, New Bedford, Mass.

U.S. Male Citizen, 
21 and older

U.S. Male Citizen, 
21 and older, denied 

right to vote

Measuring America

1930 Census, Tisbury, Mass.
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Passenger List Questions

Record Availability

Passenger List, NYC, 1926, p. 1
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Visa Record?
• Alberto V. Guglielmo came from Torino

• Passenger list arrival in 1926

• Immigration Visa No. 253

Video Demonstration

Tip:
Always write down the NAID 

number
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Internet Search Engines 
• Powerful resources

• Alert to:
– Articles on JSTOR
– Digitized books in varying availability

• Read the entire book
• Preview some of the pages
• Snippet (alerts to a term you were searching)
• No preview

– Newspapers
– More

Google.com

Google.com
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Place and Time

Place and Time

Hillel Sbritsky – brother of 
Mary (Sbritsky) Solomon

Relatives offer insight and perhaps 
additional records.

Place and Time 

• Footnote 201
• Census 1920
• Ed Glick, interview with author, 12 

January 1997
• Footnote 202

• WCD [Wilmington City 
Directory] 1914-1924

• WCD 1921-1922

1921-22 Wilmington, Delaware City 
Directory (R.L. Polk & Co.), p. 516.
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QUESTIONS?

Non-Traditional Sources

Non-Traditional Sources
• May not be devoted to genealogy

• Can be useful because of
– Period
– Location
– Subject matter

• Bibliographies can lead you to new records
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Non-Traditional Sources
• Theses and dissertations

• Books about any topic if the period and location match your 
research
– Waterways in early periods
– Household staff (e.g. maids, cooks, etc.)

• Historic commission reports

Thesis

Thesis - Bibliography
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Really READ the Thesis Screenshots taken from Notability (Mac) of 
my reading of this thesis.

Applying to Your Family

Guides
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Part of Table of Contents

Emily Morgan
• Emily Morgan 
– dau. of Charles Waln Morgan and Sarah Rodman
– m. New Bedford, Bristol Co., Mass., 24 May 1842, William J. Rotch

• Per published New Bedford Vital Records, marriage took place in 
New Bedford Congregational Church

• Rotch, Morgan, Rodman families all staunch Quakers in New 
Bedford

Applying Questions
• WHO: Emily Morgan & William J. Rotch

• WHAT: Marriage in Congregational Church, 1842 

• WHY did they marry there?

• WHEN did they leave the Quaker faith?

• HOW did they leave the Quaker faith (i.e. choice, disowned)?

• WHERE can I learn more?
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https://mhc-macris.net/details?mhcid=NBE.807

NBE.807 – Oak Grove Cemetery

NBE.807 – Oak Grove Cemetery

76

77

78

Class 4: Piecing Together the Story: Analyzing Records and Drawing Conclusions

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



9/24/2025

27

NBE.807 – Oak Grove Cemetery

New Lights vs Old Lights?
• Schism in New Bedford

• Where can I find more about this event?

• What records might it lead me to?

Articles to Manuscripts

Frederick B. Tolles, “The New-
Light Quakers of Lynn and New 
Bedford” The New England 
Quarterly, 1959 (vol. 32, pp. 291-
319) – cited an anonymous diary 
held by Friends Historical Library, 
Swarthmore (p. 305)
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New Lights

New Bedford Quaker Records

Men’s Minutes Women’s Minutes

New Light Schism of New Bedford

Frederick Tolles’ article Anonymous diary

Emily Morgan’s Marriage & Burial

Congregational Church Oak Grove Cemetery

Beginnings of an Article

Ultimately…
• Hundreds of pages of Quaker minutes, marriages, and registers

• Hundreds of letters (some digitized, others viewed and digitally 
photographed in repositories)

• 39 books

• 15 articles

• Records from Nantucket, New Bedford, Lynn (Mass.); New York,
and England
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Articles

Tip:
Always dig deeper for a better 

understanding

Timelines
• Compile timeline
– Begin with ancestral events
– Add general events pertinent to period & locality

• Consider color coding (may need a key)

• Include a column for notes/thoughts

• Include source citations
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Timeline: History & Family

Every fact or note has a source 
citation.

Timeline: History & Family Colored text and highlights draw 
attention to questions and issues.

Timeline: History & Family
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QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org

Consultations

https://www.americanancestors.org/piecing-together-story-analyzing-records-and-
drawing-conclusions
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org

Copyright © 2025
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