GENEALOGY -
DISCOVERING YOUR OWN ‘ROOTS’

“For all of us today to know who we are.”
— Alex Haley, “father of popular genealogy,” from Roots

Record numbers of people today are researching their family origins. This popular interest in
genealogy - the recording of descendants from some ancestor — is attributed to the late author
Alex Haley, whose Pulitzer Prize-winning family saga, Roots, spurred a genealogy research
movement, earning him recognition as the “father of popular genealogy.”

Haley’s self-acknowledged obsession with verifying his genealogy back to its African origins
presented incredible challenge and opportunity-

A challenge ... because, as an African American, Haley’s early ancestors were enslaved, and
slaves were listed anonymously by owner in early Census counts. Furthermore, America’s
slavery system sought to obliterate a slave’s ‘personhood,” particularly any memory link to an
African homeland: native language, religion, and culture were either erased or went
underground. Indeed, Haley was fortunate that his grandmother and her ancestors preserved a
strong oral tradition with references to people and places. These references included an African
vocabulary — words and names that Haley eventually traced to a small Mandinka village in the
backcountry of The Gambia. They also included the name Nap/is’— Annapolis, Maryland — where
Haley determined through extensive research that his African ancestor Kunta Kinte first arrived.

An opportunity ... because Haley’s 1976 best-selling book Roots and 1977 Emmy award-winning
Roots TV mini-series galvanized many African Americans to seek out and celebrate their own
origins — and to re-visit a troublesome slavery past and their connection to Africa. More
importantly, Haley’s work resonated with people of a// races, motivating millions to explore their
own roots. That exploration continues today -- as evidenced by the growing number of websites
and books about genealogy.

Why do genealogy?

Alex Haley wrote about the thrill he experienced each time he uncovered another piece to his
family past: "It wasn't that I hadn't believed the stories of Grandma ... It was simply so uncanny
sitting staring at those names ... right there in official U.S. Government [Census] records.” [Roots]

Writing the Forward to Ethnic Genealogy: A Research Guide, Haley noted, ™ Tracing ancestors as
far back as possible has brought to many people great satisfaction and pleasure... Each individual
ancestral refative ... discovered is its own special thrill! No less thrilling is the discovery of records
rich with information, which would have remained untouched, which would never have come to
light, unless you had gotten caught up in the ... magnetic lures of genealogy.”

He also spoke passionately about how his search for roots gave him "...the sense of belonging
and contributing to something larger than yourself — to something that began before you were
born and will go on after you die...”
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