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Introduction

Historians have recently directed our attention to the development of American 
genealogy through the colonial period (Wulf 2012), antebellum period (Morgan 
2010a), Gilded Age (Morgan 2010b), early twentieth century (Hering 2009) and 
into the age of genetics (Weil 2013). By the early twentieth century, twinned pro-
cesses of commercialization and professionalization had led to a democratization of 
genealogical research among the upper middle classes (Weil 2013, pp. 143–179). 
However, this historical research leaves relatively unexplored the particular pro-
cesses through which genealogical research became accessible and appealing to 
many Americans of diverse class and ethnic backgrounds in the second half of the 
twentieth century.

Ethnic heritage is at the heart of recent scholarship on genealogical research in 
popular culture. Paul Basu (2007), Catherine Nash (2008), and Katharina Schramm 
(2012) analyze genealogists of Scottish, Irish, and West African descent who trav-
eled to the lands of their ancestors. Carla Almeida Santos and Grace Yan (2010) 
focus on the meaning of genealogical travel among visitors to a research library in 
the USA. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998), Mike Wallace (1996), and Joanne 
Maddern (2004) examine New York City’s Ellis Island Immigration Museum as a 
site of genealogical tourism.

Another large research area focuses on genealogy in commercial, popular media, 
as exemplified in how genealogical practices are represented in television programs 
such as Who Do You Think You Are, Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s African American 
Lives, Alex Haley’s Roots, and websites like Ancestry.com, FindMyPast.co.uk, and 
FamilyTreeDNA.com (Davison 2010; Fishbein 1983; Holdsworth 2011; Nightin-
gale 2011; Nordgren 2010; Jacobson 2006).
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These two research foci leave unaddressed the more mundane, local, and every-
day genealogical practices that reside at the heart of family heritage as a popular 
cultural phenomenon. Jeanette Edwards’s (1998, 2009, 2012) of local genealogists 
in a postindustrial city in northern England thus offers a dramatically different per-
spective on this popular practice. She finds working-class genealogists using re-
search to perform claims to the place in which they were “born and bred” and to 
contest claims to the area made by recent middle-class migrants. These practices 
receive support from local institutions.

Like the small public libraries in this region of England … The Nat has had a new lease of 
life with the rising popularity of family history research. Visitors now come on a Thursday 
evening when the library and museum are open to the public to consult the back run of the 
local newspaper … to look at old photographs, books and maps, and to consult records that 
have been deposited at The Nat over many years. The new photo librarian is an avid ‘family 
tree-er’ (her words) and is delighted to help people with their research. She has designed 
and launched a web page which reports on her own research but also, significantly, and for 
the first time, promotes The Nat outside Alltown. (Edwards 2009, p. 8)

To be a genealogist, to do genealogy, requires sources of information. These sources 
do not emerge naturally, but rather come to exist as part of ever-evolving informa-
tion infrastructures. Infrastructures do not exist on their own, but emerge out of, and 
in relation to, organized practices and existing social arrangements. Conceiving of 
information systems as infrastructures has become a key intellectual project in the 
interlinked fields of information science and science and technology studies. Leigh 
Star (1999) and Geoffrey Bowker (1994) developed the concept to demonstrate the 
importance of closely studying “boring things” (Star 1999, p. 377) such as classifi-
cation systems. When infrastructures work well, they tend to disappear, becoming 
invisible to those that rely on them. Information infrastructure does not emerge in 
a particular time and space as a bounded object. Rather, infrastructures are ongoing 
social processes (Star 1999, p. 380) adapted, reconfigured, appropriated, and code-
signed in relation to ever-changing local, national, and global trends. Understand-
ing genealogical information infrastructure as situated social process constitutes the 
theoretical goal of this chapter.

Here I analyze the development of a local genealogical infrastructure from 1958 
to 1978 at a small public library in Urbana, Illinois, in the US Midwest. This li-
brary is not known nationally for its genealogical services and thus is not a locus 
of tourism, unlike the library studied by Santos and Yan (2010). During this time 
period, the library’s genealogical services were used almost exclusively by local 
citizens. Simultaneously, this local infrastructure connected in critical ways to na-
tional (and even international) infrastructures emerging from different directions. 
This infrastructure also emerged in relation to changing popular interests in the past, 
organized around changing gender, religious, place-based, racialized, and ethnic 
identities. By foregrounding infrastructure as an ongoing social process indissolu-
bly connected to other social processes, I offer a new perspective on the “democra-
tization” of genealogy and popular family heritage practices in the period following 
the World War II.
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Local Context: Urbana, Illinois

The Urbana Public Library is embedded in its eponymous town. Between 1940 and 
1980, Urbana (and its twin city Champaign) nearly tripled in size, growing from a 
combined population of approximately 35,000–95,000 (US Census Bureau Decen-
nial Census 1940–1980). This enormous growth reflects the expansion of the Uni-
versity of Illinois, the local health sector and a nearby air force base. The African-
American population also grew proportionally during this time period, from 6 % in 
1940 to 11 % in 1980. In contrast, the rural-farm population in Champaign County 
decreased from approximately 16,000 to 5500.

Keiko Ikeda’s (1998) ethnography of the 40th class reunion of a Champaign-Ur-
bana high school class of 1942 helps us to locate these demographic facts in class-
based social realities. She found “university kids” at the top of the social hierarchy, 
with further class divisions emerging from one’s location in the area. Being a farm 
child led to being located lower in the local hierarchy. Within the cities themselves, 
those who lived in neighborhoods on the south side of town were seen as more 
elite, and those who lived on the north side were more working class. These class 
divisions contained within them racial divides. During this time period Champaign-
Urbana was starkly segregated by race: virtually all African-Americans lived in 
a particular neighborhood known as the North End until the late 1960s (Lenstra 
2011). However, both nationally and locally these class-based social realities were 
far from permanent (Ortner 2003). Ikeda provides the poignant narrative of “Hal,” 
a member of the Champaign-Urbana high school class of 1942 who grew up poor 
and white on the north side of town, but who eventually made his way into the upper 
middle class, equaling the status of his affluent high school friend “Dirk,” whose 
father taught at the University of Illinois.

The depression of the 1930s continued to perpetuate the class stratification of 
American society, so well portrayed in Hollywood films of the era, whether comedy 
or drama. Some members of this generation (Mannheim 1928) created a working-
class front (Denning 1998). Others blamed themselves and their families for their 
inability to make it into (and to stay within) the middle classes (Frisch 1979). In the 
period of national affluence following the World War II those who sought middle-
class success moved to the suburbs and enrolled in centers of higher education, such 
as in Urbana-Champaign (Cohen 2003; Gumprecht 2009). But growth in higher 
education also led to growth in the working classes as more and more manual labor-
ers were needed to sustain construction and service industries in the area (Rothman 
1984; Elazar 1970).

It is in this context that genealogical infrastructure emerged at the Urbana Free 
Library. This infrastructure grew out of library services dedicated to local heritage. 
On October 13, 1958, the library board gave Nelle Carpenter, a 57-years-old cata-
loger with a high school education and with no ties to the University of Illinois, re-
sponsibility for a new Archives Room located in the library’s basement. She began 
work at the library in 1946. Although the head librarian at the time was reluctant 
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to hire someone without library training she recognized that trained librarians were 
scarce.

Prior to the emergence of the Archives Room, the library had haphazardly col-
lected local heritage material. When Carpenter took control of this collection, it 
contained a heterogeneous assortment of artifacts, local histories, papers of local 
elites, and administrative records from the library. Carpenter dedicated herself to 
this material. When she retired in 1976, she was known as “one of the best story-
tellers around” for her management of what a newspaper called “Nelle’s Archives 
Room.”1

Despite the personal stamp that Carpenter left on the archives, a growing number 
of local genealogists challenged her authority over the space. In 1960, the archives 
began providing genealogical services through a partnership with the local chap-
ter of the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). The DAR is a patriotic 
group that requires members to prove the existence of an ancestor who contributed 
to American victory in the American Revolution. The local DAR chapter decided 
to take advantage of the new archives by moving its lineage books from the open 
stacks of the Champaign Public Library to the secure space in Urbana. Almost im-
mediately, tensions flared around the question of who controlled the archives. These 
tensions had class dimensions. Carpenter had working-class origins in contrast to 
the members of the DAR elite hereditary society. The DAR members felt they had 
the privilege to enter the archives whenever they wished, but the library board in-
sisted that access be made available only during the room’s limited hours.

Tensions between the Daughters and the library morphed into a general struggle 
over the identity of the archives. When a wealthy local DAR member passed away 
in 1962 her large private genealogical library—one of the largest in the state—was 
donated by her family to the Urbana Free Library in 1964. Based on this new collec-
tion, the DAR chapter formed a genealogy group that began meeting at the archives. 
In January 1965, the DAR held a genealogical workshop open to the general public. 
Twenty-nine married females attended the workshop. Interest in genealogy rose 
and inspired more and more to visit the archives. A surviving sign-in book from the 
1960s illustrates that annual patronage of the archives more than tripled between 
1963 and 1965, from approximately 150 to 550. Annual patronage increased to 
nearly 1000 by 1970.

These trends are not unique to Champaign-Urbana. Beginning in the late 1960s, 
librarians across the country noted an increased presence of elderly patrons search-
ing for genealogical information. These findings prompted professional debate 
about how public libraries should support this growing popular informational inter-
est. Some argued that since most genealogists were senior citizens, and since senior 
citizens pay taxes, they deserved services equal to those provided to other demo-
graphic groups. Just as children have children’s libraries, so the argument went, 

1 In the interest of space constraints, references to library board meetings, local geneaological 
society meetings, other organizations’ notes, personal notes, newspaper clippings, and so forth 
are gathered below in Archival sources rather than cited endnote by endnote. Any reader wishing 
specific information pertinent to the text may contact the author.
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senior citizens should have genealogical services. This argument, which depends on 
a cultural assumption that all old people have interest in doing genealogy, received 
some traction in the profession. In 1968, the American Library Association (ALA) 
formed a Genealogy Committee and 400 people attended its first meeting.

Back in Urbana, Carpenter resisted the increasing incorporation of her local his-
tory archives into this emerging national genealogical infrastructure. She promoted 
the archives as first and foremost about local history. During National Library Week 
in 1966 the archives held a special reception to celebrate the donation of the “Old 
City Building cornerstone.” The genealogical collections hardly received notice in 
the event’s publicity. Nonetheless, local interest in genealogical research did not 
abate, and the library slowly began more proactively responding to these trends. 
The DAR and the Urbana Free Library jointly sponsored a three-session genea-
logical workshop in early 1967. The workshop was so overenrolled that the library 
decided to repeat the workshop, at triple the cost for attendees, later that year. Even 
at the higher cost, the workshop filled to capacity. All funds generated from the 
workshops returned to the archives. In response to this overwhelming popularity, 
Carpenter reoriented National Library Week programming in both 1967 and 1968 
around genealogy.

As more and more genealogists used the archives for research, some began vol-
unteering to increase reference and materials processing support. Ten of these vol-
unteers met in each other’s homes on weekdays to provide mutual aid for their 
research. Calling themselves “The Peanut Butter Girls” because they ate peanut 
butter sandwiches during these meetings, the women were of diverse class back-
grounds. Jean Evans, world traveler and wife of the Dean of the College of Educa-
tion at the University of Illinois, exemplifies one end of the spectrum; Jean Gordon, 
life-long Urbana resident and wife of a wage-labor movie projectionist, exemplifies 
the other. In between were descendants of well-to-do local farm families. This class 
diversity appears to have had no effect on the group’s cohesiveness. Rather, the im-
petus for this new group came from the realization that genealogical research was 
no longer the purview of elite groups like the DAR, but was quickly becoming more 
popular across classes. A second trend propelling the emergence of the new group 
was the high geographical mobility in Champaign-Urbana society after the World 
War II. Jean Evans noted in a June 1973 group newsletter that over one-half of the 
membership lacked kinship ties in the local area. Constructing “portable roots” in 
the “temporary society” of mobile America (Bennis and Slater 1968) interested the 
women (and men) who made up the new genealogy group more than researching 
family heroes who fought in the American Revolution. In any case, these individu-
als recognized growing local interest in genealogy, and responded to this trend by 
organizing a public meeting in April 1969 to discuss forming an official genealogi-
cal society: the Champaign County Genealogical Society (CCGS). None of these 
individuals had any advanced library or archival training. Their primary qualifica-
tions were that they were dedicated genealogists and had passion for the archives.

In the 1960s and 1970s, popular genealogy lost some of its historical associations 
with lineage and hereditary societies, such as the DAR. In this period of transfor-
mation (Farber 1994; Bodnar 1993), doing genealogy became a hobby rhetorically 
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open to all. This shift required new institutional supports. Local genealogical societ-
ies formed throughout the USA, beginning in the early 1960s. In 1968, members of 
these local societies formed the Illinois State Genealogical Society as “a clearing 
house for information” to help in coordinating local projects across the state. These 
local and state groups were organized at the national level in 1976. These new ge-
nealogy groups dedicated themselves to building local, state, and national supports 
for genealogical information-seeking of all types. These trends are not distinctively 
American. As Raphael Samuel (1985) discusses, during the 1960s family history 
societies formed throughout the UK, and by 1974 these local groups coalesced into 
the Federation of Family History Societies (FFHS 2007). When the “Peanut Butter 
Girls” called a meeting in 1969 to form a new local genealogical society they mir-
rored state, national, and even international trends.

In Champaign County, the newly formed genealogical society achieved modest 
popularity. By 1971, the group had more than 100 dues-paying members, and the 
membership gradually rose to 160 by 1980. Biographical information on the found-
ers of the group shows that these women and men were born before or during the 
1920s. Many founders either grew up on farms, or were within one generation of 
agricultural life, suggesting modest middle- and working-class backgrounds. By the 
early 1970s, the DAR disappears from records of the Urbana Free Library Archives, 
replaced by the new, more democratic genealogy society.

Laboring Genealogy: Building Infrastructure

The genealogy society dedicated itself to mutual aid among local genealogists. This 
work emerged out of volunteer and paid labor at the Urbana Free Library Archives. 
The society provided reference support, raised funds, hosted guest speakers, re-
corded data from area cemeteries, and provided many other services at the archives. 
One of the most interesting projects began in July 1976, when the group started a 
card catalog in which members could create entries for books located in their pri-
vate collections. Patrons of this catalog could ask book owners to check indexes for 
names and even loan titles. This “library without walls” illustrates how this group, 
composed of individuals with almost no professional archival or library training, 
developed innovative information infrastructures based on their mutual interest in 
genealogical practices.

Through the labor of the genealogical society the Urbana Free Library Archives 
became a node in national genealogical infrastructures. Members attended major 
state and national genealogy conferences and reported back to the membership. 
The group participated in projects led by organizations such as the Illinois State 
Archives, Chicago’s Newberry Library, the U.S. National Archives, and the Church 
of the Latter-Day Saints (Mormon Church). Beginning in the mid-1970s, members 
of the society transcribed Champaign County census returns onto IBM worksheets 
and sent them off for aggregation into the Newberry’s new digital system.
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The society closely monitored local, state, and national trends related to access 
to governmental records used in genealogical research. Members of the group fa-
cilitated a partnership between the Urbana Free Library and the Champaign County 
government focused on enhancing access to local governmental records. In the late 
1970s, members of the society mobilized to protest proposed Illinois legislation that 
would close access to vital records across the state, attending the hearings for the 
bill. They even spoke before the state legislature. Groups like the CCGS worked 
to ensure public access to governmental records for genealogical research. These 
groups have had a real, if largely unacknowledged, impact on governmental infor-
mation infrastructure.

The Mormon Church also appears prominently in these developments. Through-
out this time period, genealogy workshops taught at the archives relied on fill-in-
the-blank family history sheets produced by Everton Publishers in Logan, Utah. 
Members also actively involved themselves with developments within the Church, 
even though none of the founding members (and few active members) of the genea-
logical society were members of the Mormon Church. Among the 7000 attendees 
of the World Conference on Records organized by the Mormon Church in 1969 
was a member of the CCGS, who shared with the local society his amazement 
at the digital genealogical infrastructure emerging in Utah. A similar sentiment of 
awe appeared in a member’s report on the Mormon Church’s developing branch 
library system. In February 1973, the Mormon Church established a branch library 
in Champaign. Anyone from the general public could access the Mormon Church’s 
microfilm card catalog at this library. Some society members even volunteered at 
the Mormon Church’s branch library to increase its services. Sociologist Armand L. 
Mauss (1994, pp. 130–131) has argued that as the Mormon Church’s branch library 
system expanded throughout the country in the 1960s and 1970s, “non-Mormon ge-
nealogy buffs” used the library system more than members of the Mormon Church 
itself. Since both Mormons and non-Mormons expressed great interest in genealogy 
in this time period, shared genealogical practices helped bring Mormonism more 
fully into mainstream American society. In other words, shared interest in using, 
creating, and sustaining genealogical infrastructures represents one dimension of 
the cultural assimilation of American Mormons.

Family and Local Heritages in the 1970s

Despite this shift in focus to genealogy, local heritage did not disappear from the 
Urbana archives. Rather, the development and strengthening of local history infor-
mation services at the archives depended on growing popular interest in geneal-
ogy. As ever more people came to the archives in search of genealogical infor-
mation, they created the context for increased administrative funding and support 
for local history collections. The genealogical society also involved itself in local 
heritage activities, participating in bicentennial events, oral history projects, and a 
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committee to establish a county museum. Especially popular was an initiative to 
commemorate Champaign County’s “pioneer” farm families. This project, which 
combined genealogy and local heritage, mobilized the membership around an effort 
to commemorate the cultural legacies of farm families in the local area, many of 
whom were the ancestors of those active members with kinship ties in the local area. 
These practices caused local heritage to become a dimension of popular genealogi-
cal practices.

When Fred Schlipf was hired as the director of the Urbana Free Library in 1974, 
he gave strong administrative support to the archives. He saw great potential in 
the space, and believed previous administrators did not adequately support it. Like 
Nelle Carpenter before him, Schlipf focused his energies on local heritage. In 1978, 
Schlipf rebranded the archives the Champaign County Historical Archives to clarify 
its focus beyond the city of Urbana. He also increased library funding for the ar-
chives, published local history books, and expanded the archives’ space. Nonethe-
less, Schlipf left much of the day-to-day operations of the archives to genealogists. 
He reflected in an interview I conducted with him that “library administrators had 
the greatest interest in local history, but the users were most interested in gene-
alogy” (personal communication, April 18, 2012). What the archives symbolized 
depended on context. Some people certainly came to the archives in search of local 
heritage. But most came to do genealogical research. Star (1999) argues that infra-
structures do not symbolize only one thing. Members of diverse social worlds use 
shared infrastructures for diverse meaning-making processes. The social world of 
the library administration did not match the social world of the library users. But 
both social worlds collaborated around building an information infrastructure that 
would serve diverse popular interests in local and family heritage information.

Gender and Genealogical Identities

Although women had done almost every task necessary to create the CCGS, men 
initially provided the public face of the group. When the CCGS formed in 1969, 
men took charge of its leadership. All speakers at the first organizational meeting 
were men. Half the founding officers, including the president, were men (Fig. 12.1). 
The female officers recognized themselves through the names of their husbands. 
Nonetheless, membership lists reveal that throughout the 1970s females constituted 
the vast majority of the group. As the decade advanced these gender norms softened, 
but did not disappear. In 1973, Jean Evans (still identified as Mrs. Rupert Evans) 
was elected as the group’s first female president. But she reported as Jean Evans 
upon her reelection in 1974 and in that year all officers, except one, were women.

Gender identities also played a role in how members framed genealogy’s social 
and cultural significance. Male charter members of the CCGS identified genealogy 
as just one of many antiquarian hobbies, which included playing old-time fiddle 
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music, researching the Illinois militia, and learning about old churches and covered 
bridges. Men also served as the connective glue among local, state, and national 
genealogical infrastructures. All officers in the Illinois State Genealogical Society 
who came from Champaign County in the 1970s were men.

In contrast, female members of the society focused their genealogical pursuits 
on the family. For instance, in October 1977, Phyllis Vokes came to the archives to 
research her genealogy. After assisting Vokes with her research, Barbara Roberts 
realized that Vokes was, in fact, one of her cousins, indeed one of three cousins she 
met while at work at the archives. This story was published in the CCGS newsletter 
to remind members that doing genealogy can help one build family in the present 
as much as in the past. Emblematic of how many women in the group approached 
genealogy as part of the work of “doing” family is how a community oral history 
workshop, held in summer 1976 as part of America’s bicentennial festivities, was 
received. The workshop presented basic procedures on developing community-
based oral history projects. In a postevent editorial in the Urbana Courier, one of 
Urbana’s newspapers at the time, Mary Melton translated the workshop into the 
idiom of the family: “Oral histories forge valuable links to past … But for those 
people who want only to record the histories of their own parents and grandparents 
as a heritage gift for their children, the process can be simpler” (Editorial, Urbana 
Courier, July 8, 1976). Melton then discusses how to incorporate oral history into 
genealogy and family heritage practices. For many female genealogists, the fam-
ily was of central importance in ways that does not appear in the records of male 
genealogists.

Fig. 12.1  Founding officers of the Champaign County Genealogical Society (CCGS), June 19, 
1969. Back row, l to r, Robert Bills—vice president, Robert Behrens—treasurer, John Bresee—
president. Front row, l to r, Barbara Jean Evans—board chairman [sic], Barbara Roberts—secre-
tary, Jean Gordon—membership chairman [sic], and Marjorie Roberts—project chairman [sic]. 
Photograph in folder “CCGS Newspaper Clippings.” Box 635. CCGSR. Image courtesy Cham-
paign County Historical Archives, Urbana Free Library, Urbana, Illinois
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Popular Genealogy: Pathology or Past Time?

Throughout the 1970s, the society sought to expand local interest in genealogy 
among both men and women. In 1970, the group organized a “Young Peoples” 
workshop at the archives for youth between the ages of 12 and 18. The two or-
ganizations also collaborated with a community college to develop annual adult 
education classes on genealogy. Outreach efforts accelerated after the 1977 airing 
of Roots. Local newspapers called upon both the society and archives to meet a 
perceived mass interest in genealogy. In May 1977, the society, the archives, and a 
local shopping mall sponsored a two-day event entitled “You, Too, Have Roots.” 
Featuring a beginner’s workshop, exhibits and one-on-one consultations, the event 
encouraged members of the general public to begin their own genealogical research. 
Between April 1977 and April 1978, usage of the archives increased by 37 %, to 
3200 visits.

This framing of genealogy as socially useful, even necessary, coexisted with a 
counter discourse of genealogy as a contagious disease of obsession. Describing 
their hobby in the local media, society members deflated romantic conceptualiza-
tions of genealogical research. Martha Tummelson wrote a letter to the editor of 
the Urbana Courier (June 15, 1977) entitled “Fair Warning: Stop While You’re 
Ahead: Confessions of a Genealogy Buff.” Reflecting on 20 years of genealogical 
research, Tummelson noted her addiction saying, “I’ve got the ‘bug’ and can’t quit. 
It’s almost like being on drugs, you gotta keep on.” She then produced a litany of 
occupational hazards faced by those who do genealogy, including: an indifferent 
government bureaucracy, personal injury, swampy cemeteries, financial loss, going 
blind from reading microfilm, even divorce. No longer merely a means to the end of 
entering a hereditary society like the Daughters of the American Revolution, gene-
alogy became a postmodern (Harvey 1991) leisure pursuit with no stable meaning. 
In the context of American ambivalence towards leisure, genealogy became danger-
ous. As a contagious popular hobby subject to obsession and desire, “users” often 
framed it in pathological terms.

Again, trends in Champaign-Urbana mirrored national trends. In post-Roots 
America public librarians around the country were inundated with requests for 
genealogical support. In 1981, the ALA organized a preconference workshop on 
“Genealogy and Local History Reference Services” as part of its annual confer-
ence in San Francisco. Although apparently balancing genealogy and local history, 
the workshop in fact focused entirely on genealogy. The impetus for the workshop 
came when the director of the Genealogical Society of Utah wrote to the Executive 
Director of the ALA to point out that many Americans made unnecessary genea-
logical research trips to Utah. Reference staff in local public libraries could handle 
these basic information needs, if librarians received adequate training. The work-
shop stated that librarians needed to be prepared to serve novice and experienced 
genealogists. These national efforts to boot-strap genealogical services in America’s 
public libraries parallel grassroots efforts by groups like the CCGS to build local 
genealogical infrastructures.
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The inclusive rhetoric of everyone having genealogical roots, and national/local 
infrastructural attempts to address this desire, hid disturbing truths about the limits 
of the genealogical imagination. Although Roots told the story of a single African-
American family across time and space, historian Matthew Frye Jacobson has ar-
gued that the narrative captivated so many because it presented a template for doing 
genealogy that anyone could follow. The utilization of this template led “hundreds 
of thousands of white Americans [to descend] on local libraries and archives in 
search of information, not about slavery or black history, but about themselves and 
their own ethnic past” (Jacobson 2006, p. 43). This image of individualized con-
sumption blind to structural inequalities in American society matches the use of the 
“roots” discourse deployed in Urbana. The advertising material for the “You, Too, 
Have Roots” event held in May 1977 featured a tree of all-white faces peering down 
at their collective “roots” (Fig. 12.2). No mention is made of the African-American 
context within which the “roots” discourse originated, despite Champaign-Urbana 
having over 10,000 African-American residents in 1977.

Although the records at the Urbana Free Library offer no traces of how the local 
African-American community made sense of these trends, Sundiata Cha-Jua (then 
Rodney) remembers with anger the experience of growing up Black during the 
democratization of genealogical research in nearby Decatur, Illinois. He recalls a 
formative genealogical experience he underwent during the 1960s:

[My seventh-grade teacher] had us do this genealogy assignment and made as the standard 
for an ‘A’ that you had to trace your [family to] before the Civil War. None of the four of us 
[African-American students] could do that. But what made it worse was that you also had to 
give the origin and definition of your last name. So a black student finishes his little report. 
Then [the teacher] said,–‘You didn’t identify for us the origin of the name.’ The student 
said,–‘Well, it is German.’ So [the teacher] said,–‘Rodney, are you German? How do you 
think you came about a German last name?’ (cited in Karp 2007)

The records of the society suggest a similar type of blindness to local racial di-
vides in east central Illinois. At the same time, the records also suggest a growing 
awareness that the practice of genealogy was becoming increasingly available and 
interesting to a growing number of African-Americans during the 1970s (Blockson 
and Fry 1977; Smith and Smith 1977; Walker 1977). A 1971 meeting featured a 
report from an ALA conference discussion on “Black Genealogy.” The October 
1977 newsletter announced an “Ethnic Fair” sponsored by the Chicago-land South 
Suburban Genealogical and Historical Society, which featured genealogical instruc-
tion for those of the following backgrounds: “Black, German, Ireland, Iron Curtain 
Countries, the Netherlands and Scandinavian countries.” Throughout the 1970s 
more and more African-Americans began doing genealogy, a trend represented by 
the formation, in 1977, of the national Afro-American Historical and Genealogical 
Society, and in the publication of books like Black Genealogy: How to Begin and 
The Beginner’s Guide to Black Genealogy. Although the genealogical infrastructure 
in Urbana shows no signs of including local African-Americans, actors in this in-
frastructure nonetheless were aware of national trends pushing the democratization 
of genealogical and family heritage practices beyond that which took place in this 
time period in the local context.
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Fig. 12.2  Promotional flyer 
for “You Can Find Your 
Roots” event held at Urbana’s 
Lincoln Square Mall in May 
1977. The event was titled 
“You, Too Have Roots” in 
other promotional materials. 
Clipping located in Urbana 
Free Library Scrapbook. 
1977. Box 12. UFLR. Image 
courtesy Champaign County 
Historical Archives, Urbana 
Free Library, Urbana, Illinois
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Conclusions

This chapter has attempted to convey some of the infrastructural means by which 
genealogy entered American popular culture, and in the process transformed what 
genealogical practices mean to those who undertake them. Through publicly funded 
organizations like the Urbana Free Library, genealogical instruction and informa-
tion resources became available to increasing numbers of people of diverse back-
grounds. These trends facilitated the later emergence of more high-profile (and 
commercial) representations of genealogy in popular culture, such as the Ellis Is-
land Immigration Museum and Alex Haley’s Roots.

As local genealogical infrastructures expanded across the USA after the World 
War II, they connected into both existing infrastructures, such as the one maintained 
by the Church of the Latter-Day Saints, and newly emergent ones, such as the one 
at the Urbana Free Library Archives. As part of these interlinked processes, new 
genealogical identities emerged that differed from older ones premised on the pri-
macy of heredity (Dulong 1986). Some made genealogy part of the work of family; 
others incorporated genealogy into expanding leisure time heritage pursuits. Still 
others used genealogy to symbolize their entry into, and association with, American 
middle-class culture. Women of diverse class backgrounds used genealogy as a way 
to conduct professional, scientific labor outside the home. Genealogical practices 
never signify just one thing. But this polysemy should not blind us to the fact that 
these multiple meanings rely on a shared infrastructure (Star 1999).

The findings in this chapter emerge from in-depth archival research about one 
place. They need to be elaborated with other case studies on the democratization of 
genealogical practices in other places. These processes do not end with the United 
States’ borders, but spill over into diverse global contexts. One easily finds traces 
of Yemeni genealogists tracing their lineages from diasporic residences in Singa-
pore (Aljunied 2013), Aboriginal Australians using state archives to research family 
histories (Australian Institute 2013), Chinese librarians partnering with Utah-based 
companies to digitize traditional Chinese genealogy books for global markets (Pow-
ell 2008), Europeans using genetic genealogy testing to determine how much of 
them is “Viking” or “Neanderthal” (Zall 2012), Afro-Brazilians discussing the pains 
and pleasures that come from genetic genealogy testing (BBCBrasil 2007), and 
Black South Africans using genealogy to construct diasporic networks and identi-
ties (South African Government Information 2008). Now that genealogical prac-
tices are global, what do these practices mean to their diverse practitioners? How 
do these diverse practices, motivated by diverse meanings, relate to shared global 
information infrastructures? More work is needed to understand both the spread and 
appropriation of these practices in diverse global contexts. In this chapter, I have 
attempted to offer an example of how infrastructure offers one lens through which 
to productively apprehend and analyze these trends.
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