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A research strategy, familiar to many professional genealogists but little used by less experienced 

researchers, is exploring the role that local/social history played in the lives of ancestors. Experienced 

researchers understand that all of us—both past and present—are embedded within a community; we 

interact with others in a variety of public and private ways. In contrast with the richness of the lives that 

these records document, these same records can capture only minimal information about the people 

mentioned within them. Outside of its social context, any document is like a pen and ink drawing. Form 

can be discerned but  with little depth or detail.  

Even those researchers, who approach genealogy as a singular goal of proving lineage, often 

acknowledge that social history can sometimes provide supportive evidence. The easiest records to 

locate are those which were created and archived by governmental agencies or organizations. But not 

all ancestors were deeply engaged in such public transactions. Some ancestors left few fingerprints to 

tell us much about the nature of their daily lives, where they may have spent a brief sojourn or where 

look for other records. Even if an ancestor produced such documents as wills, estate records and other 

records, understanding the social context in which those transactions were created can help us 

accurately interpret those records and better understand the lives we study. 

To that end, the researcher must sometimes look beyond searching directly for public records and 

explore history found in books, newspapers and journals from that time period for background 

information. Occasionally, the researcher may get lucky and find a direct reference to an ancestor, but 

the research objective that is outlined, here, is to place the ancestor into historical context. For a 

particularly reclusive ancestor, news, which travels within the community, can suggest where else the 

ancestor may have lived, how weather events or blights may have motivated a sale or mortgage of 

property. This strategy can be especially valuable to those of us who descend from the nameless masses 

of ordinary folk. Even if our ancestors left an abundance of public records, exploring the social history of 

a locale can sometimes offer up insights for interpreting records that we do find.  

The Genealogy Section of the Dallas Public Library ranks high among the best libraries in the nation for 

genealogy in the Southern United States. Yet, there are some lesser known archives right in our own 

backyard that provide complementary resources, but are frequently overlooked by local genealogists. If 

you cannot quite afford the trip to Salt Lake City or north to Ft. Wayne, Indiana, and if you cannot find 

“it” at the Dallas Public Library, consider checking out what is available in our own backyard. 

I often travel to Denton to research at the Willis Library at the University of North Texas (UNT). In this 

article, I will highlight a few of the treasures that are waiting to be discovered by local genealogists. At 

the same time, I will highlight what I believe to be archival material that can yield a goldmine of 

information for the family historian. 
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Willis Library – Newspaper holdings  

The UNT Library System is designated a major 

research library by the U.S. Department of 

Education. Of interest to genealogists, within 

its holdings there are newspapers on microfilm 

that date to 1702. In addition to newspapers 

published throughout the United States, they 

have newspapers from the following countries: 

Great Britain, Ireland, Scotland, France, China, 

India, Mexico, Canada, New Zealand, Peru, 

Egypt, Germany, and Russia. While some of the foreign newspapers are 20th century 

publications, others are not. For example, Fig. 1 lists just some of the early newspapers for Great 

Britain. 

A full list of newspapers available at Willis can be viewed on the UNT libraries website at 

http://www.library.unt.edu/genref/goldmine/news.htm. 

 

UNT Willis Library – Oral History Program Archives 

Another little used resource is the Oral History Program Archives at UNT. It is also housed at Willis 

Library on the 4th floor. Even dyed-in-the-wool genealogists and historians are beginning to appreciate 

the value of life stories for locating and adding depth to the historical documents. Oral history helps 

capture the tenor of experience of more recent ancestors. Even if you missed the opportunity to gather 

direct stories from your grandparents, you might look for stories of contemporaries to provide clues to 

their past.  

Most history books of wars and battles are told from the 

perspective of officers and politicians. The story of the 

everyday soldier, sailor or marine is largely untold. The 

disastrous fire at the Military Records Center in St. Louis 

destroyed the hopes of capturing military service records for 

research and posterity. So it becomes necessary to look for 

other ways to fill the void. If your ancestor has died without 

leaving you this information, you still have a few sources that 

might contribute your understanding of that period of his or 

her life. Oral history transcripts available at Willis might supply 

some crucial information. 

These are but two of the many valuable resources available at 

Country Journal. London.  1726 – 1733 

Court Magazine. London.  1761 – 1765 

Daily Courant. London.  1702 – 1735 

Observer. London.  1791 - 1793, 1796 – 
1820, 1931 – current 

Times. London. 1785 – current 

Universal Chronicle and Weekly 
Gazette. London.  

1758 – 1760 

Weekly Register. London.  1730 – 1735 

Figure 1 

The UNT Oral History Program includes: 

 the largest public university collection of oral 
history interviews in Texas, with one of the 
nation’s pre-eminent World War II oral 
history collections;  

 the preservation of more than 1,600 bound 
volumes of oral history interviews, with 
more than 150,000 pages of transcript;  

 interviews on local African-American history, 
entrepreneurial history, university history, 
histories of the Holocaust, the New Deal, 
Texas politics, and other subjects 

SOURCE:  http://www.library.unt.edu/ohp/collection.htm 
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Willis Library. The UNT Library System offers much to the researcher interested in genealogy and 

history. The library’s website can be found at http://www.library.unt.edu. 

http://www.library.unt.edu/

