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My interest in genealogy began in the late 1970s with a 
desire to find out the facts about my mother’s paternal 
grandfather. Somehow this interest arose only after the 
deaths of my grandparents, who might have known 
important information. Isn’t that always the way? 

Nevertheless, my mother did have some information 
and it intrigued me. My mother’s maiden name was 
Manning and she was born in Albany, Georgia in 1922. 
Her father, Douglas Manning was born there in 1889. It 
is his father that is the person in question. He was 
known mostly as B. F. Manning and he settled in Albany 
in the early 1880s, I later learned. He was from South 
Carolina. 

Some records have shown him as Brown Frank Manning 
and some as Benjamin Franklin Manning. Although her 
grandfather died in 1919, before she was born, my mother “always knew” that he was 
not born a Manning but a Brunson. The story was that his mother died, his father 
remarried and he did not get along with his stepmother, so he ran away from home, 
changed his name (possibly to his mother’s maiden name), and joined the 
Confederate Army. 

Looking back to my late-found interest in this ancestor, I think my belief that I could 
identify him came from my experience working for the Social Security Administration 
from 1965 and the resulting familiarity I had with federal census records. Entitlement 
to Social Security retirement benefits and Medicare require establishing a person’s 
date of birth, as both of these are dependent upon the person’s age. Births were 
generally not recorded in southern states until sometime in the early 20th century. 

Georgia, for example, did not require that births be recorded until 1919. In my first 
years working for Social Security we routinely requested census records for applicants 
to establish their dates of birth. This was, of course, nothing like checking census 
records today. There were no computers or direct access to records. We filled out a 
form with information from the applicant regarding where he would have been living, 
and with whom, in the first two census years after his birth. This was then mailed to the 
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Census Bureau, and, in due course, a document was received from the Census Bureau 
with a record of the information about the applicant as shown on the earliest census 
on which he could be located. 

I continued to be employed by Social Security in Georgia, Florida, Tennessee, and 
South Carolina from 1965 to 1977 and always these Census Records were crucial to 
our date of birth determinations. In 1977 I transferred to the San Francisco Bay Area. 
There was a Federal Records Center in San Bruno, California, and I had occasion to 
visit it in my capacity as a Social Security Field Representative. I doubt the visit was 
related to Census Records, because they were becoming less important (although still 
used) in date of birth determinations and we still ordered them directly from the 
Census Bureau. I probably went to the FRC to check immigration records, which, 
among other records, were housed there. While there I looked around and found that 
they had the Federal Census indices in book form and the actual records on 
microfilm. Somehow the idea seeped in that I might be able to use these to find out 
about my great-grandfather. 

At first glance, all that I knew was that my great-grandfather was from Clarendon, 
South Carolina, that he was born in 1849 (from his tombstone in Albany and his 
newspaper obituary), and that his name at birth was “Brunson.” I had no idea of his 
parents’ names or of his “real” first name. I realized that I also knew that he had a sister 
named Sarah or Sally and that after my great-grandmother died in childbirth in 1891, 
Sally moved to Albany to live with him and care for his five children. I had seen Sally’s 
tombstone showing that her date of birth was in 1851. 

Knowing only Sally to connect him to, I decided to look first for the 1860 census in 
which they should be shown in the same household. I did this at the Federal Records 
Center using indices and microfilm. Without much difficulty I found the Brunson 
family in 1860. To be sure, there were several, it being a fairly common name in that 
area, but I was looking for a family with a son who was 10 or 11 years old, name 
unknown, and a daughter who was 8 or 9 years old named Sarah or Sally. 

That 1860 census record showed the head of household as Wm. H. Brunson, age 57, 
with a wife, Mary J., age 21 (the stepmother?), a daughter named Winny, age 13, a 
son named Franklin M., age 10 – my great-grandfather?, a daughter named Sarah E., 
age 8, and a son named John, age 1. This was in Sumter County, South Carolina. I 
then searched for this head of household in the 1850 census and found, also in 
Sumter County, William H. Brunson, age 45, a wife, Roxy age 29, a daughter Winny 
age 2, and a son Manning F. age 8/12. This appeared to be the same family as the 



one in 1860, except that Roxy had apparently died and been replaced by Mary J., 
who had a year old son in 1860, and Sarah had been born in 1851 or 52, as expected. 

This information made me believe that I had found my great-grandfather’s parents. I 
was later to find his father’s parents, but I have never been able to determine who 
were the parents of Roxy, my apparent great-great-grandmother. I do not know her 
maiden name, which could have been Manning, but I doubt it. I learned, from the 
records of the administration of William H. Brunson’s father’s estate, that William H. 
Brunson was one of 13 children and had a brother named Manning Brunson. I 
speculate that my great-grandfather was named for his father’s brother and when he 
changed his name, he just shuffled his first, middle, and last names around. 

By 1880 my great-grandfather was married, living in Georgia, and he and his wife had 
their first child as shown in the 1880 census. After that I have considerable information 
about him from newspapers and city directories, as well as later census records. He 
had a carriage and buggy business, a dairy and was in the “real estate and collection” 
business. He was also a Justice of the Peace. I have not been able to find a 
Confederate service record that I can say is definitely his, although there is some 
evidence to support his service. I have a second cousin, Sheila Wilder, who has done 
much genealogy. Sheila tells me that her late aunts told her that they believed that 
our great-grandfather went out west, maybe to Colorado after the Civil War. 
Obviously, if he did so, he returned to the south. I realize I may never be able to 
unlock the entire history of my great-grandfather. I took my title of this article from 
Shelia’s comment to me: “What I wouldn’t give for ten minutes’ conversation with our 
mysterious great-grandfather.”


