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Discovering What’s between the Dashes 
with The Portal to Texas History

by Dreanna Beldon

I’m sure you’ve watched episodes of 
“Finding Your Roots” and “Who Do 
You Think You Are?” and wondered - as 
I have - how do families forget their 
own stories and sense of place? My own 
family was no different.  My parents 
knew little family lore beyond their 
own grandparents, the knowledge lost 
of how we came to be here.

My own journey into family history 
began when I was a graduate student at 
the University of North Texas’ library 
school in 2000. During my first class, 
which was all about reference services, I 
decided to explore each and every data-
base to which the libraries subscribed, 
some 300 of them. This was not a class 
assignment, but an attempt to satisfy 
my own sense of curiosity, which 
probably explains my affinity for 
geneal ogy. Somewhere among the “H’s” 
I discovered HeritageQuest, and I was 
hooked. Great discoveries led to 
fascinating people and places that I 
never knew were connected to my 
family history. 

With genealogy, “Going Home” 
takes on a new context entirely. The 
accomplishment of discovering long-
forgotten ancestral places, people and 
homes, leads to one of the great joys of 
research—filling out the stories and 
context of ancestors’ lives lived between 
the dashes. Getting beyond a birth date, 
a death date, and the places associated 
with an ancestor can be a challenging 
feat, but if accomplished, rewardingly 
leads to the substance of who they were, 
how they thought, and with whom they 
spent their time. One of the most 

the entire collection of that library 
trying to discover nuggets and stories 
about your ancestors. Targeted research 
in physical collections is fruit ful, but 
you always have to wonder what you 
didn’t find. For anyone who’s sat at a 
microfilm reader for hours trying to 
find that one elusive obituary or a wed-
ding announcement, you know just how 
difficult this type of research can be. 

The Portal holds a treasure trove of 
data indexed down to the word level. 
This means that the over 5,000,000 
pages of historic Texas newspapers, 
thousands of books including city 
directories and yearbooks, and other 
printed material can be searched in 
seconds. Interesting stories and 
announcements buried in the folds of 
history can now be discovered and 
added to your family story. 

By way of example, let’s dive into 
three names taken from an issue of 
the September 1968 issue of Stirpes, 
and see what can be discovered in The 
Portal. (By the way, did you know we 
have forty years of Stirpes available 
online?) A transcript of an 1837 tax 
list from Brazoria County yields 
hundreds of names, and among those 
are Antonio Blandin and Joseph 
Fessenden.1

Searching for Antonio Blandin in 
The Portal reveals two interesting 
items, one from the Telegraph and Texas 
Register of 30 August 1836, noting his 
arrival as a passenger aboard the 
Steamboat Yellow Stone in Columbia.2 

Another tantalizing piece of 
information that probably indicates 
Mr. Blandin’s wealth comes from a 
reprint of news in an 1888 article from 
The Galveston Daily News that featured 
“What the Papers Throughout Texas 

The pursuit of genealogy challenges us in many ways. 
It challenges us as researchers and as seekers of 

the truth as we dauntlessly advance on our journey to 
discover our roots.

powerful tools for gaining this 
knowledge is in digital libraries such as 
The Portal to Texas History. 

The Portal to Texas History 
connects us to the past by providing a 
deep reservoir of historic materials that 
serve to add definition and dimension 
to the lives of ancestors. Founded in 
2002, the Portal to Texas History began 
with this mission to deliver three 
services: to provide a digital gateway to 
the rich collections held in Texas 
libraries, museums, archives, historical 
societies, genealogical societies, 
churches, and private collections; to 
build tools to enable collaborative 
institutions to share their collections 
online; and to create learning materials 
and resources for students, educators, 
and family historians. The online 
materials are freely available to the 
public and encompass books, photo-
graphs, artifacts, posters, artwork, maps, 
newspapers, letters, manuscripts, audio, 
video, and other historic materials from 
nearly 400 collaborative partners. 
Current content includes over 10 
million pages of materials and visitors 
come from all fifty states and over a 
hundred different countries. (Full 
disclosure: I’ve been part of The Portal 
to Texas History team since 2003). 

What makes digital libraries so 
powerful is the ability to conduct full-
text searches within seconds. Imagine 
walking into your favorite genealogical 
library and thoroughly surveying all the 
books, microfilm and materials they 
hold. It would be the work of several 
lifetimes to physically search through 
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Are Talking About:”
The Old Capital says:
“The Old Capitol prints the 
verdict of a jury rendered in 
1838, when there were no peni-
tentiaries in Texas, and the time 
between convictions and verdicts 
was not so long as it now is. 
Henry Mackie was found guilty 
of stealing one trunk, value not 
known; seven shirts, value $35; 
of stealing silver, promissory 
notes of the republic of Texas, 
and bank bills on different banks 
in the United States to the 
amount of $2,000. “Prisoner be 
remanded to jail, there to remain 
until tomorrow, when he shall be 
taken there from and be branded 
with a letter T in the right hand 
and moreover receive on his bare 
back thirty-nine lashes.” And it 
was ordered by the court that the 
trunk and shirts and money 
produced in court be restored to 
Antonio Blandin, the owner 
thereof; and that the said 
Antonio Blandin also recover of 
the said Mackie the sum of 
$2035, subject to a credit of the 
amount restored; that the 
prisoner pay the cost of this 
prosecution, and that he be held 
in custody until the costs as well 
as the amount due to said 
Blandin are paid.3 

In addition to revealing clues about 

issue for the President of the Texas 
State Genealogical Society (TxSGS) at 
that time, Edna Perry Deckler. Does 
The Portal hold any clues for 
determining further details from her 
life? In the ninety results for her name, 
77 of those are directly from Stirpes, but 
she is also found in a news script from 
WBAP television for a broadcast on 26 
July 1960. This newscast featured news 
of a meeting of the Fort Worth 
Genealogical Society that highlighted a 
17th Century fashion show as part of 
their monthly meeting as well as 
musical renditions by Q’Zella Oliver 
Jeffus on her zither of songs such as 
“Green Sleeves” and “The Fox and the 
Geese.”5 Seven issues of the Texas 
Almanac mention Edna Perry Deckler 
in her role as President of TxSGS, as 
do five newspaper issues. 

Whether you’re searching for an 
ancestor during the Republic of Texas 
era, the late 1800s, or just a few years 
ago, you’re likely to find captivating 
stories that fill out the space between 
the dashes of your ancestors’ lives. As 
demonstrated in these examples, The 
Portal to Texas History serves as a 
powerful tool for “Going Home” and 
making profound connections to family 
history. With over 83,000 maps, 
5,000,000 plus pages of historic news-
papers, 200,000 photographs, 12,000 
letters, 11,000 journals, and thousands 
of postcards, yearbooks, city directories, 
and “mug” books, The Portal is a premier 
resource for truly under stand ing the 
complex lives of Texas ancestors. 

Mr. Blandin’s well-heeled status, it also 
serves as in interesting lesson in crime 
and punishment from the Republic of 
Texas era. 

A Portal search for another 
Brazoria County taxpayer, Joseph 
Fessenden, returns 76 results in historic 
newspapers. Many of these cover land 
transactions that use the “Joseph 
Fessenden Survey” as a reference for 
describing various tracts of land. A 
3 February 1837 issue of the Telegraph 
and Texas Register notes his marriage on 
the 11th of January to Mary Bowls.4 
Interestingly, the same page also 
displays an advertisement by Jesse H. 
Cartwright enticing people to come 
settle in the brand new town of 
Fayette ville. That’s the trouble with old 
newspapers, there’s always some fascin-
ating tidbit alongside the information 
being sought and it’s easy (and fun!) to 
get sidetracked. 

Another interesting demonstration 
involves a search from the 1968 Stirpes 

Telegraph and Texas Register, 30 August 1836

A close-up of a Map of Brazoria County, Texas, from 1879
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History is lost in those moments 
when families forget where they come 
from and when memory fades, but The 
Portal brings those memories into the 
digital age and puts vast historical 
collections at everyone’s fingertips. But 
it’s not enough to provide free public 
access to these treasures, and in 2012, 
the University of North Texas (UNT) 
Libraries established the Cathy Nelson 
Hartman Portal to Texas History 
Endow ment to enable UNT to extend 
the impact of The Portal into the future 
by creating a permanent, sustainable 
source of income. Income earned from 
this endowment serves as a catalyst for 
enhancing future technology develop-
ment, acquisition, and support; for 
adding collections and content to the 
Portal; and for educational, scholarly, 
and research initiatives. This endowment 
is critical to ensure The Portal is available 
to all forever.  

Just as we have partnered with 
genealogical societies across Texas to 
provide access to their publications, 
we’ve also established partnerships with 
several societies to support the 
endowment. In 2015, we received a 
Challenge Grant from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities to 
support The Portal Endowment and 
now have a critical need to raise $1.5 

establishing their heritage between the 
dashes, we hope to count you among our 
supporters. There’s nothing like genealogy 
for grounding our families into the fabric 
of this nation. Going home means so 
much more when you understand the 
places, people, and significance of those 
who have gone before us.   O
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million in matching funds to secure this 
NEH award. We are currently in Year 
Three of this four-year grant and have a 
goal to raise $750,000 by August of 
2018 for this year’s milestone. 

The Old 300. Like the diverse 
pioneers that made our state great, 
supporters who give at a level of $5,000 
or over will forever be noted as the 
original 300 foundational supporters of 
The Portal to Texas History endow ment. 
The Dallas Genealogical Society has 
already donated above this amount and 
is permanently counted among our Old 
300 members. We hope you or your 
local genealogical society might consider 
joining us or making a donation of 
whatever amount you can to help us 
meet our goal. Every dollar counts 
towards making our milestone and you 
can give online at: support.library.unt.
edu/give/texas-history.

As The Portal team empowers 
genealogists in making incredible 
discoveries that help them with 
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