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Historian Judith Giesberg first discovered the advertisements by accident. She was researching the role of 
women during the Civil War and reading old editions of a Black newspaper. It was called The Christian Recorder. 
Suddenly, she saw an advertisement that looked different than the others. It started with two words: 
“Information Wanted … ” 
  
It was an advertisement placed after the war, asking if anyone had information about this person’s family. The 
person writing the ad had not seen them in many years, since before the Civil War. They had been separated 
when they were enslaved on a plantation in the South. 
 
Soon, Giesberg found more advertisements. 
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Some of the advertisements started with “Information Wanted.” 
Others started with “Last Seen.” Still more were addressed, “Dear 
Friend.” But they all had one thing in common: families looking 
for each other after being freed. 
  
“I started to just take screenshots of them. I printed them out and 
put them in a folder,” Giesberg says. “I had never really heard 
about them before.” 
  
For more than 10 years, Giesberg clipped these advertisements. 
She tucked them away. She thought maybe someday people could 
use them to research their family histories. But Giesberg wasn’t 
sure what she’d do with her collection. It wasn’t until 2017 that she 
founded the Last Seen Project. It is a digital archive of almost 5,000 
of these advertisements. 
  
An archive is a collection of historical documents that have been 
assembled and preserved, to give information about a group of people or a place. The Last Seen archive helps 
people today understand how formerly enslaved people tried to put their families together after being freed. 
  
“The Recorder published what we called the Dear Friend notices. [They were] basically persons who were looking 
for enslaved members of their family who they had been separated from,” says John Thomas III. He is the 
current editor of The Christian Recorder. “You can only imagine having to write, ‘I haven’t seen my mother in 20 
years.’ Or, ‘The last time I saw my brother was when I was leaving this plantation. Can someone help me find 
my brother?’” 

  
Thomas says these Last Seen or Dear Friend notices 
became popular in Black newspapers after the Civil War. 
The Recorder was one of the first to publish them. It 
continued publishing them for many years. 
  
In fact, the Christian Recorder is the oldest Black newspaper 
in America that is still being published today. It was started 
in 1852 by the African Methodist Episcopal Church, or the 
AME Church, for short. 
  

The AME church itself started in the 1700s because racist 
“officials at [the local church] pulled Blacks off their knees 

while praying,” according to the church’s official history. [https://www.ame-church.com/our-church/our-
history/] Today, it is the largest Black-run church in the world. It has churches in 39 countries on five 
continents. The Christian Recorder is the official newspaper of the AME Church. 

The Christian Recorder (Philadelphia, PA), 
December 14, 1899. 
https://informationwanted.org/items/show/17  

The Christian Recorder (Philadelphia, PA) December 24, 
1896. https://informationwanted.org/items/show/4880  
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It makes sense that a church newspaper would become so 
important to the Black community. After the Civil War, the Black 
church was one of the main places that formerly enslaved people 
could find community. 
  
“With emancipation, free Black communities were very invested 
in building up their … schools, church and newspapers,” Giesberg 
says. That’s because they weren’t allowed to have those things as 
enslaved people. 
  
Giesberg reports that as of today, about 60% of the ads in the Last 
Seen archive are from papers published by Black churches. 
  
“These pastors were also very invested in helping freed people 
become adjusted to freedom,” Giesberg continues. “And one of 
the ways they did that was to assist freed people in finding their 
family members. So, pastors actively encouraged readers of the 
newspaper to take out these advertisements. And most of the time 
what happened is that then the pastors would read them out in Black 
churches.” 
  
Reading the advertisements out loud was important. Before emancipation, it was illegal to teach an enslaved 
person to read and write. After emancipation, learning to read was often one of the first things a formerly 
enslaved person did. But it could take a while to learn, so spreading the news by word of mouth was still 
important. 
  
Today, the advertisements are still relevant. They help us understand the importance of family to enslaved 
people. They show how the slave trade destroyed families all over the country, especially when family members 
were sold. And they are important for people today to understand the lives of enslaved people. 

 
Today, the ads can also help descendants of 
enslaved people find long-lost relatives. But 
that means there must be a way for people all 
over the world to look at the ads. That’s why 
Giesberg started the Last Seen Project. 
  
When Giesberg first did her research, there 
wasn’t anywhere online that people could look 
at the ads. She had to travel in person to 

physical archives in an AME church in Philadelphia. The church, Mother Bethel AME Church, kept records of 
all the old copies of the Recorder on an old-fashioned technology called microfilm. 
  
“Microfilm looks like old film reels, like if you’ve ever watched a movie at a theater with a big projector and 
those curling film reels,” Giesberg explains. 
  

The Christian Recorder (Philadelphia, PA) July 
23, 1896. 
https://informationwanted.org/items/show/4879  

The Christian Recorder (Philadelphia, PA) February 9, 1888. 
https://informationwanted.org/items/show/867  
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It’s kind of like scanning old newspapers onto the computer. The difference is that the images go onto old-
fashioned film reels instead of computers. 
 
The Recorder itself didn’t keep old copies of the 
newspaper. Researchers like Giesberg had to use 
outdated technology called microfilm readers to read 
the scans of the newspapers. 
  
“Sadly, the AME church was good at producing, but not 
so good at recordkeeping and not so good at storing,” 
Thomas says. 
  
That’s why the Last Seen Project is so important. 
  
It is the first and only online archive of advertisements of former slaves seeking to reunite their families. Even 
though the archive’s original goal was to publish 1,000 ads, the project now has over 4,500 ads! It has ads from 
over 275 different newspapers published over a period of 80 years. 
  
Giesberg says the project is only going to continue growing. 
  
“Our mission is to keep this laser like focus on finding these advertisements and getting them out there for 
free.”  
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The Christian Recorder (Philadelphia, PA) May 26, 1881. 
https://informationwanted.org/items/show/563#lg=1&slide=0  


