
Lesson 3: 
A Genealogical Case Study: Joseph Nelson Bearse 

 
Introduction: 
In Lesson 1, you learned how to use census records for genealogical research. In 
Lesson 2, you learned about vital records. There are many more kinds of records out 
there – too many to do individual lessons on. So let’s go ahead and learn about some 
of these other records while we work on a real research project. In this case study, 
you will see newspaper articles and obituaries, city directories, and military records, 
along with one very specialized kind of record unique to this man’s profession. 
 
Exercise:  
Create a biography of Joseph Nelson Bearse, a fisherman in Pensacola, based on the 
set of records provided. The records are arranged chronologically from oldest to 
most recent, but may not be used chronologically to answer the questions. 
 
NOTE: You are welcome to print out the record pages if it’s easier for you to read, but 
the printed version may be harder to read than the image on the screen. Also, if you 
can’t read cursive, you may need help with this and other exercises involving old 
records. In some records that are particularly hard to read, a red line or star has been 
placed near the relevant information to give you a hand. 
 
About Joseph:  
Joseph was a fisherman with the E.E. Saunders Fish Co. in Pensacola during the era 
when Pensacola was “The Red Snapper Capital of the World,” and Saunders (along 
with Warren Fish Co.) dominated the local market.  

To fill in these blanks and create a biography for Joseph, first take a quick look at all 
the records to see what has been provided. (Note which records are vital records or 
census records - you’re already familiar with the kind of information that will be in 
those after Lessons 1 and 2.)  
 
Then look at each record more closely – some may give more information than they 
seem to, at first glance. Does the information in one record confirm or contradict 
what you see in another? Does it help you to know that, in real life, this research 
project began with the death record and worked backward, like we did for Eulalie 
Collins? See if that makes a difference for you. 
 
 



Joseph’s date of birth: _________________________________________________________ 
 
Place of Joseph’s birth: ________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Parents: 
Father’s Name: _______________________________________________________________ 
 
Father’s Date and Place of Birth: ________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Mother’s Name (at birth): ______________________________________________________ 
 
Mother’s Place of Birth: ________________________________________________________ 
 
Looking at the information you have in these records, why do you think Joseph got 
into the fishing industry? 
 
 
What was Joseph’s wife’s name? ________________________________________________ 
 
What are the names and birthdates of their children? _____________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What two events in Joseph’s life happened in February of 1891?  
 
1. ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where did Joseph live in 1900? ________________________________________________ 
 
Did he own this home? ________________________________________________________ 
 
In the 1900 census record, you’ll see “Unk.” in a lot of places. This stands for 
“unknown.” It might help you to know that at this time, census information was 
gathered by a census taker, who knocked on the door and asked who lived in the 



house. Why do you think the census record of a boarding house full of fisherman 
might have so many “Unknowns” in it? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Examine Joseph’s 1917 Application for Seaman’s Protection Certificate. A Seaman’s 
Protection Certificate was almost like a passport; it verified a sailor or fisherman’s 
American citizenship when they were in international waters.  
 
List three details about Joseph you learn from this application that you haven’t seen in 
other records: 
 
1. ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Why do you think his signature looks a little wobbly? _____________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Pensacola’s fishing industry, well-established by the 1870s, was founded by New 
Englanders (including E.E. Saunders, who was born in Rhode Island). These business 
owners were familiar with Pensacola and the Gulf of Mexico, its waters rich with 
grouper and snapper. In fact, the first commercial fishing enterprise in Pensacola, the 
Pensacola Ice Company, contracted with New Englanders to fish the deep waters for 
red snapper, and those fishermen found the Gulf an inviting alternative to their usual 
frigid territory. 
 
 
Where did Joseph live in 1920? ________________________________________________ 
(Hint: In this census record, his name is not spelled the way we are used to seeing it. 
This is because the census taker was writing down what he heard without being 
familiar with the spelling of the name. Also, it is likely Joseph was not the one 
providing the information to the census taker. However, the variant spelling gives us a 
good hint as to how it was pronounced.) 
 
How many different countries did the residents of that place come from? ___________ 



 
Examine the news article from The Pensacola Journal. Why is this article included in 
records about Joseph, even though it’s about someone else? What do we learn about 
him from this article? 
 
Note: “Smack” was the local name given to what was actually a type of schooner, 70 
to 100 feet long, with hulls and rigging designed to cover distance quickly. Unlike 
previous fishing vessels, these smacks were packed with 20 to 30 tons of ice, a 
technological development which had revolutionized the Gulf fishing industry, 
allowing vessels to stay out longer and cover greater areas. Joseph took many trips to 
the Bay of Campeche off the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, 450 to 700 miles from 
Pensacola, keeping him at sea from four to six weeks at a time.  
 
Because of the jagged underwater terrain of their feeding grounds, snapper had to 
be caught with hook and line rather than with large nets. Examine the records for 
evidence of how Joseph knew this traditional and disappearing fishing method. 
Which record tells this story? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

The Pensacola fishing industry was beginning its collapse by 1930, with snapper 
populations declining along with demand, and combustion engines nudging sail-
powered vessels out of the game.  

When and where did Joseph die? ______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What document tells us where Joseph was  buried?______________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

This document also has some information that contradicts information we have 
gotten from other records. What do you remember about vital records that tells you 
why we can trust the information from other documents over this one? 

The Escambia County Poor Farm cemetery, attached to the County Poor Farm, was 
conceived and formed in 1885 from “a plot of heavily wood land about one mile 
north of Kupfrian’s Park – two miles from the city.” It was meant to be a working farm 



for the worthy poor, replacing the previous system of issuing rations to indigent 
applicants. The people buried there were either residents of the Poor Farm at the 
time they died, were people who died in Escambia County but had no family to claim 
them, or were members of Escambia County families without financial resources for a 
burial in a private cemetery. 

Like all graves at the Escambia County Poor Farm, Joseph’s was minimally marked at 
the time of his burial, and that small marker was soon lost to time. The exercise you 
have just completed is the only memorial he has. 


