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My	  Hometown	  in	  1861	  

Overview	  

In this project you will be a historical detective trying to help others picture what the 
place you live in now was like in the year Abraham Lincoln became president. Work as a 
group, you will create a short profile for your community an optional digital slide show 
that will be featured–with special credit to your school and class–on a national website 
site called the National Park Service Memory Trail. Groups may also submit more 
technically advanced presentations such as video, audio, or animation with their teacher’s 
permission.  

Getting	  Started	  

Finding	  the	  Right	  Questions	  

There are two good ways to begin this project: gathering materials and asking questions. 
You may want to divide up into teams, one of which begins by reading history books to 
brainstorm and come up with questions, another of which starts looking for evidence. 
You might call one the Wide group and the other the Deep group. One will be like scouts, 
getting the lay of the land. The other is like miners, digging for nuggets of historical gold. 
Once you have your questions look at the categories listed in bold below to see how your 
thinking fits with the standard approach used by historians and journalists.  

The best projects are driven by questions, that way you are searching for answers, not just 
being overwhelmed by a flood of stuff. Start by finding books on the history of your area 
in your library or online, or you may consult a local history museum or National Park 
Site.  

What is “your area”? Start with the general and narrow down. For example, if you live in 
a neighborhood in a city, look for the history of the city, then more specific information 
about where you live. As you read, take notes, and make print outs, use the famous five 
questions: who, what, where, when, why?  

• Who lived there? Think about what “who” means–were they rich or poor (using 
the standards of their time, not ours)? Native born or immigrant? Free or 
enslaved? What ethnic groups lived there? English or non-English speaking? 
What religions did they practice? Were the lives of men and women similar or 
different?  

• What did they do daily–to earn a living, to study, in school, in the home? What 
was their view of Lincoln, the coming crisis, slavery, African-American rights?  

• When–1860s, but a timeline would be helpful if lives changed significantly 
during that period, so that we know when a key event happened.  

• Where–make sure a visitor to the site can picture where your area is within your 
state and the nation.  
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• Why–this is the most interesting question. What drove the beliefs and actions of 
the people who live where you do now? See below for how your materials crew 
can help you to answer this question. 

Finding	  Primary	  Sources	  	  

You are looking for many kinds of evidence:  

• period images: photographs, engravings, drawings, paintings that show 
buildings, streets, homes, how people dressed, worked, studied, played, moved 
from place to place;  

• later images of places that have not changed: photos of buildings, parks, rivers 
that are still the same as in the 1860s, or were as when those images were created;  

• maps: find historical maps so we can picture what your area used to be, pair them 
with current or Google Earth maps to show how it has changed;  

• census records: this may help define how many people lived where you are;  
• local records: local government, religious, political organizations may have 

useful records;  
• workplaces: images of the different kinds of locations where people worked–

farms, shops, factories, kitchens, newspapers, wharves, docks; railroads;  
• advertisements: what were people buying and selling, and how–in newspapers, 

via posters, in songs (did street peddlers have distinctive ways of announcing their 
wares);  

• food: what did people eat? Can you find a restaurant menu? A supply list for a 
grocery store? A cookbook?  

• fun: what did people do for entertainment–what games did they play, how did 
music come into their lives (did they play it, sing it, hear it, where? How?). did 
they go to shows? 

• key incidents: check newspapers of the period to look for a key event or incident 
that will help us picture the people and lives of the time. For example, a political 
rally, an attention-getting crime or court case, a controversial action by workers or 
bosses such as a strike or change in working conditions; an invention, exhibit, 
clothing style, form of music or work of art that gets a lot of press. 

The	  Project	  

When you have posed your questions and gathered your materials, you will meet together 
to discuss how to arrange your evidence to answer your questions and craft a digital 
narrative. The simplest way to do that is in a slide show, however you are not limited to 
that format. Your profile and accompanying images might be arranged in this way: 

1. Introduction: an opening statement that hints at the conflict, issue, or central 
theme of your presentation.  Use this sentence to capture the attention of visitors 
and make them want to learn more about your community at this time. 

2. Context: take us on a tour of your community in 1861 by noting its location, 
climate, geographical features, relationship to other nearby cities or towns, and 
some interesting facts about the people who live there.   
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a. Where: map shows what place you are going to discuss as it is and as it 
was (political and physical borders may have changed, so we need to see 
both) 

b. Geography: in the 1860s was this place in a city or in the country? Near a 
river or in the mountains? Mainly farmland or mainly homes with streets. 
Text here plus historical image 

c. Who: images of who lived there, be as specific as possible about different 
kinds of people and their different lives, for example men and women, 
adults and kids, rich and poor. Use images to show the different people, 
maps to block out separate neighborhoods. 

d. How: show us home, work, school, play–what did people do. 
3. Episode. You have given us the setting, now give us a specific event, issue, or 

local conflict that gets beneath the surface and helps us to see more. Try to find an 
attention-grabbing story that captures the tensions and drama of these months 
leading up to the Civil War. 

4. Resolution: Reflect on how the episode was resolved in your community, what 
the story tells you about your community, and what has happened since those 
years around that issue.  Consider these common themes of historical writing: 

a. Conflict: if the story you have found was seen one way by one group and 
another by a different one, tell us that; one story can have many meanings 

b. Change: if the place you are describing changed a lot not long after your 
period, for example because of the Civil War itself, or the growth of 
factories in the later 19th century, or immigration at the turn of the century, 
give us a sense of that. Place a “before” image of a location next to an 
“after” to making that coming contrast vivid. You may want to focus on 
the price of change, such as a memorial or cemetery of the Civil War dead, 
the expansion to come, such as shifting town lines, and bar chart of 
growing population, or you might help us see changes in how people 
lived–from farms surrounded by fields to streets.  

c. Continuity: consider what aspects of life in 1861 have remained relatively 
constant in your community and why that might be so. 

5. Reflections: Close your essay, slide show, or profile with reflections on the 
discoveries you made about your community in 1861, the nature of the place that 
Lincoln would have found if he had visited your town, and the role your 
community played in the tumultuous events of the Civil War and since then. 
 

You are digging down in one place to help all of us understand the history of our nation, 
good luck. 

 
 
 
  



National Park Service Memory Trail: Lincoln Inauguration  5 

The	  Civil	  Rights	  Movement	  Happened	  Here:	  A	  Local	  Hero	  

Overview	  

In this project you will be a reporter/historian linking the experiences of someone in your 
world with the national struggles for freedom and dignity in the 1960s. Every year we 
remember Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., but millions of Americans took stands and made a 
difference. Many of those stories have never been recorded. Whether you are setting 
down the memories of an elderly person or searching through existing oral histories, 
whether you learn about someone who shared the national stage with Dr. King, or a 
person who spoke out on a little-noticed an issue in your school, neighborhood, or town 
you will be bringing the Civil Rights movement alive. 
You do not need to limit yourself to events that took place in 1961, the entire 60s period 
qualifies. You may decide to create a digital slide show, a voice thread interview, a video 
documentary. Consult with your teacher about which project best suits your skills and 
resources. 

Getting	  Started	  

Finding	  the	  Right	  Questions	  

You might want to split your group into two teams.  
The backgrounders will read through histories of the civil rights movement and 
construct two timelines–what were the most important national events, what were key 
local events?. The backgrounders need to keep a close eye on “before” and “after.” How 
integrated was your area before? Did that change? How integrated were the schools? Did 
that change? What were the laws on voting (was there a literacy test or poll tax 
requirement), on seating in public transportation, on job discrimination? Did they 
change? You can also capture “before” and “after” in terms of life experience. How many 
ads in your local newspaper had people of color? What shows were on TV and what 
ethnic groups were represented? How many players of color were there on your local 
high school, college, and or professional sports teams? Consider the composition of the 
neighborhood you are describing. Did a variety of kinds of people live there? If you are 
writing about a primarily African-American neighborhood, reverse the questions–what 
roles did white people play in your neighborhood? 

As you craft the timelines, keep track of the names of key organizations such as religious 
groups, labor unions, political groups, local and national, involved in the events.  
The biographers will look for a person. There are three basic ways to locate him or her: 
find people involved in national events (Freedom Rides, the March on Washington, 
Freedom Summer); find a local event; interview family members who may have been 
involved in small but significant events in their own lives. 

Using the list of organizations, contact the groups to see if they have information on 
people from your area who took part. Some groups may already have oral history 
archives you can use. See how your local newspaper covered those key events, they may 
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have followed the story of someone you can trace, or who later talked about his or her 
experience, or whose family is still in your area. 

Finding	  Primary	  Sources	  	  

Was there a civil rights issue right where you live? Look in the archives of a local 
newspaper, perhaps even your school newspaper. Is there a local organization, such as the 
NAACP, that would have played a role? Were there marches? Protests? Sit-ins? Was 
there a conflict over integrating schools or residential neighborhoods? If you find a local 
event see if you can locate any of those who were involved.  
Life changes: interview someone who experienced the Civil Rights movement in a very 
personal way–being the first person to integrate a school or neighborhood, going on a 
first interracial date, playing on an interracial sports team, attending an interracial church. 

Interviewing	  

Whether you are talking with a person and taking notes, audio taping or filming a 
conversation, the key to success in interviews is arriving with background knowledge and 
good questions. The more you know before you meet, the better. Make sure you know the 
person’s name and how they want to be addressed. You can guide an interview by 
leading a person to the key moment you want to know most about and showing that you 
are familiar with it.  
For example. I understand Mrs. Jones that you went to the March on Washington and 
heard Dr. King give the I Have a Dream speech, how did you get there? Do you mind my 
asking how old you were? Why did your parents let you? In pictures the crowd looks 
huge, what is like to be among so many people. Did you sense it was a historic moment? 
What songs did you sing? Were you able to hear the speech? When you see that tape on 
TV, do you remember being there? 
The more times you show that you know something already, the more comfortable the 
person will feel, and the more likely to tell you something new, personal, and compelling. 
You can prepare yourself by giving a piece of paper three headings research questions; 
facts; interview questions. To take the Mrs. Jones example, Research question: what was 
it like for a teenager to be at the March on Washington; fact: when did the march take 
place, how did young people get there? Interview question, did you sense it was a historic 
moment.  

Once you have your person, you will use the project to tell his or her story. You will have 
two main goals: we need to understand the time–what was it like before the movement, 
what was it like to participate in the struggle? And we need to get a sense of the person, 
what made him or her decide to take the risk and take a stand?  

Here you will use the notes you took or the transcript of an interview and break it down 
into a story. You don’t just give us the whole tape. Select from what the person has told 
you quotations that explain: 
What action did he or she take? Here you may supplement what you find out with 
background information that fills us in on the context.  
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Make the story as vivid as possible. If people sang songs, give us a sound track. If 
newspapers took photos, show them. If there was a dramatic confrontation, find 
newspaper articles from the time so that you can add more details. If this is a personal 
story–for example a conflict within a family, get the person you are speaking with to help 
you picture the mood, the personalities, the attitudes of the family members.  
 

• What did they look like? How did they dress? Speak?  
• Was there risk involved? 
• What gave him or her the courage to go forward? 
• What made him or her feel it was necessary to take the risk? 
• Did participating in those events have a lasting impact on the person’s life? 
• Does the person think he or she did the right thing? 
• What risks does your local hero believe we need to take today? 

 
In this story your illustrations will be a mixture of news coverage from the time and any 
personal images your Local Hero is willing to share. 

The	  Project	  

This is a project about people who took risks that they did not have to take. Your goal is 
to show us what that risk was and why your person took it. When you have posed your 
questions, conducted your interviews, and gathered your materials, you will meet 
together to discuss how to arrange your evidence to answer your questions and craft a 
digital narrative. The simplest way to do that is in a slide show, however you are not 
limited to that format. Your profile and accompanying images might be arranged in this 
way: 

1. Introduction: an opening statement that hints at the conflict, issue, or central 
theme of your presentation.  Use this sentence to capture the attention of visitors 
and make them want to learn more about your community at this time. 

2. Context: take us on a tour of your community in the 1960s by noting its location, 
climate, geographical features, relationship to other nearby cities or towns, and 
some interesting facts about the people who live there.   

a. Set the visual scene. Using the timeline and “before” data paint a picture. 
Use images of schools (for example a yearbook page); neighborhoods, 
work places to show your area just before the Civil Rights struggle of the 
1960s–images from the late 1950s, for example. 

b. Set the statistical scene: give us numbers–how many integrated schools, 
neighborhoods, religious organizations were there in your area in the late 
1950s? 

c. Set the legal scene: were there actual rules– whether laws passed by your 
local government, or rules set by realtors or property owners, that enforced 
segregation.  

3. Local Hero or Episode. You have given us the setting, now give us a specific 
Local Hero or, if you prefer, an issue or local conflict that gets beneath the surface 
and helps us to see more. Try to find an attention-grabbing story that captures the 
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tensions and drama of the Civil Rights struggle.  If you are profiling a single 
person, tell us who she or he was then and include photographs of them now and 
then if available. 

4. Resolution: Reflect on how the actions of your Local Hero or the events you 
described affected the history of your community and the nation.  What does their 
story tell you about your community, and what has happened since those years 
around that issue.  Consider these common themes of historical writing: 

a. Conflict: if the story you have found was seen one way by one group and 
another by a different one, tell us that; one story can have many meanings 

b. Change: if the place you are describing changed a lot not long after your 
period, for example because of the Civil Rights movement or other 
dramatic social changes, give us a sense of that. Place a “before” image of 
a location next to an “after” to making that coming contrast vivid.  

c. Continuity: consider what aspects of life in the 1960s have remained 
relatively constant in your community and why that might be so. 

5. Reflections: Close your essay, slide show, or profile with reflections on the 
discoveries you made about your community in the 1960s, the relationship of that 
community and its Civil Rights struggles to the Civil War conflict that faced 
Abraham Lincoln one hundred years earlier, and the role your community played 
in American History over these 150 years. 
 

Your interviews, research, and writing are helping Americans remember their past and 
learn from it.  Good luck! 
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The	  Change	  I	  Plan	  to	  Make	  

Overview	  

In this project you will define the challenge for you and your peers, your neighborhood, 
and our nation that you intend to take up in you lifetime. We have seen how President 
Lincoln began a journey that took us through a Civil War.  A century later, young 
Americans like you embarked upon a struggle for expanded Civil Rights.  
What quest do we need to begin today? We have seen how Local Heroes chose to take 
risks to break down the lingering barriers in our society. What risks must a young person 
consider taking as he or she becomes an adult? What is the next step in our national 
journey, and how will today’s young people prepare to help us take it? 

Getting	  Started	  

In this project you must give your own personal best–whether that is as an investigative 
reporter detailed a coming crisis, an advocate moving others to action, a leader showing 
an example, or an artist whose words, music, and or images inspire us. The key to success 
in this project is marrying clarity to passion. 

You have a choice of two strategies. Either begin with a personal experience, story, 
incident, discovery, creative expression and then show us how that is linked to a larger 
issue you must take on. Or, lay out the general foundation of the challenge, then make 
your personal case for why it matters and what you intend to do. Go from story to cause, 
or from crisis to commitment. You can follow either path, but must lead us to both 
places–why this matters to you and why it should matter to us. Your big finish must be 
your vision–what can you and other do. 
If you believe there is an environmental crisis, you must make us believe, make us care, 
and show what your generation can do. If you feel racism or intolerance are dangers 
make that vivid in a story, and lead us to see how we can begin to move past prejudice. 
You may use a series of slides and illustrations sharing carefully researched facts and 
trends. But it could just as well be accomplished with a story–a single experience that you 
have had or have found through research. Only include material you feel comfortable 
sharing. This is to be posted on a national site and reflects your school. If you are using 
personal experiences discuss this carefully with your teacher. For example, if you are 
concerned with poverty you could begin with numbers and trends or with an interview 
with someone living in a shelter, or a photo essay about a soup kitchen. 
Having laid the foundation, you must show why you care and what you intend to do. This 
section leaves the most room for self-expression. Here you are making their commitment 
visible. This section should be both concrete and impassioned. No one individual or 
generation will eliminate illness, poverty, and injustice. You need to show that they have 
specific changes in mind. And yet you have room, here, to speak through their emotion 
and their artistic gifts.  
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The	  Project	  

This project is a letter to yourself fifty years from now: this is what I believed in, this is 
what I vowed to change. It is a time capsule that you can look back on later on. It is your 
commitment to our future.  The format is up to you, but consider this basic structure as a 
model. 

1. Introduction: an opening statement that hints at the conflict, issue, or central 
theme of your presentation.  Use this sentence to capture the attention of visitors 
and make them want to learn more about your community at this time. 

2. The Issue: outline the issue that you think is the most important one facing your 
generation and provide background information that will help convince your 
readers of its importance.  Include statistics, images, and clear indications of what 
might happen if your generation does not take action.  

3. Your Role: We know the issue you want to tackle, now brainstorm for us some of 
the possible roles you and students like you might play in the coming years to 
address this issue.  Sketch out possible careers, actions, ideas, personal changes 
that might make a difference. 

4. Resolution: Imagine a world in which the issue you picked has been improved.  
Look ahead 50 years–the time since, for example, the American Civil Rights 
movement–and present a picture of how your community might appear. 

5. Reflections: Close your essay, slide show, or profile with reflections on the 
discoveries you made about the challenges facing your generation and your 
possible role in meeting those challenges.  Reflect back on the serious crises 
facing Lincoln as he rode to Washington to become the president of the United 
States on the eve of the Civil War.  Think too of students whose lives were 
endangered and enriched by the conflicts over Civil Rights. 

 
 


