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Foreword


I am honoured to have been asked by Karen to provide a Foreword for Genealogy Methods and Techniques – A Practical Guide to Research. I have known Karen for several years in the capacity of professional genealogists and our work together within AGRA. I was also a former tutor at Pharos Tutors, the family history educational organisation now headed by Karen.


This well illustrated workbook is unique in that it focuses on the methodology of research enabling researchers, both hobbyists and professionals alike, to understand the importance of following the paper trail and above all recording every snippet of information before determining if you have found the right ancestor to add to your family tree.


Having around 40 years’ experience in researching family history both as a hobbyist and professional I am often concerned at the lack of detail regarding where the information for individuals shown on a pedigree originated. I am sure that most of us will have looked at published family trees online, found information about an event in our ancestors’ lives, but have not been able to identify the source of the information – thus doubt arises as to its accuracy.


Karen’s book is an invaluable resource to family historians at all levels. With all my experience I even learned new ideas and was reminded of the importance of recording sources and in checking the accuracy of information. Each chapter within the book relates to a specific topic, looking at possible research questions and objectives and describing the methodology of research. I have always said that to be a good family historian you must like the challenge of solving a ‘whodunit’ and have the patience to complete a jigsaw. Not everyone has a logical mind, and you can sometimes be overwhelmed by the thrill of the chase, thus missing vital clues or making silly mistakes on the way – it is all part of our learning curve.


This is very much a practical workbook, not an academic tome, with scenarios illustrated with a couple of ongoing detailed case studies. At the end of each chapter there is an invaluable section summarising the key points covered. (Please don’t be tempted to skip to the end and rely on the summary otherwise you will miss valuable information on progressing and recording your research.) The summaries are followed by a series of ‘action points’, which is where, if you follow them, you will gain experience in methodology that will enable you to be thorough in your research.


Above all, this well thought-out book explains the importance of recording accurate source information so that you in the future, and anyone you share your tree with, can retrace the source of the information without having to do hours of further research. The book also instils the importance of proving every connection before moving on by using GPS, aptly named when today it is used in car navigation systems.


Ian Waller FSG, AGRA Fellow




Chapter One


Introduction


This book aims to give you methodology tools, techniques and tips that will be of benefit to you, whatever your level of expertise, and enable you to become more confident in your family tree. When working on family history research it is all too easy to get so focused on learning about the types of sources that may yield the next important piece of information that very little thought is given to how methodical you have been, and whether the conclusions you have drawn are correct. Is that Thomas Ewin really your Thomas Ewin? Is there other information in those documents you looked at that could help break through that brick wall? You may have only just begun on your research journey and want to get things right from the start, you may be a seasoned researcher but have problems to solve, want to check whether there is anything you have missed, or just want reassurance that you are ‘doing it right’. Whether you are just starting out on your genealogy journey or have amassed decades of research, this book offers something for everyone.


The early chapters will start with the basic techniques for working with documents, organising information and tree building, laying the foundations for good research. For some of you this will get you started on your family history research journey with sound research methodology. For others, it will give you the opportunity to review some of your earlier research and see how it stacks up. The methods you use to get started continue to be useful for your next piece of research, whether you are moving backwards, sideways or coming forwards in time. Themes are developed throughout the chapters. For example, document analysis and the importance of recording source information is first considered in Chapter 2, but those initial thoughts are built upon in Chapters 5, 7 and 9.


Methodology becomes even more important when you run into difficulties and have research problems to solve. Examples include:




• where you cannot discern between two individuals of the same name


• where an ancestor appears to have arrived in a parish overnight ‘as if from nowhere’


• where the records you want to study do not survive





Whilst I make no guarantee that I can solve every research hurdle (I prefer that term to ‘brick wall’), there are often tools and techniques that can be used to circumvent these problems. This book will provide you with a genealogy toolkit, if you like, to help you on your way.


The examples presented in this book use the records of England and Wales, simply because that is my own area of expertise. There will be commonalities with records in Scotland, Ireland and other countries, but there are some differences too.


What is the best way to use this book? You will gain the most for your family history research if you read the chapters in order, going back to basics in some cases, as each chapter builds on the previous ones. However, some of you may want to jump ahead to the chapters that most interest you, so there are signposts back to earlier chapters where appropriate, to connect things together. At the end of each chapter you will find a summary of the ‘key points’ on methodology and some ‘action steps’ you can take on a piece of research of your own.




The Importance of Methodology


It is quite easy to create a family tree these days. With such a wealth of material available at your fingertips online you can work back through the generations quite quickly, creating a family tree in no time at all. It is easy to create a family tree, but how do you know it is your family tree?


Good genealogy requires two things: knowledge of the genealogical sources you are using, and sound research methodology. The two are equally important.


For example, your knowledge of baptism registers, how they were kept, the legislation that affected them and the information they may contain at any time may help you find a potential baptism record for your ancestor. However, in order to be sure that you have found the correct baptism record, you will need to analyse the record you have found, establish whether there could be other possible baptism records for the same individual, examine each piece of information within the record, in the context of what is known from other documents, and identify and resolve any conflicts. All of these things come under the umbrella of research methods. Without an understanding of good research technique it is easy to skip ahead, make errors, miss things and, if you will pardon the pun, end up barking up the wrong tree entirely!


Unfortunately it is not possible to cover in adequate detail in one book all the major types of source of interest to family historians and the necessary detail of good research methodology. Thankfully there are already many excellent books available that focus on genealogical sources, both those aimed at beginners getting started working with the fundamental sources, and the more experienced researchers wanting to research in specific sources such as manorial records. This book does not, therefore, go into any detail about working with particular sources. I leave it to you to learn about the sources you are using as you progress along your family history journey.


This book provides a practical hands-on approach to how you do your research, enabling you to get things right from the start, or to become a better researcher. It will guide you on how to use sources in your research, how to pull things together, and how to problem solve. The methods, tools and techniques described will be demonstrated with examples and case studies along the way. Some of these will use commonly used sources, familiar to most people, to ensure the focus is on the techniques and not on working with the records. Some will bring together different types of genealogy source to show you just how complex research can be.


Before going any further some key definitions are considered, together with the reasons so many people are interested in family history.




What is Family History Research?


Family history research is a form of historical research that focuses on the lives of individuals and families. There is undoubtedly a view amongst some historians that family history research is not ‘proper’ historical research. However, as with other branches of historical research, genealogists work with historical documents, analyse those documents, collect evidence from different sources, and bring that evidence together to form conclusions.
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There are two equally important components to good genealogy: a knowledge of sources, and highly developed research methodology skills. Learning about different types of genealogical source is vital to get the most from your research, but you also need to know how best to use those sources to be confident in any conclusions you draw.








How do you define a family history project? You have probably all come across people who tell you something along the lines of ‘oh yes, my aunt has done our family tree’. In those circumstances I am always left thinking ‘really, it’s finished?’ – and then I wonder whether we just have a different definition for what family history research means. Is there a rule as to whom you should research or which ancestors you should add to your family tree? You may have the ambition to find as many ancestors on as many lines as you can to create the biggest tree possible, or you may only be interested in one line, perhaps the family of your maternal grandfather. You may only want to find out more about one person, maybe there is a family story about a relative with military service, a photograph or newspaper clipping you want to investigate. Perhaps you want to know whether the rumour of an ancestor who allegedly engaged in criminal activity is true. You may only be interested in researching those with one surname, or you may want to compile a family tree including both your biological and your adopted families.


All these projects are equally valid, and all will use the same methodological approaches. Researching the life of your grandfather is just as much family history research as researching your family tree back to the 1700s and beyond. The scope of your research is entirely up to you. My aim is to give you the skills to be successful in whatever research project you choose to take on.




Family History or Genealogy?


Are you ‘researching your family tree’, ‘conducting family history research’, or ‘doing genealogy’? You probably have a preferred term – but is there really a difference?


Historically, genealogy was the term used to describe a search for ancestors, or the ancestral pedigree, and was often confined to the pedigrees of noble families, interested in proving entitlement to inherited lands, titles or a coat of arms. For these reasons, there was more of an emphasis on bringing together evidence in an almost scientific way, to prove each family connection was correct.


Family history, on the other hand, was broader, not only in that it included a study of wider family but also that family history tended be more in-depth research than just the names, places and dates on a family tree, incorporating elements of local history, social history, community history and other historical research.


If you search the internet for the terms ‘genealogy’ and ‘family history’ you will find similar descriptions from organisations across the globe. For example, the definitions from the Society of Genealogists in London1 compare well with those from the National Genealogical Society, based in the US.2


Which term should you use? You most likely recognise a little from both of those definitions in your own work, which is probably why the terms tend to be used interchangeably these days. The choice, therefore, is yours. Throughout this book the terms will be used assuming the same meaning.




Why do People Study Family History?


I raise this here because understanding why you are researching your family history can help define the scope of your research moving forwards. People offer many reasons for starting their family history. For some it is a quest into the unknown for recent generations, perhaps looking for one or both unknown biological parents. For others a major life event such as a marriage, birth of a child or death of a parent can make them start to wonder ‘who am I?’ or ‘where do I come from?’. This may be a search for a sense of ‘identity’, or looking for a ‘connection’ to ancestors.3 Some enjoy the sense of community, either with newfound family members or with others researching their families, and the ability to help others with their research.4 There are also cognitive motivations for researching family history: the ‘thrill of the chase’, the detective work and learning new skills.5 Psychologists are using family history research in therapy to identify past traumas and how these may have impacted on the present generation, whether this be the death of a parent or child, persecution and migration, poverty, famine or war, or, more recently, the lockdowns during the pandemic.6


Perhaps you have a keen interest in family history for religious or cultural reasons. When thinking of religion and family history research together, the first denomination that comes to mind for many is The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, whose members are often known as Mormons. This is the body behind the incredible wealth of material available free to genealogists, whatever their religious beliefs, through the FamilySearch website and FamilySearch Centers across the globe. The Church has a special connection with genealogy because its members believe in the concept of baptism by proxy of those who have died, allowing them ‘the opportunity to hear the gospel of Jesus Christ and receive the saving ordinances… in the spirit world after death’.7 Members are encouraged to research their family tree as far back as they can, to enable as many ancestors to be baptised as possible.
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Significant family events, such as births, marriages and deaths, can be the reason that many begin to investigate their family tree, as they begin to wonder ‘where do I come from?’. My own interest arose from stories my mother used to tell me about family members when I was younger, but I did not begin research in earnest until I had a family of my own.










Summary of Key Points


This book is aimed at all levels of experience, from the absolute beginner to the seasoned professional.


Family history research is a form of historical research, working with documents and collecting and analysing data.


There is no correct scope for family history, and all sizes and shapes of project are equally valid.


The terms ‘family history’ and ‘genealogy’ used to be readily distinguished from one another but are now more often used interchangeably, and you are probably doing a bit of both.


Some of the reasons why people start family history research are:




• a quest to discover or embed a sense of identity


• to find unknown close family


• to find a sense of community and help others


• to feel a sense of achievement from developing new skills and successful searching


• for religious reasons







Action Steps


Think about the scope of your own research project and the reasons for your own research. Knowing why you are searching will give you a framework in which to search.




Chapter Two


Laying and Checking the Foundations


The name of this chapter was chosen carefully. Those of you just starting out will want to lay your foundations correctly and embed good research practices from the outset. For those of you who have been researching for a while it is still important to go back and check your foundations with some of the techniques outlined in this chapter. Everyone can benefit from looking back at their earlier research from time to time. You will most certainly know more now than you did when you started. You may want to pick an ancestor for whom to review your research, or to work on a particular research problem throughout this book. It is intended to be a practical journey.


In this chapter some of the basic techniques for family history are introduced, many of which will be revisited in later chapters. Gathering documents may sound like something you only need to do when you start your family tree, but you will also want to adopt the same approach when looking at a research problem. Many of you will already have spoken with relatives about your family, but here I outline some tips and ideas to get the most out of your conversations. It is easy to make a start trying to piece documents together into a family tree, but this chapter will start to consider the benefits of looking at those documents in more detail, making some notes and transcriptions, looking for areas of conflict and recording source information.




Gathering Documents


Before starting to make a collection of your family history sources, it is important to think about what constitutes a ‘family history source’. The simple answer is that anything you can find that may hold genealogical information counts as a family history source. It is not just birth, marriage and death certificates and other official documents: all sorts of things can add to your family history research.






What is a Family History Source?


A family history source is anything that can give you information about your family. Here are some examples:




• Birth, marriage and death certificates


• Baptism certificates


• Confirmation certificates


• Oral histories – audio and video recordings


• Military paperwork, for example army, navy, RAF, Home Guard, National Service


• National Identity cards


• Ration books


• Medical cards


• Pension paperwork


• Wills


• Paperwork associated with burials and funerals


• Passports


• Driving licences


• Diaries


• Letters


• Birthday books


• Address books


• School and work photographs commemorating a particular event


• Family photographs, especially with writing on the back


• Birthday/wedding/new baby cards, especially where a year is added


• Certificates of qualifications and membership of professional bodies


• School reports


• Records of religious groups, such as Sunday school


• Newspaper clippings


• Family bibles where the family history pages have been filled in


• Books with inscriptions in the front


• Scrapbooks


• Needlepoint samplers with family details


• Medals, both military and other


• Scouting and Guiding badges


• Engraved items such as jewellery
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An example of a birth certificate prepared at the time of the event, one of the fundamental family history sources. You may have certificates and many other different family history documents stored away in old boxes, and you may find family members have the same. (Crown copyright)








For some family history sources, the information that can be genealogically useful is more obvious than others. For example, a birth certificate provides the date and place of birth of a child plus the names of, hopefully, both parents. Other items can be useful to place someone in a particular place at a particular time. For example, a grandparent’s presence at Auntie Sue’s wedding, as evidenced by a photograph, indicates that they were still alive when she married. A dated inscription in a book given for a sixteenth birthday present gives a clue as to what year that person was born. Some sources do not directly add information to your family tree but add life and colour to a person’s story, such as school reports and professional awards.


Now you know what you are looking for, go through drawers, boxes under the bed and suitcases at the back of the loft and pull out any old documents and artifacts. You may have some of these yourself, but you may also have to ask family members. If you have already asked around for certificates and official documents, go back and ask about some of the other things in this list. There are probably items that your relatives did not realise you would find interesting the first time you asked.
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Family history sources come in all different shapes and forms. Pictured are a prayer book and a rosary that belonged to my grandmother, Winifred May Hopkins. They do not tell me anything about the family tree as such, but add to the understanding of my grandmother as a person.
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Photographs were taken to mark many different occasions, including family gatherings, graduations, birthdays and marriages. This photograph is of my parents, standing in front of their first home in Burntwood, Staffordshire, that was still being built around the year they married (1966). They moved in in 1968.










Talking to Relatives


Conducting interviews is an established research technique for historical research8 and it is just as important for genealogical work, even if you are more likely to describe talking to relatives as something other than a formal interview. You can only achieve so much with documentary research; recording family knowledge and personal memories, especially from the older generation, adds so much more. The sad fact is that older relatives will not be around forever and when they are gone their memories and knowledge are lost. I know I wish I had started my research in earnest when my grandparents were still alive to talk to about it all. You may already know that a particular cousin, aunt or uncle has carried out some work on the family tree, and you may find this out when you start asking questions. Hopefully you will have plenty of opportunities to ask questions of your relatives, rather than just one chance to ask every conceivable question, but it doesn’t hurt to do a little preparation before you start.
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Learning with Grandad. Whilst we spend much time talking to our grandparents when we are younger, we are often not interested in their stories of the past until we get much older. It is so important to talk to older relatives about family history whilst you still have the chance.













Preparing to Interview your Relatives


Here are some points to consider before you meet up with or call your relative:




• If you can, record or video the conversation. Most smartphones have a suitable app, or you can buy a hand-held audio recorder quite cheaply. There is nothing more disruptive to the flow of a conversation than talking to someone with their head buried in a notebook frantically scribbling notes, or who has to ask you to repeat yourself because they cannot keep up. You can still take a notebook with you to jot down important points, but try to maintain eye contact, which confirms your interest in what the speaker is saying, as much as possible.


• If you are using technology, then try it out beforehand to makes sure it works and is picking up the voices you want to record clearly.


• Opening with ‘tell me about the family’ will not get you very far. The person you are talking to likely has no idea what you will find interesting or useful. Have specific questions planned.


• Take items with you to use as prompts if you have them, such as old documents or photographs, or ask to see old photo albums.


• Use open-ended questions to get a more detailed response, for example ‘What did you enjoy most at school?’ instead of ‘Did you enjoy school?’.


• Using open-ended questions also avoids influencing the answers: for example ‘What happened to Grandad’s brother, John?’, rather than ‘Is it true that Grandad’s brother, John, ran off to join the army?’.


• Prepare some questions to ask to get you started, but be prepared to go with the flow once the conversation starts.


• If you don’t know your relative very well, start with some more general questions to build a rapport by getting them talking about what they would like to share, before getting down to the list of what you want to know.


• Remember, when talking to older relatives, that families may not have been discussed as openly as they are now when they were younger, and topics such as illegitimate children, pregnancies before marriage and divorce can be especially sensitive. Keep these kinds of question for later in the discussion.










What Should You Ask?


There are so many possible questions you could ask, and you do not want to overwhelm your relative, so be sensible with how many questions you ask in one sitting. Presumably you do want to be invited back again later! One school of thought is that you could create a formal questionnaire and send it out in advance. Again, trust your own judgement here: some people are fond of form filling, others can be overwhelmed. You could send out something called a Family Group Sheet, a table that includes the birth, marriage and death details for a couple and their children, to get the ‘nuts and bolts’ of information for a family unit, but you could also take sheets like this with you to fill in while you are talking to your relative.
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A family group sheet can be used to ensure you collect all the dates and places you need for a family group. This can be sent out to relatives or filled in during your conversations with them.








Some ideas for other questions you could ask include the following:




• What are the names of your brothers and sisters?


• Were they older or younger than you?


• Were you closer to some more than others?


• What games did you play as a child indoors/outdoors?


• Where did you go to school?


• What was your favourite subject at school?


• Who was your favourite teacher?







• Do you have any stories about your time at school?


• When did you leave school?


• Where did you live when you were a child?


• Did you share a bedroom?


• What was the house like?


• What were your favourite childhood meals?


• Who was your best friend at school?


• What was your first job?


• What did your dad do for a living?


• Did your mum work?


• Who are the people in this photo? Can you tell me more about them?


• When did you get married?


• Who were your bridesmaids/who was your best man?


• Who are you more like, your mum or your dad? Who do you look more like?


• What are your memories of… (add any important historical event here, for example the coronation, World War II, the Covid pandemic)?


• Where did your mum’s family come from?


• Where did your dad’s family come from?


• What is your earliest memory?





That is 25 questions already and I am sure you can think of many more, so you can see how quickly your relative could feel overwhelmed. You might want to break down your questions into a different theme for each conversation, such as ‘school and childhood’ or ‘families and relationships’. The number of questions and the ones you choose may also depend on whether you are meeting in person, having a conversation over the phone, or having a video call.


Once you have a collection of family history sources, or copies thereof, and, hopefully, have managed to find some information from speaking to your relatives, you can start pulling all that information together.




Working Backwards from What You Know


The first rule of family history research is well established: work backwards from what you know.9 You start with what you know about yourself and add to it gradually, checking your information at each stage. The same rule applies throughout your research, whether you are moving backwards, sideways or forwards in time, and a good genealogist always builds upon ‘known’ information. Why? If you make assumptions or guesses as you piece things together you are likely to introduce errors. But if you work from what is known and double-check things at each step you are more likely to end up with a family tree that you can be certain about.


What is meant by ‘known’ in the context of family history research? Here are two examples of the knowledge of names of great grandparents:










	Example 1:

	






	Looking at

	the names of great grandparents, William and Susan Smith.






	Where did that come from?

	Grandad’s birth certificate.






	Where did that come from?

	An online search for Grandad’s name in about 1918 (you know when he was born) in the place where Dad was born.






	Where did that come from?

	Grandad was probably born in the same place as Dad.






	Where did that come from?

	My assumption that they were born in the same place.






	
Example 2:


	






	Looking at

	the name of great grandparents, Hubert and Edith Cowling.






	Where did that come from?

	I was told by both my uncle and my father.






	Where did that come from?

	I have a copy of my grandparents’ marriage certificate, which names Hubert as my grandmother’s father (pictured). I also have copies of the death certificates for Hubert and Edith, from my uncle’s family papers, where the informants’ names were given along with their relationships to the deceased. In both cases these informants were known personally to me.
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Marriage certificate for Lawrence Young and Joyce Winifred Cowling, prepared at the time of the event, showing the names of the fathers of both bride and groom. As this certificate is held amongst family papers there is greater confidence that it is correct for the couple of interest, than a certificate ordered later from the General Register Office. (Crown copyright)








Looking at the answers to ‘where did that come from?’ I certainly feel more confident in the names Hubert and Edith being correct than William and Susan. This is an important process to work through. Always ask yourself ‘yes, but where did that information come from?’ until you reach a point of confidence in that information – and be wary of making assumptions. If you don’t reach that point, then ask yourself ‘where else do I need to search?’.


In the Hubert and Edith example (Example 2) two people had told me their names. Is that enough for me to consider something ‘known with enough confidence’? Hubert and Edith were these individuals’ grandparents so it would seem a close enough relationship for them to be sure. However, the information provided from personal memory was also supported by documentary evidence, documents that were not only held with family papers, giving confidence that they were the correct documents for members of my family, but also included family relationships to those who were known to me personally. So, the quality of the source information is important. Generally speaking, you will always want to back up anything you are told by another person with additional research and documentary evidence. The quality of source information is explored more in Chapter 4.


The concept of information being ‘known’ in the context of genealogy research standards, such as the Society of Genealogists’ ‘Standards and Good Practice’10 and the US ‘Genealogical Proof Standard’,11 is discussed in Chapter 9.




Analysing Documents and Resolving Conflict


Whether you have just started collecting documents or are reviewing earlier research, it is now time to start pulling things together. The aim is to identify relationships with sufficient confidence to add them to your family tree. Use the example that follows to understand what to look for in your own documents.


In this example there are two documents, a marriage certificate and a baptism certificate, copies of which were obtained from a family member who has since passed away. As the copies were low resolution a second copy of the marriage certificate was obtained to include here and the baptism certificate has been transcribed.
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Copy of the marriage certificate for Bernard Joseph Hopkins and Ann Reynolds ordered from the local register office. The certificate gives full name, age, marital condition, profession and place of residence of both bride and groom. As the image is a copy of the original register it includes the signatures of the bride, groom and witnesses in their own handwriting. (Crown copyright)










[image: image]




Transcription of the baptism certificate for Joseph Bernard Hopkins. The certificate includes the date of birth, the names of godparents and the mother’s maiden surname.








The first thing to do with any document is to note down all the genealogically relevant detail. It is too easy to have a quick look, spot the father’s names match and join the two together. Instead, start to get into the habit early on of writing it all out. Small details can become important later and, as discussed in Chapter 5, having a detailed set of research notes makes things easier to find.


Step 1: Extract information from the documents


Marriage certificate


Date and place: 6 February 1899 at Church of St. Thomas of Canterbury (Roman Catholic), Erdington, Aston District, Warwickshire


Groom: Bernard Joseph Hopkins, 27 years, Bachelor, Wood Carver, of New Street, Erdington


Groom’s father: Joseph Hopkins, Painter on Glass


Bride: Ann Reynolds, 24 years, Spinster, [occupation blank], of Reservoir Road, Erdington


Bride’s father: Thomas Reynolds, Coal Miner


Witnesses: Daniel Austin Pywell and Kate Reynolds


Here you will see that I have used [square brackets] to show words I have added.




Baptism certificate


Name: Joseph Bernard Hopkins


Date and place: 8 October 1871 at Church of St. Thomas, Erdington, Birmingham


Date of birth: 3 October 1871


Father: Joseph Hopkins


Mother: Isabella Hopkins formerly Wells


Godparents: Joseph Hopkins sen[ior] and Blanche Isabelle Moody


Step 2: Think about what the documents tell you


• Both documents were held with family papers by the same relative.


• Both the marriage and baptism appear to have taken place in the same church.


• The family were Roman Catholic.


• The baptism certificate was not created at the time of the event, but was a copy prepared in 1916.


• Bernard Joseph Hopkins was born in c. 1872 (where c. means ‘circa’ or ‘about’), the son of Joseph Hopkins, a painter on glass.


• Ann Reynolds was born in c. 1875, the daughter of Thomas Reynolds, a coal miner.


• Both bride and groom lived in Erdington at the time of their marriage.


• Neither bride nor groom had been married before.


• Bernard was a wood carver.


• A witness, Kate Reynolds, may be related to Ann Reynolds, a sister perhaps.


• The baptism certificate may relate to the man who married, though the name is given as Joseph Bernard, not Bernard Joseph.


• A birth in October 1871 would lead to an age of 27 in February 1899, adding weight to the theory that the baptism could be for the man who married.


• The same father’s name for Bernard/Joseph is given on both the marriage and baptism record.


• The mother on the baptism record is Isabella Hopkins, formerly Wells.


• A godparent being named Joseph Hopkins senior on the baptism certificate may suggest that Joseph Bernard’s father, Joseph, was the son of another Joseph, who was alive in 1871.


Step 3: Identify and resolve any areas of conflict


To be confident in your research it is essential that if something almost fits but there are some conflicts, you should always carry out some more research to verify your conclusions. Otherwise, you risk what is known as confirmation bias, coming to the conclusion that either a record confirms what you expected to see without analysing it sufficiently, or assuming that anything that does not quite fit what you expect must be wrong. Getting used to taking a step back, looking at everything analytically and resolving any conflicts, is an important part of good genealogy, and will stand you in good stead for problem solving later down the line.


The most obvious difference between the two documents is that we have Bernard Joseph on the marriage certificate but Joseph Bernard on the baptism certificate, even though the age at marriage and the father’s name suggest that both documents are for the same individual. In this case it is likely that Bernard had a different baptismal name to his registered birth name. This can be quickly resolved with a search for his birth certificate. The baptism certificate gives a date of birth of 3 October 1871, from which a birth registration in the fourth quarter of 1871 is expected. The baptism certificate also provides a mother’s maiden surname of Wells. A search of the GRO birth index12 for any male Hopkins births registered in the fourth quarter of 1871 with the mother’s maiden surname of Wells finds only:




Name: Mother’s Maiden Surname:


HOPKINS, BERNARD JOSEPH WELLS


GRO Reference: 1871 D Quarter in ASTON Volume 06D Page 355





This supports the hypothesis that Joseph Bernard was a baptismal name for the same individual who married Ann Reynolds. To be more certain, a copy of this birth certificate was obtained, which provides:




Date and place: 3 October 1871 at Court Lane, Erdington


Name: Bernard Joseph


Father: Joseph Hopkins, Glass Painter


Mother: Isabel Hopkins formerly Wells


Informant: J. Hopkins, Father, of Court Lane, Erdington





Whilst Isabella is here recorded as Isabel, the other details match those on Joseph Bernard’s baptism certificate, including the date of birth, giving confidence that Bernard’s registered birth name was Bernard Joseph.


Another conflict between the two documents is that the baptism certificate from 1871 describes Erdington as being in Birmingham, while the marriage certificate from 1899 states ‘Erdington, Warwickshire’. Are these two different places or the same church in the same parish? In fact, Erdington and Birmingham were both in Warwickshire prior to 1974. Erdington did not become a parish until 1894, when it split from the parish of Aston.13 Erdington and Aston are now suburbs of Birmingham. It can therefore be seen that the same place was just described slightly differently in two documents, but both events took place in the same place.


By carrying out just a little more research the confidence that the marriage record and the baptism certificate relate to the same individual, and took place in the same church, is increased. An assumption could have been made along the lines of ‘these look as if they are probably for the same person’ – but assumptions like this can trip you up later. By doing a little extra digging, you can be more confident that documents can be linked together for the same person.




[image: image]




Birth certificate for Bernard Joseph Hopkins ordered from the General Register Office (GRO). Note that it is also possible to order pdf and digital copies of the birth register from the GRO for the year 1871, but here I have chosen to order a ‘certified copy’ or certificate. (Crown copyright)













Analysing Documents


There are three key steps to carry out when analysing documents:




• Extract information from the documents.


• Think about what the documents tell you and make notes.


• Identify and resolve any areas of conflict and record what you did.





When writing down information from your documents be sure to clearly distinguish between information included in the document (exactly as written) and any comments or interpretation you have added. You can use [square brackets] to highlight your own additions.







Recording Source Information


In this Hopkins example there are only three documents, and it is quite easy to distinguish between them just by calling them baptism certificate, birth certificate and marriage certificate. In your own searches for documents with any luck you will have found far more than this and may have documents for multiple people. As your collection of documents increases, you will need a more effective way to record what information came from where. Recording sources is discussed in more detail in later chapters but for now, here are some examples of how you might record these sources, to be sure what each document is and where it came from:




• Baptism certificate for Joseph Bernard Hopkins, 1871, held with family papers, transcription of digital copy provided by a relative of the author.


• Marriage certificate for Bernard Joseph Hopkins and Ann Reynolds, 1899. Copy ordered from Birmingham Register Office.


• Birth certificate for Bernard Joseph Hopkins, 1871. Copy ordered from the General Register Office, Reference: Registered Oct-Nov-Dec 1871, Registration District: Aston, Volume: 6d, Page: 355.





Why is it Important to Record Source Information?


Why is it important to record source information? Firstly, because otherwise, when you look back at your research, how will you know where your information came from? How will you know how you drew your conclusions or whether there is further research to conduct? Something that is backed up by a copy of a certificate may not need further research, but something told to you by Uncle John may do. In the Hopkins example recording the sources is especially important because the inclusion of the birth certificate shows that the conflict between the two variations of Bernard’s name found on the baptism and marriage certificates has been resolved. It is also good practice, as will be discussed further in later chapters, and adds credibility to your work when you are sharing with others. The next step is to start thinking about drawing up some of this as a family tree.




Family Trees


Whilst many visual ways of presenting research are described in this book, the family tree chart is by far the most popular. Even if you are only just starting out you have probably started sketching things out on a piece of paper.


There are many types of family tree chart available: birth briefs, fan charts, descendant charts, drop-line pedigrees, ancestral charts, ancestral pedigrees, hourglass charts to name but a few. Some of these are different names for the same type of view, others are simply different ways of presenting the same data. In this book the focus is on just two types of chart:




• the ancestral pedigree or pedigree chart


• the drop-line pedigree or descendant chart







[image: image]




Ancestral pedigree chart (or pedigree chart) showing two generations of the ancestors of an individual. Horizontal lines connect one generation to the previous one, vertical lines connect couples. Boxes outlining individuals are optional but can add clarity.








An ancestral pedigree starts with one person and works backwards in time, usually from left to right, showing the direct ancestors only of that individual. In contrast, a drop-line pedigree starts with one couple and shows all their descendants, moving from top to bottom. This type of chart can quickly get large if there are many children at each generation, and presentation on a single sheet of paper becomes challenging for more than two or three generations.


In the examples shown, females were added with the names they were born with, rather than with their married names. I find this makes it a lot easier to identify individuals as your tree starts to build and you are trying to locate research papers and documents. Surnames are in capitals to make them stand out. You do not have to do things this way: work with how things are clearest to you. Remember to include both dates and places. I also like to include occupations where there is room to do so.
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According to Register of Baptisms kept at the Church of St Thomas, Erdington, Birmingham

Joseph Bernard Hopkins, Son of Joseph and Isabella Hopkins

formerly Wells lawfully Married, Born October 3 1871

Was Baptised at the said Church, by Daniel Hy Haigh on the eighth day of
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