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			Chapter 1: Introduction

			Why do people want to start delving into the history of their own family? It’s probably got a lot to do with wanting to know why we are the way we are and where certain traits in our own character come from. Whatever the reason, almost everyone who investigates their family tree soon finds that the whole business, while it can at times be a little frustrating, is nevertheless extremely fascinating. Many people do not start to take an interest in their roots until they are getting on in years but, increasingly, younger people – many of whom naturally have access to computers – are also becoming involved.
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			*A Victorian family at leisure.

			Whether you are young, old, or somewhere in between, if you are considering investigating your family history, then the best advice is to make a start as soon as possible. Your ageing relatives will not live forever and if you don’t ask them questions about their childhood and their own parents and grandparents, their memoriets are likely to die with them. Most of us have regrets about not asking enough questions before it became too late. 

			Of course, people have always been interested in the history of their own families and have always asked questions of their relatives. In times past however, more detailed research was not all that easy. For one thing, the material was often widely scattered and not easy to locate. For another, so-called ‘ordinary people’ had neither the time, the money, nor perhaps the education to delve very deeply into the life and times of their ancestors. Many people knew, or believed they knew, about their antecedents, but family history was largely a matter of oral tradition, with stories handed down from generation to generation. In some communities this is, of course, still the case.
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			*Several generations of a family on their way to church.

			Further research could normally only be undertaken by those with the time and financial resources to undertake it. Elderly vicars from ‘good families’ might spend years trawling through the various records and they often had old family papers to help them. While those middle or upper class amateur genealogists often did sterling work, they tended to look only on the bright side of their families. Every family has its ‘black sheep’ – people who refuse to conform to the moral climate of the day – but the perceived dirty deeds of the black sheep were largely ignored by earlier generations of family historians. They preferred instead to concentrate on those who had toed the line and maintained the honour of the family, followed their forebears into one of the respectable professions, or generally bettered themselves.
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			*A parson with members of the congregation.

			Early family historians would sometimes behave like historians in the former Soviet Union, by either completely ignoring someone’s existence, or by simply making a vague passing reference to them. Women who gave birth out of wedlock would be subjected to such treatment as, during their lifetime, they would have been very much despised. Such women were considered to be ‘no good’ or ‘a bad lot’ and their offspring would be ignored by the rest of the family. Mind you, if a young gentleman got a household servant ‘into trouble’ that was deemed rather more acceptable. More acceptable, perhaps, but not to be written or talked about. 

			Things are of course very different today. Attitudes have largely changed and, with far more resources available to everyone, researching the history of one’s family is a lot easier. It is no longer the exclusive province of the middle classes or the idle rich and most of us will be more than happy to discover the previous existence of the odd black sheep or ‘fallen woman’. Research can however still be very time-consuming and you will, from time to time, come up against a brick wall. A lot will depend on just how much time you have available and on how far back you wish to go. When you start out, however, you will probably make quite a bit of progress in a fairly short period. 
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			*Jeremy Paxman featured in the popular BBC 2 series.

			The hobby of tracing one’s family history has increased in popularity to a quite remarkable extent in recent years. This increased popularity is reflected in the amount of television time now devoted to the subject. Family history seems to be taking over from gardening, cooking, moving house and buying and selling antiques and collectibles. Our so-called ‘celebrities’ are now in on the act and their reactions to finding out about their ancestors can be quite fascinating. Early in 2006, in the B.B.C. series Who Do You Think You Are? notorious softie Jeremy Paxman was almost reduced to tears on learning about the poverty and deprivation suffered by some of his forebears. When asked at the beginning of the programme if he was excited by the thought of delving into his family’s past, he had replied that it was a stupid question; of course he wasn’t excited. Interested, yes – but not excited. He seemed to feel differently half an hour or so later.

			If only we all had a team of researchers employed by the B.B.C. to do the work for us. On the other hand, that would take a lot of the fun out of it. Sorry, Mr. Paxman, but as you now know, it really can be fun as well as, at times, emotionally exhausting. Many of us will find that we have paupers, rogues and even outright criminals in our family tree. Most of us won’t find members of the aristocracy hanging from a lofty branch, but we are all likely to discover people from more than one social class amongst our ancestors and it is this mix of people, their living conditions and their occupations, which can make it all so fascinating. As Stephen Fry said in another edition of Who Do You Think You Are? “It makes you realise how intimately interwoven with history we are”.
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			*Stephen Fry who took part in the BBC series ‘Who Do You Think You Are’.

			There is an amazing amount of archive material relating to individuals of the past. The trick is to know how and where to find it. Much information is now available in computerised form and access to a computer will help significantly – although primary sources should always be chetcked, as computerised records are prone to errors. It is of course perfectly possible to investigate your family history without the aid of a computer. Record offices still have large numbers of hand-written and typed documents: it will take years to computerise everything and some of it may never be done. 
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			*Beards were very popular a hundred years ago.

			The purpose of this book is to act as a starting point for family history research. It does not pretend to be a comprehensive guide, but it does hopefully contain enough information to set you on your way. Towards the end you will find lists of addresses and websites referred to in the text.

			Good luck with your investigations!

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2: Getting Started 

			The first rule when researching your family history is to start with your most recent ancestors and then work backwards. If there is a family rumour that your father is descended from, say, the Duke of Clarence, don’t start trying to trace the descendants of the illustrious Duke in the hope that your research will lead to Dad being able to claim his rightful inheritance. It almost never works and will probably be a total waste of time.
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			*Army Discharge Form.

			Always begin by assembling as much data as possible from your living relatives. If you can, get them all together, tell them what you are doing and, with luck, the memories will come flooding back. Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and even cousins are all likely to have useful information which will get you started. Your relatives may well have copies of birth and marriage certificates and even death certificates for those who have left this world. If they don’t know exact dates, ask them roughly when, for example, they think someone was born or died, as this will save you a lot of time later. Record or write down everything they tell you: it will not always be accurate but you can check it out later.
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			*Public Record Office, 50 Years ago.

			Once people start to think over events of the past, they often come up with things that had been long forgotten. It is therefore a good idea to discuss their recollections with your relatives more than once. Indeed, it’s a good idea to keep going back to them – provided you don’t make too much of a nuisance of yourself! And while you’re at it, get them to check in the loft for any forgotten family items. You never know what they might come up with. 

			Most older relatives have stories to tell about their ancestors. Even though they may not be totally accurate, they will very often have more than a grain of truth in them. As an example, the author’s mother was convinced that her uncle was brutally murdered on a tea plantation, probably in Ceylon (Sri Lanka) sometime during the 1890s. It turned out that he was indeed brutally murdered – whilst on a hunting trip in East Africa in 1907. He had nothing to do with tea plantations and was in fact a cable-laying engineer, working on a ship moored off Mombassa.
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			*Baptismal Certificate.

			It is a sad truth that some older people are ashamed of their origins, particularly if they come from a poor background and you may find that some of your older relatives are reluctant to tell you too much about, for example, their own parents. Even in the recent past, attitudes towards divorce and illegitimacy were very different from those of today. A story which is regarded as a skeleton in the cupboard by your aged grandparent may be no more than an interesting fact to yourself, but you may need to tread carefully to elicit the truth. Once you have done so, you will then need to check the facts.
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			*John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s marriage certificate.

			If you are extremely fortunate, you may have paintings or sketches of your ancestors – and, if you are yet more fortunate still, you’ll know just who they are. For most people however, the only pictorial depictions of their ancestors will come in the form of photographs. Photography got going in the middle of the nineteenth century and by the 1870s portrait photos really began to come into their own. Apart from forming an important part of your family history in their own right, such photographs can be a very significant source of information. They sometimes bear names and dates, although this is by no means always the case. Someone once came across a photograph on the back of which was written ‘This photograph was taken a long time ago’. Very helpful!

			If you are not sure which ancestor is featured in the picture, it may be possible to get an idea of the date from the style of clothing worn. The photograph may also give you some kind of indication as to the likely wealth, or otherwise, of the person or persons pictured. Beware though – in days gone by, very poor people would save up to have their photo taken and would be sure to wear their ‘Sunday Best’ for the occasion.
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			*Domestic staff from a Victorian household.

			You may have some old family photographs yourself, but be unsure of the identities of some or all of the people pictured. A hundred years ago, middle-aged people tended to look a lot older than they do today, so don’t be surprised to discover that the little old lady in the picture who seems to be in her late eighties was only about 64. Always show your old photos to your older relatives, as they may be able to identify them, or the photo may bring back some of those long-forgotten memories. 
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			*War time documents.

			Incidentally, when showing relatives old photographs, it’s generally a good idea not to pass comment on the appearance of the people depicted in them. For example, if you are trying to get Granny to identify a fierce-looking elderly woman, don’t say: “I wouldn’t like to meet her on a dark night”. The picture might be of Granny’s favourite Aunt Ethel, who was actually a kindly soul and would not have harmed anyone.

			Whilst on the subject of photographs, don’t forget to ensure that your own digitally produced recent family photographs are named and dated. Your descendants will thank you for it in a hundred years’ time.

			Parents and grandparents may have old school reports, qualification certificates, newspaper cuttings, letters, diaries, personal military records and medals, wartime identity cards, ration books, memorial cards and even bills for funerals – if nothing else, such bills will show you just how much the cost of dying has increased over the years. More importantly, however, a memorial card or an undertaker’s bill will tell you where someone may be buried and this might lead to finding a headstone bearing more information. If your relations are reluctant to part with documents, persuade them to allow you to photocopy or photograph them.
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			*A ration book of clothing coupons.

			Family Bibles can be a source of important information. These were often passed from mother to daughter and in some cases may be at least a couple of hundred years old. They are often very interesting in themselves, but you may well find details of births, marriages and even deaths carefully and lovingly written in them. Such information could be invaluable in your quest.

			Even items as apparently irrelevant as old football programmes may give you information. Was Great Granddad really a Fulham supporter in the ’twenties? He was born in Lancashire and he died in Yorkshire, but was he perhaps living and working in south-west London for a time? (NB: Old football programmes may be surprisingly valuable – never throw anything away!)
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			*Undertakers bill from 1943.

			Some of your more recent ancestors may themselves have had a go at constructing a family tree or pedigree, or even writing up their family history. There seems to have been quite a vogue for doing this in the early part of the twentieth century and it’s surprising how much information some people were able to gather. As has already been stated, research resources were much more limited at that time. Any documentation you unearth will need careful checking, as the assumptions made by Great Aunt Ada all those years ago may well be flawed. 

			There are, of course, various ways in which to catalogue your early findings. A simple card index may be a good idea, especially while you are still at an early stage. If you have a computer you can type up your notes and amend them later. It is also a good idea to begin constructing charts and pedigrees early on and to start writing mini biographies of your ancestors. Again, a computer will be very useful, as you will easily be able to update the biographies as you discover more information. Computer programmes are available to help you create family trees or charts, but they inevitably restrict the amount of information you can put in. You may well do better to draw up your own charts, deciding for yourself what you want to include. 
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			*Football programme seller from over 50 years ago.

			The lives of our ancestors are much more interesting and indeed more understandable, when we know something about the era in which they lived. It is therefore a good idea to borrow a few books from your local library so that you can, for example, read up on life in Victorian times. Things were very different then, of course. The poor really were poor and they often had large families to bring up. There was little in the way of entertainment for the working classes and anyway they probably couldn’t afford to indulge in anything on offer. ‘Demon Drink’ was relatively cheap and there was always sex. It’s hardly surprising families were so large.
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			*British military medals.

			You may well find that your family’s fortunes waxed and waned over time. The landed gentry had everything going for them for hundreds of years, but by the beginning of the nineteenth century many were beginning to fall on hard times. This was partly due to depressed prices for agricultural products, following the Napoleonic Wars. So, it is not uncommon to find that a mid-nineteenth century carpenter or farm labourer had ancestors who owned land and would have been described as ‘gentry’. 

			During the same period a new middle class of industrialists, engineers and entrepreneurs of all kinds was emerging; the sons and grandsons of the poor were in some cases becoming rich and were able to build great mansions for their families to live in. Then, quite often, their own sons and grandsons would prove to be less hard-working – and the family fortunes would be back where they had started.
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			*A member of the landed gentry looking at sheep grazing on his farm.

			Some people employ professional researchers to aid them in the search for their ancestors. There are a lot of them about these days and they certainly know their way around the hundreds of resources which are now available. Researching your family history can, however, develop into a fairly expensive hobby (or obsession!) and the employment of professionals may add significantly to the expense. They should perhaps be put on hold until you have done a fair bit for yourself and perhaps come up against one of those brick walls. Professionals may then come into their own, by quickly solving a problem which would have taken you weeks to resolve.
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			*A family in Victorian times.

			Unless you get really stuck, it’s much more fun to do it yourself. The staff at record offices and other institutions are usually very helpful and can often put you on the right track. If you do consider employing a professional researcher, then make sure he or she is well qualified to do the job. A list of members of the Association of Genealogists and Researchers in Archives is available from the Society of Genealogists.
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