

[image: ]













WRITING YOUR


FAMILY HISTORY


A practical guide


DEBORAH CASS









[image: ]

























Copyright







First published in 2004 by The Crowood Press Ltd, Ramsbury, Marlborough, Wiltshire, SN8 2HR


www.crowood.com


This e-book edition first published in 2012


© Deborah Cass 2004


All rights reserved. This e-book is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


ISBN 978 1 84797 442 6


Dedication


To my grandmother, Lucy Ann Florence Ingamells Rogers (1908–78)


Acknowledgements


With grateful thanks to the following individuals for their help and support: Andrew Peach, Mike Corr, Neil Berrett, Bob Pryor, Daphne Oldfield, the Devon Record Office, the Revd Christopher Benson, the Wiltshire Family History Society, my family and friends, and William. 






















CONTENTS








Title Page


Copyright


INTRODUCTION


1 AN OVERVIEW OF PRIMARY SOURCES


2 FURTHER SOURCES


3 PERSONAL SOURCES


4 MAKING THE MOST OF LIMITED MATERIAL


5 IDEAS FOR CONSTRUCTING AND WRITING YOUR FAMILY HISTORY


6 PRODUCING YOUR STORY


FURTHER READING


FURTHER INFORMATION


INDEX

























INTRODUCTION





If you are a family historian, you almost certainly will have amassed quite a large collection of family data in the form of family trees, photographs, birth, marriage and death certificates, letters, wills and other memorabilia. In fact, the longer you conduct your research, the more you will accumulate.


Preserving a treasured collection of family papers is a headache for many genealogists and family historians – how can you both store and safely access all this material? Is your collection of family history neatly stored and indexed, perhaps using a combination of computer programs and files to store the information and documentation? Perhaps more importantly, if you do store your papers neatly and in an orderly manner, how do you give the contributors and other family members access to them, to all the fragile photographs and old letters you have collected from them over the years? Are you the family ‘curator’ with sole access to your material? Are you using archive-quality paper? Is your storage adequate? Is your material safe? Are there any copies? Can anyone else gain access to your computer – how will your geneology software stand the test of time?


Over the years, my concerns about my family history material grew to something bordering on neurosis. Not only was my treasured collection disintegrating with the passing of time, but what disturbed me equally was the thought of losing all this documentation through my imagined, worst-case scenarios of fire, theft or flood. Was I the only family historian who had ever tried to work out in the event of a fire how I could save both my dog and my treasured papers? They were, after all, irreplaceable, and if, like me, you have had to persuade relatives to part with their precious photographs and documents in the interests of future preservation, not only might the papers perish if personal disaster strikes, but can you really claim to keep them in any better conditions than their original owners?


If you are anything like me, far from being neatly stored and indexed, this material lives in boxes, plastic bags and old briefcases and in no particular order. In the past, as the self-appointed family historian, when I had a query from a family member or I wanted to find a piece of information, I had to wade through it all to find what I wanted. During this process, as I handled thin, fragile papers, some literally crumbling between my fingers, I was again confronted with my own mistreatment of all this material, especially when I was in a hurry to find something and when I was not as careful as I should have been.


A question perhaps even more pertinent to family historians is how will your collection papers and photographs be interpreted by future generations? Will they be able to follow your lines of research, know exactly who was who, put the right face to the right name, unravel the notes scribbled in your notebooks? Or would the many years spent researching your family history be construed by others as confusing – worse still, as meaningless – as the information lies immersed in computer programs, notebooks, albums of photographs, bags and boxes?


Until now you may have just updated family trees as babies were born and distributed the updated versions around your family as and when asked to do so. Of course, your family enjoy receiving the new record, but, apart from naming the next generation, it does nothing to impart any information or history of these ancestors. While the names will always mean something to those who remember certain characters, to future generations they will just be names.


THE SOLUTION



If you share these concerns, there is a solution, a way to bring all your research together, preserve the material you have, give all your relatives access to their family history and present your family’s story in a coherent way and that is to write your family history. In writing this history not only will you be able to set the record straight as to your family’s origins, but you can also detail the lives of your ancestors and use history to give them the presence they deserve. You can include facts, figures, dates, photographs and photocopies, family trees and transcriptions of original documents to share and distribute among your relatives.


This will allow access to copies of original documents to all your family members, thereby rendering unnecessary any handling of the originals and, at the same time, duplicating the material you hold, so that, should the worst happen, at least the family story would not be lost. Even more importantly, you can put your family’s story into its historical context, tie up loose ends and turn names into real people by telling their stories. You will be able to offer your relatives something more than just a family tree; you will be able to share the knowledge that you have gathered and present them with the story of their family.


The ‘project’ of compiling the family story may give you a new focus for further research and a purpose to the gathering of your information. It may also have a positive effect on your relatives if you tell them what you are doing and yield further material for you to use.


WHY WRITE YOUR FAMILY HISTORY?


Quite apart from the advantages of saving original material, telling the story of your ancestors’ lives as fully as possible, is as exciting as first discovering them from a parish register or a census return. You will also find that to document the lives of ‘ordinary’ people can be as worthy and extraordinary as documenting the lives of the famous. This book will show you how to give your ancestors a presence in history, whether you have comprehensive details of their lives or only limited material to work from.


It was because of the response that my own family histories received (I wrote up all three lines of my family history) and my feeling that this was the point to my research that I felt compelled to encourage other family historians to do likewise.


THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK



This book assumes that you have begun researching your family history – you may have been doing this for many years or for just a few months. Either way, you will most likely already have a number of guidebooks informing you of all the sources from which you can obtain your family history.


In the first chapters here you will find a list of primary sources. Although not exhaustive, these particular subjects or sources are highlighted to show their ability to provide you with material for your story. If you have not yet considered how newspaper archives and articles can help you or you have not yet delved too deeply into social or local history in your research, this is where you will be encouraged to do so. The information contained under each heading will prompt you to examine any documents that you may already hold and to explore subjects (if you have not done so already) that relate to your ancestors. I hope that these sources will ensure that you will make good use of local libraries to examine census returns, newspaper articles and local histories and your local record office for parish registers.


Then, how might your ancestors’ personal possessions and gifts throw light on further material for your story? Have you ever considered questioning why a particular photograph was taken or asked for whom and what occasion a gift or family heirloom was first given or acquired? This book will illustrate how these things may become valuable sources to add interest and colour to your story.


This book, therefore, is not intended as a definitive reference guide to the major information sources – there are many other works that already do this job very well and I do not seek to replicate them (see the note at the end of the Introduction). This book is intended to take up where such guides leave you, with a wealth of accumulated information and aims to be used in conjunction with your favoured genealogical guides. You will be encouraged to write your family history using the data you have already assembled and to examine further sources. The primary aim is to show you how to use your family’s history to ascertain its value in relation to telling your family story and discover a new focus and direction for your research other than merely to assemble a large database of names and dates. Write your family history and make a written record of your ancestors’ lives to share with your relatives and future generations. In the process, it may help you to preserve your original documents and to ensure that copies of them are circulated to a wider audience. Let your documents and originals rest in their boxes and use this book to bring your family history alive.




 





The book will focus on:


Material


This urges you to examine what you already have and to look at further sources and their potential to provide you with information. Chapters 1 to 3 encourage you to reassess your material and cover both primary and personal sources to ensure that you examine all the traditional sources, such as birth, marriage and death certificates, National Archives and census returns; they also ensure that you cover some more unusual sources, such as the media, the Mass Observation Archive and personal possessions.


Using Limited Material to Write Your Story


Here, ways in which you can enhance your story even with limited sources are suggested. Chapter 4 is for the family historian who thinks that he or she has only very little material to go on but who still wishes to write a good account of the family history. This section may also be used by all family historians to help them to tell a more comprehensive story; there are suggestions for researching sources other than those mentioned, such as on occupations, and how to examine ancestors’ relationships and comment on their health, wealth and the homes they may have lived in. This chapter also shows you how to use essays to enhance your story and it emphasizes the use of local and social history.


How to Write and Present Your Story


Chapters 5 and 6 set out recommendations on how you might actually put the words on the page and offer suggestions on how you could start your story and where it might end and on speculating on our earliest ancestors. There is also advice on style, format and binding and on how you might wish to publish the finished product.


In places, I have used some of my own family research to illustrate just how valuable the information you may acquire from a particular source could be to your story.


A Final Note on Sources


While the sources referred to in this book are mainly British, the principle of obtaining as much information as possible from any similar source in another country is the same. Wherever you may live and of whatever culture you may be, you can apply the advice and suggestions contained here to your own family history.




 





For further guidance on sources (books, periodicals, addresses, telephone numbers and websites), see the appendices starting on page 112.



















1 AN OVERVIEW OF PRIMARY SOURCES





In order to write a family history you first need to have material. You have to know as much about your subject – your family – as possible. Material in the form of names and dates forms the ‘bones’, the skeleton of your family history. Letters, photographs, memories and anecdotes are what you will need to add ‘flesh’. Even if you have only a limited source of these, the use of local and social history will add interest and enrich your story in the absence of other family material to draw upon.


Neither do you need to have a long family history in order to justify writing it. If your family history is in its early stages, you can still start to write a comprehensive history of the lives and times of your relatives – a good story does not necessarily need a host of ancestors. You may wish to start writing your history with yourself and work backwards. If this has the effect of putting you off, then you may wish to start with your parents or grandparents. If you have a fairly extensive family history you might like to start writing it from the farthest point and work towards the present.


Whether writing an extensive history involving many ancestors or just one of your immediate family, material is the key to making it interesting to your reader. In your quest for family material do not overlook those relatives nearest to you in generation just because they may not be particularly old; they will almost certainly have a wealth of material, anecdotes and stories which it would be a pity to ignore. Likewise, do not be afraid to approach an old aunt or uncle you have lost touch with who could possibly provide you with much information of relevance.


Your family history material will come from many sources and it may surprise you just how many you have from which to seek the information you need:




• birth, death and marriage certificates


• parish registers


• parish records


• census returns


• National Archives/local record offices


• wills


• local history


• social history


• reference books


• newspaper articles/news items


• family memories/anecdotes


• local libraries


• photographs


• personal correspondence


• possessions/gifts


• diaries


• hobbies


• relatives


• Mass Observation archive


• surname studies


• the Internet





All of these and their ability to provide you with material for your family story are covered here, and although this tally is not exhaustive, it could be used as a checklist for research into your family’s past. The categories are divided into two main areas: some I have referred to as primary sources since these are the obvious ones you would look at; the secondary sources I have referred to as personal sources as these are the ones that will be closest to your personal family history, such as diaries and correspondence, all or some of which your relatives or ancestors may have had and that may provide the more intimate insights and interesting minutiae of their lives. Writing your family history is a chance to revisit all the data you have and to analyse it and pull out the information to form your story.


BIRTH, MARRIAGE AND DEATH CERTIFICATES



Since 1 July 1837 records of all births, marriages and deaths have been subject to national official registration by civil authorities; they record the events and issue the appropriate certificates. The civil registration system provides family historians with an indispensable resource for tracing their ancestors back to that date and will most likely form the backbone of the skeleton upon which you can begin to build up your family’s story. Indexes to these records may be found at the Family Record Centre in London, some record offices, local history libraries and through the Internet.


Birth Certificates


These provide a mine of information and a starting point for the family history writer. A birth certificate, for example, will give you the name of your relative, usually his or her parents, and where and when your relative was born. After some simple research into the facts contained on a birth certificate you will be able to add to the circumstances surrounding your relative’s birth. 


Date of Birth


The date on which your relative was born will enable you to place him or her in history. You will be able to check for any significant events that may have occurred on or around that date and be able to inform your readers which monarch was reigning at the time, the Prime Minister then in office, what were the burning issues of the day and the more pertinent local details that could have affected your relative’s life.


Name


The name of your relative could help you in unexpected ways by confirming family ties. For example, my illegitimate great-grandfather Isaac Brown Rogers was named after his father Isaac Brown, even though the father’s name did not appear on the birth certificate. The Christian name may also reflect the importance of the mother’s family, with the mother’s maiden name being used as a Christian name for a child or the mother’s father’s name being used in its entirety for continuity. As an example, an ancestor of mine called her son Richard Dawson Carey Ingamells after her father, Richard Dawson Carey. Where this occurs, it could be an indication of the recent death of a relative and the naming of the next son or daughter being made by way of remembrance of the individual. This may link you unexpectedly with the next generation of your family. Perhaps you have instances where a first-born male or female always carry a certain name; it is highly likely that the further your research takes you that reused Christian names will appear in your family history. Names of ancestors are worth a second look to determine the existence of any patterns or links to previous generations.


Place of Birth


The place of birth is an interesting fact to bring to notice – placing your relatives in a particular place and perhaps even social standing. The location of a birth will enable you to trace a map of the area, locate a street or road and maybe even find a photograph of it from local archives. If your relative was born at home, you may wish to describe and comment on what sort of housing it was, when it was constructed, whether it is still there and, if it is, provide a photograph, all matters of interest in your story. (See Hearth and Home in Chapter 4.)


Parents’ Names


The certificate will show the names of the father and mother, or only the mother’s name if your relative was born illegitimately. If the father’s name is omitted, this will restrict your research on this line of your story, leaving you to concentrate on the maternal line. If the parents were married, the mother’s maiden name will also appear, giving you an opportunity to enlarge your story by introducing the mother’s family. 


Marriage Certificates


Marriage certificates can introduce you to many people linked to your relatives. As well as the bride and groom, there are their fathers and the witnesses. The certificate will also show occupations and addresses.


Ages


The ages of your newly weds may feature on the certificate or may be written as ‘over 21’ or ‘full age’. Do not always taken the ages at face value but check them against their birth certificates or census returns. This may be worth commenting on in your story, especially if there is a disparity. For example, in the 1851 census my relatives are shown as aged 21 and 16, and yet two months later their marriage certificate shows both of full age. Since they did not marry in their nearest church, it begs me to ask the question: did they have parental consent or did they elope? Where possible, always check the ages since, who knows, you may be able to comment on a romantic elopement. Bear in mind that parents’ or guardians’ permission to marry was still needed for anyone aged under 21 until 1969, when the age was lowered to 18.


Occupations


Occupations will provide you with a rich source of information. If your ancestors were town- or city-based then they were likely to have industrial occupations, maybe factory workers, coal miners or dock workers, information on all of which can be obtained from reference and history books or through research in your local library. Some sources may also give you the wages paid in the past, the conditions people worked in and the working methods used, all of which are important when researching the lives of your relatives and explaining their working environments (See the section on Occupations in Chapter 4.)


Residence


Note the residence of your ancestor and check it against any others that you may have found them at already. Also note the residence of the intended spouse and the proximity of the two addresses: did they live in the same town or village, around the corner from one another, or come from places further afield?


Witnesses


Do not overlook the witnesses on the marriage certificate. Although the names may be unknown to you, they could have been your relatives’ best friends. If the names are familiar, research should tell you whether a witness was the bride’s or the groom’s brother or sister, or some other family member; either way, the names could be important and confirm the family unit, especially in extended families where members of which do not all share the same surname.


For example, people today may think that the extended family unit is a modern development, the product of divorce and of people having several marriages, when, in fact, extended families were nothing unusual to older generations. While it is probably more the case that extended families came about due more to widowhood than divorce, my own experience seems even more strange; in 1860 my great-great grandmother was apparently ‘left’ by her parents to be brought up by strangers in Mountain Ash, Wales, when they moved from their village of Evercreech in Somerset. This relative lived in her new household from the age of 6 with neither of her real parents’ being evident on census returns. She appears to have been brought up in the household of a Mr and Mrs Rogers, who had no apparent family ties. In the 1861 census return, aged 6, she was described as a visitor, but ten years later she was still there.


By the time she was married, Mr Rogers was a widower and my great-great grandmother was referring to him as her ‘father’. It seems that she also returned Rogers’s generosity because he continued to live with her and her husband William Mogg, in a household that also consisted of her illegitimate son (my great-grandfather, to whom she gave the surname Rogers), her father-in-law and the three daughters from her marriage. Luckily for me, one of these daughters, Harriett Mogg, appeared as a witness on my great-grandfather’s marriage certificate, confirming that, although he did not share her surname, my illegitimate great-grandfather indeed belonged to that rather complicated family unit.


Men and women took on other people’s children and families as their own, if not through divorce then by the death of one partner and the remarriage of the survivor, and therefore witnesses at marriages may not always be as obscure as they appear. Indeed, to keep track of extended families of step-sisters and step-brothers, and mothers and fathers in multiple marriages can be like unravelling genealogical wool. As the example above illustrates, relationships could be as complex in the past as they can be perceived to be today and so it is worth taking the time to study the names of marriage witnesses.


Death Certificates


Death certificates reveal to you the end of your relative’s life. They will tell you where and when and from what cause your relative died, and who, if anyone, was in attendance at the end (sometimes another way of confirming family units – daughters- or brothers-in-law could be present at the time).


Place of Death


The majority of people in the nineteenth century were born and died at home and the locations of these will tell you much about your relatives’ lives. Some people never left the town or village they were born in and just moved around in it, living in various houses or tenements. Your relative may have died in an almshouse or workhouse; if this was the case, again, you will be provided with an opportunity for further research and material on which to comment and include in your story. The buildings of such institutions as workhouses or almshouses may still be standing, allowing you to add a photograph of the place where your ancestor died.


Cause of Death


You will also learn the cause of your relation’s death and this too can lead to a mine of information. If he or she was unfortunate enough to die from one of the prevailing diseases of the time, such as cholera, typhoid or diphtheria, a little local history research should reveal whether there was a particular epidemic at the time. Depending on how thorough you want to be, you could discover an explanation of the disease and even its progression when once caught. This may seem a little morbid, but the occurrence of such diseases is luckily mostly a thing of the past now and their appearance in your account could raise a question from those who do not know along the lines of, ‘What was diphtheria?’


Your relative may have suffered a violent or otherwise unexpected death which may have been the subject of an inquest. If this was the case, this event will have almost certainly been reported in a local newspaper at the time and it would be worth trawling through it on either side of the date of your relative’s death. The death certificate of my great-great grandfather revealed that he drowned in the Solent. The cause of death was stated as ‘Accidentally drowned during a storm whilst on a coal barge.’ The certificate also gave the date of the subsequent inquest.


Obtaining Details of Inquests


Depending on the time lapse since your relative died, if an inquest was required, you may even be able to obtain a copy of the inquest papers (a 75-year rule applies). These may be stored at your local record office, but if not, you may find the Gibson Genealogical Guide Coroners Records helpful in locating them.


From the present day back to 1837, civil registration will be your guiding light to a succession of ancestors.


PARISH REGISTERS AND BISHOPS’ TRANSCRIPTS



Pre-1837 Civil Records


Before 1837, the registration of baptisms, marriages and burials in England and Wales was conducted by using the parish register system. This system began in 1538, but the records dating back to that time may be patchy. Luckily for the family historian today, in 1598 the Elizabethans decreed that the parish priest should make a copy of the entries in the parish register for submission to his bishop, thus creating the Bishops’ Transcripts. These may prove useful in cases where the original parish register has been lost or destroyed. You can locate parish registers at your County Record Office and Bishops’ Transcripts at either the former or the Diocesan Record Office. Check with your County Record Office before you go there to ensure that they hold the registers for the parish you are interested in and to book your seat. Welsh registers are in the National Library of Wales or the Welsh county record offices. 
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If your family history research has already taken you past civil registration then you will be familiar with parish registers. However, civil registration after 1837 provided certain checks and balances to ensure that you had the right ancestor, parish records do not. But there is a lifeline here if you find multiple possibilities in parish registers for your next ancestor and that is in checking to see whether he or she appears on the International Genealogical Index and using this tool to help in the process of elimination (see the International Genealogical Index on p.23).


If your experience involving parish registers is anything like mine, you may have to travel some distance to your preferred County Record Office, and possibly to another county altogether. Each volume I opened would give me a mixed feeling of excitement and fear – akin, I would imagine, to opening a treasure chest – the anticipation of what you might find inside but also the fear that it could be empty. Time disappears ever so quickly in a record office when searching through parish registers and, spending hours in deciphering sometimes illegible old handwriting, with eyes out on stalks so that you do not miss a thing. The rewards of finding an elusive baptism or burial entry, however, more than make up for the effort required.


Scottish and Irish Records


Scottish parish registers generally begin in the 1690s and may be found in the General Record Office for Scotland for contact details). Many southern Irish records were destroyed by fire in 1922 and therefore the National Archives and the National Library of Ireland should be consulted for the availability of these. The Public Record Office in Belfast should be consulted for records relating to Northern Ireland.


Points to Remember


The records relate to baptisms as opposed to births, and to burials as opposed to deaths, so these will not be the dates of birth or death. Apart from this, you can use the registers as in much the same way as the civil registration certificates, to glean as much information as possible – accepting, of course, that the information available is not so plentiful as in civil registration. Ensure that you record every detail, and that includes the year and the parish in which you have made your discovery. This is especially important if you are copying all instances of your surname and may save you a return journey. Even scant details could provide you with clues to your ancestors’ past (see Chapter 4).


OTHER PARISH RECORDS



Parish records will be located at the County Record Office within the county you are researching. The list below gives some idea of the records that may be found there: 




• poor relief expenditure books


• churchwardens’ accounts and rates


• settlement papers


• apprenticeship indentures


• bastardy papers/records





Parish records can shed light on your ancestors’ lives and time spent at your local county archive may be usefully spent. As an illustration of what you might turn up, below is a copy of an apprenticeship indenture of Elizabeth Carnell, a great-great-great-grandmother of my husband, who was apprenticed to a farmer, Gilbert Pinsent in Kingsteignton, Devon in 1812. Elizabeth was 11 years old at the time and, in a manner that conjures up Dickens’s Oliver Twist, was ‘apprenticed’ to the farmer until she was 21 years old or married (with Pinsent’s permission). She would have been expected to learn about housekeeping and husbandry in return for her clothing, board and lodgings. Most apprentices were used as little more as cheap labour, but, according to family history, Elizabeth must have used her time at the farm well because she became very knowledgeable about herbs and made her own creams and potions. Unfortunately, the farmer’s learning did not extend to teaching her how to read and write and therefore nothing of her acquired wisdom was ever written down.


CENSUS RETURNS



As a family historian, you will already be aware that census returns can provide excellent genealogical information for every ten years from 1841. Census returns will provide you with:




• a street name and number (although the numbers do not always correspond to those in the same road today)


• a list of all the inhabitants in the house


• their names


• their ages


• their occupations


• their places of birth (this is especially useful for anyone not born in the county in which he or she lived).





Ensure that you re-examine the information you already have from census returns in order to extract the maximum value from this source.


From this source you could provide yourself with the birth certificates of all named children, which would give you a place of birth for each, by which means you could track how your relatives may have moved during the period covered by these data.


It will also say whether children were ‘scholars’ or at work; for example, an 11-year-old might be described as a miner but a 10-year-old as still a scholar – a fact that would be interesting in a family history when compared with today’s society. You may even be able to comment on the schooling a relative received, whether from a poor school or a private one and local archives could yield further facts. 
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Census returns may also give details of other people or relatives living in the same household as your relatives; for example, a grandfather or grandmother might also have lived in the house, or a brother, sister or a child from a previous marriage. If you have knowledge about the type of housing they lived in, counting the people living in one house will give an insight into their domestic lives. I know that my great-great-great grandparents bought up a family of nine in a two-up, two-down cottage in Shaftesbury and another set of great-great grandparents had their in-laws living with them all their married lives. And do not forget to look and see who lived next door – this could add to the picture.


NATIONAL ARCHIVES



The National Archives (now incorporating the Public Record Office [PRO] and the Historical Manuscripts Commission) comprise the United Kingdom’s national collection. They hold thousands of records that are of potential interest to family historians, including:




• military records


• some police service documents


• records of merchant seamen


• emigration and immigration details


• maps and photographs.





The National Archives have also produced a range of booklets entitled Pocket Guides to Family History, which can be found in the Appendix. Addresses for all the British National Archives repositories may also be found there.


If you have access to the internet you can gain access to the National Archives at Kew, which will provide a guide to everything available. This site is particularly helpful if you are planning a visit to the National Archives and time is limited. You can use the site to refine your search before you go, allowing you to arm yourself with the reference numbers of the documents you wish to examine. There are also two further linkeed sites which can help you in tracing documents.


The records of the National Archives helped me to trace the career of my great-grandfather when all I had was a photograph of him in naval uniform. The photograph was in a very bad condition and had been given to me by a relative after I had conducted many years of family research. I could hardly believe that, after all this time, I should possess such a photograph, as I had long given up hoping a photograph of him might exist. Although grateful, I was a bit sceptical and mindful that, although it was given to me in good faith as being my great-grandfather, there was always a chance that I could be looking at someone completely unrelated to my family; after all, no one in the family had ever mentioned the existence of this photograph before. I studied it and around the sailor’s hat he wore, the name of a ship was just discernible – HMS King George V.
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Harry Cass’s naval record.








A chance comment to a friend who frequented the Archive about this yielded dividends. On her next visit my friend looked up the crew lists for King George V and found my great-grandfather’s name, along with a description of him and his date and place of birth, all of which I was able to confirm. Since he both joined and left this ship in 1917, it was also possible to work out that he was 32 years old at the time the photograph was taken. My friend was also able to obtain a photocopy of this information for me. Thus a rapidly deteriorating photograph of my relative provided just enough information to shed light on his First World War career in the Navy, all of which was waiting to be discovered in the National Archives.


If you have ancestors who have been in the military services, a visit to the National Archive or its website is essential in gaining more material for your history. As well as being a national repository, a number of documents are made available for viewing on line. Check their website for an up-to-date list of papers available in this format.


INTERNATIONAL GENEALOGICAL INDEX (IGI)


If your research has come to a dead end by taking you back beyond the start of civil registration in 1837, then you can try the IGI, organized by the Church of the Latter Day Saints – otherwise known as the Mormon Index – to set you on your way again. The IGI for England and Wales has been compiled by using a range of information, including parish registers, and is listed in alphabetical order county by county. This having been said, by no means all parishes are covered, but if your ancestors tended not to stay in one place for very long – and many of them did not – then it would be a good place at which to start.


The IGI can be accessed by microfiche or CD-ROM in large libraries, in the Church of the Latter-day Saints Family History Centre and the Family Records Centre (details in the Appendix). With the IGI you may be able to trace ancestors throughout a county, the country or the world (see Surname Studies later in this chapter.) You can obtain a print-out of the surnames you are interested in and gain a good idea of the spread of your particular surname across a county and across the country as a whole. It could certainly prove useful in tracking down elusive ancestors and helping to establish family groups by baptisms.


WILLS



Wills are a fascinating source of information for the family historian. They may provide you with the means to study your relative’s possessions and relationships (especially within extended families) and even get an idea of the money they kept under their mattresses.


Copies of wills of ancestors who lived in the sixteenth and the seventeenth century were given to me by a fellow researcher early in my quest for family history and I was amazed at the detail they contained about my relatives’ lives. While I had no physical images of them, by virtue of the facts they wrote down at the end of their lives I gained an insight into their world. Without the wills such details would have been lost forever.


As well as revealing their wealth and possessions, they also show how God-fearing and religious people were. The next two examples from my own family show that first and foremost, before any earthly legacies were bestowed, they recorded their entreaties for God’s forgiveness and offered him their bodies and souls. From one of my ancestors, Christopher Ingamells, came this humble plea:




In the name of God in the fourteenth day of April one thousand six hundred and ninety two, I Christopher Ingamells of South Reston in the County of Lincoln husbandman being sick in body but of good and perfect memory, thanks be to almighty God. This my last will in testament … And first being sorry from the bottom of my heart for my sins past most humbly ask forgiveness for the same I give and commit my soul unto Almighty God my saviour redeemer in whom and by the merits of Jesus Christ I trust and believe to be saved and by body to the earth from whence I come taken to be therein decently interred according to the discretion of my executor herein after named … 








[image: ]

The Will of John Ingolmells, 1591.








In the will of Thomas Yngamells of Saleby in 1538 he makes provision for the ‘praying of his soul’ in church as follows:




In the name of God amen the 1st day of March the year of our Lord God 1538, I Thomas Yngamells of the parish of Saleby hale of mind and good rememberance makes thee my last testament and will in the manner and form following. First I bequeath my soul to Almighty God, Our Lady Saint Mary and all the saints. Item I bequeath to the blessed sacrament in the foresaid church 4 pence. Item to bequeath to our Lady in our mother church 4 pence. Item I bequeath to the church nave of Saleby 21 pence. Item I bequeath to the reparations of St Peter’s Church 4 pence. Item I bequeath to the guild of St Margaret’s in the parish of Saleby one acre of wheat …





Unless you were a widow, single woman or heiress, the ability to make a will was confined to men as the heads of households. As a widow living in the time of the Cromwell’s government, Elizabeth Ingomels (see box on p.26) appears more than capable of arranging her affairs; indeed, she must have possessed the mind of an accountant to work out to whom and how much and at what stages she had bequeathed her money.


This will had been transcribed from a photocopy of the original; it was fascinating to look at and stirred my imagination. How she had possibly worked all her figures out was food for thought – this was no deathbed declaration, she was unlikely to have worked out whom to give what to when she was about to die. There was no mention of her being sick, so I suggested that she was extremely well organized in her affairs. I could imagine her, seated at a heavy oak table with a lighted taper, ink pot and quill, while someone sat close by putting down all the names of her beneficiaries and the amounts that she wished to leave them (she could not write, her will was simply signed by her mark). This was the picture I drew for my readers and could not have been too far from the truth.


When studying wills consider the era that they were made in; for example, in the case of another ancestor, he had made his will in 1547 but died two years after. After studying the political climate at the time he wrote the will, I discovered that Henry VIII had just died and I drew attention to this fact and that a period of social unrest was expected with the accession of a child king (Edward IV was nine when he succeeded Henry VIII); this could have been why my ancestor considered it was prudent to make a will at that time.


If you have wills to use as a source, note their dates and see whether anything was happening locally or nationally that might have affected your ancestors to draw them up. Note whether they claimed that they were ‘sick of body’ (an indication that they may have been told that they were dying), and, where possible, try to find any burial references from parish records.
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The Will of Elizabeth Ingomels


March 13th 1650


In the name of God Amen I Elizibeth Ingomels of Great Carlton in ye county of Lincoln widow do make and ordain this my last will and testament in manner and form following. First I give and bequeath my soul to almighty God my maker and to Jesus Christ my sancifier and preserver and my body to the earth from whence it was taken praying to be saved amongst the rest and my body to be buried in the Churchyard of the Town aforesaid. Item I give to the poor of the parish five shillings to be paid within a month after my decease. Item I give in charity four shillings within a year after my decease. Item I give to my daughter Elizabeth Webster and her five daughters every one of them four shillings and her son James two shillings all to be paid within a year after my decease. Item I give to my daughter Esibell four shillings and her two children five shillings to be paid within a year of my decease. Item I give to my son Thomas Ingomels four shillings and his daughter two shillings and his son twelve pence all to be paid within a year next after my decease. Item I give to my son Henry Clark’s two sons and within either of them, my ewes and lambs and twenty shillings a year to be paid within a year and a half next after my decease. Item I give to my daughter Francis Clark a blanket, a coverlet, a sheet, a pillow and half the brass and pewter table and five shillings to be paid within the month after my decease. Item I give to my daughter’s son Robert Clark ten shillings to be paid within a year and a half after my decease and I give to Thomas William Clark son’s to Henry Clark a calf of a year old at Mayday. Item I give to John Ingomels and Francis and Faith every one of them five shillings to be paid out of my land within three months after my decease. Item my son Henry Clark my little half acre of beans. Item I do appoint my executor to pay to John Ingomels four pounds that his father did for the building of my barne and to pay to Brian Brown’s children ten shillings that his father did pay and my will is that my son Christopher shall have all my houses and land to me belonging provided that my son Henry Clark and his wife shall have three dwellings in the house for one whole year after my decease paying no rent for that Year. Item I bequeath to George Furth’s wife two shillings to be paid within that month next after my decease. All the rest of goods unbequeathed my funeral being discharged I give to my son Christopher whom I make my sole supervisor of this last will and testament where unto I have given my hand. The day and year above written Widow Ingomels.
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