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Breaking through brick walls


The brick walls presented by genealogy problems are challenges which can often be solved. The central idea of this book is that, however intractable a genealogy problem may appear, there is always something else that can be tried. There is also the expectation that with ever more records coming available and the development of new techniques (including genetic genealogy), problems which now seem beyond any possible solution will one day be solved.


This book offers practical ideas for solving your genealogy problems. It suggests how to make better use of the familiar genealogical records and explores some of the less common records which researchers may not use often but which provide new sources of information. With this book you will be able to make some progress on some of your genealogical sticking points.


PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS


There are of course problems which will remain with a solution outstanding. Sooner or later every line reaches a point beyond which it simply cannot be traced because there are not records. Or you may find ancestors did a very good job in hiding their family background. Common names frequently cause problems for the researcher. Yet with all these restrictions noted, a great deal can none the less be done.


There is a very good chance of being able to take almost any British Isles line back to the early nineteenth century, and a reasonable expectation of being able to take many lines back another couple of centuries. The utmost reach of most British Isles genealogy is the late Middle Ages – unless of course you link to the royal line or the pedigree of a handful of noble families. You may travel back half a millennium or even further before sooner or later all lines come to a point where they can be taken no further – they hit the unbreakable brick wall of a lack of records. Perhaps one day genetics will break down even this barrier, but for the moment genealogy ends with the earliest records. Before you hit that ultimate brick wall there are the sort of problems that may be solved with the ideas in this book.


Presented here is a way of thinking to tackle brick walls along with a selection of ideas most likely to be of use to solve problems of this nature. The focus is on the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries, the centuries of most genealogical research, but there is consideration of both earlier and later sources. A selection of ideas and sources are presented, those which are believed to be the most likely to break down brick walls.


COMING TO DEAD ENDS IN RESEARCH


Genealogists have come to use the term brick wall to mean a research dead end, the situations where family tree research does not respond to the usual tools for advancing a line and all further progress is stopped. There are two primary types of brick wall. When:


[image: image]a birth or christening cannot be found, with the result that information about parentage is not available; and


[image: image]a woman’s maiden name cannot be found, and therefore the woman’s family cannot be traced.


In addition to the problems of locating marriage and birth, evidence of movements within the British Isles or migration to or from the British Isles may not be available – moving or migration may therefore be regarded as a particular type of brick wall. There are additional types of brick wall in the tracing of collateral lines, where you are seeking to find the descendants of brothers and sisters of your direct line. There are even more problems when the research turns into a search for a living person, or is in the genealogical no man’s land of the mid-twentieth century – neither a living person search nor a search for an ancestor in the period well covered by accessible genealogical records.


There is a whole cluster of brick walls relating to common names. John Smith – the most common first name and most common surname – is not going to be an easy person to trace, even if all his documentation is in order. Even names which are much less commonplace can still have far too many representatives for easy tracing.


There are also brick walls around finding the documents that bring an individual to life. Too many members of family trees are known by date of birth, marriage and death and almost nothing else, and while this may be a tidy result it is hardly an exciting one. The challenge here is to establish something of the life of the person, in effect to find some interesting documentation, or photos, or perhaps to gain an understanding of their occupation and the place where they lived.


THINKING ABOUT YOUR ANCESTORS CAN MAKE YOU SMARTER!


This is the finding of research by Peter Fischer, Professor of Social Psychology at the University of Graz in Austria, who suggests that thinking about your ancestors can make you smarter. The ‘ancestor effect’ seems to work because thinking about your ancestors gives a stronger sense of identity and therefore of self-esteem. Thinking about the challenges that ancestors have faced apparently acts as a spur to our own achievement.


Even more than ordinary family-tree research, breaking through genealogy brick walls offers:


[image: image]the excitement of the chase;


[image: image]demanding investigative skills; and


[image: image]enhanced awareness of personal and cultural identity.


As well as its claimed personal benefits, working on a family tree is an entry point for more academic research. The more advanced genealogical research moves out of the sphere of the independent researcher on a personal quest and enters the domain of the historian of the social sciences.


THE THREE WAYS TO BREAK THROUGH BRICK WALLS


In outline there are three (and only three) ways to break through genealogy brick walls.


1. Reanalyse material you already have and find something you have missed.


2. Find alternative ways to search records you have already searched without success.


3. Find new records to search.


Practical examples of the three ways might include the following.


1. Look at the names of witnesses on marriage certificates which you have – they are very often relatives and may provide a missing surname which you can then check.


2. Use a different search engine to search the same census records or same collection of birth, marriage and death (BMD) records. Results can be surprisingly different from what is essentially the same search on the same data.


3. If you can’t find what you are looking for in a census then try a directory. If you can’t find a birth registration try for a christening. If you can’t find a marriage find a will in which the bride’s father names his son-in-law.


The key idea is that there is (almost) always some way you can try to break down a brick wall. Only rarely will you reach a point where all avenues have been explored – almost always there is something else that might be tried.


BEING A DETECTIVE


Breaking down a brick wall is often very like playing detective and seeking to unravel a past mystery. For example, very often a research problem is hit because an ancestor did something strange in the answers they gave to bureaucracy.


Many of our ancestors wished to keep a low profile. Bureaucracy was often not trusted and individuals avoided giving information, gave the least they could, or even gave wrong information. Many felt vulnerable, perhaps because they were members of a dissenting religious group, or had a criminal record, or were a migrant, or perhaps were a member of a group that felt threatened, such as Romany Gypsies. Many were seeking to hide events in their life – an illegitimate birth, a falsified age for enlistment with the army, bigamy, separation. For a hundred and one reasons our ancestors may not have given a full and accurate account of themselves to bureaucracy.


Many in every age wished to disassociate themselves from their family. This circumstance is so commonplace that it appears to be almost a staple of family life. A high-brow literary statement of this comes from William Blake: ‘A man’s worst enemies are those Of his own house and family’ (Jerusalem); very many families can offer their own personal example of a family squabble or feud.


When ancestors sought to keep their trail hidden we have to accept that they may have done a very good job. The brother of one of my ancestors, Robert Jones, emigrated from England to America and wrote a letter to his sister signing his name Robert Taylor. I have no idea what prompted this change and am amazed that his real name of Robert Jones wasn’t an adequate incognito -but whatever the reason an American genealogist descended from him and trying to find the English roots of Robert Taylor is going to hit a blank. Some brick walls are real challenges to break down.


The enormous development of our age is Internet databases so, even if an ancestor had covered their tracks so well that people in their age could not trace them, it is still possible for the genealogist today to track them down.


IDEA


Start with the review


It is hardly the most exciting form of research, but it is worth while starting with a second look at the records and information you have. Sometimes the key information is on a document just waiting to be noticed. Start with the review. Then if you last searched for a record a few years or even a few months ago, try searching again. Take particular note of records which have become available recently. Basically start off your brick walls research by checking the obvious.


If this doesn’t reveal the missing piece in your genealogy jigsaw, try reading this book and following up on the many ideas set out! I can’t guarantee that you will break through your brick wall, but I can certainly show you some tools that might work.
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Understanding births, marriages and deaths


All parts of the British Isles have a national registration of births, marriages and deaths (BMD), though introduced at different times in different areas and with different detail in the indexing and the certification. Genealogists are familiar with the basic concept, but understanding some of the quirks of registration and of the methodology of searching can help tackle brick walls.


WORKING WITH BIRTHS


The outline is of course simple – births are indexed by year of registration (and by quarter in England and Wales), with the registration area recorded in the index.


Throughout the Victorian age, notification of a birth was required by law within 42 days, though births could be registered without a fine up to six months from the date of birth. Births are indexed by the date of registration, not the date of birth. This can frequently be up to six weeks after the birth, and often up to six months, so births may be recorded much later than expected. Where births are recorded more than six months late they are still indexed under the date of recording, so it is possible for a birth to be listed years after it took place.


Throughout the nineteenth century there are many non-registered births, particularly in the early years of registration. In the early months of state registration (in all jurisdictions) there seems to have been a lack of awareness of the need to register a birth – in England and Wales in the last six months of 1837 around one birth in ten went unregistered (compared with the number of births in the comparable months of 1838). Late registration – after six months – was problematic because there was a fine, a situation which discouraged some tardy parents from registering the birth at all.


If you cannot find a birth it may be that it wasn’t registered. The solutions are to look later (in the case of late registration) or to look for a christening, or even look instead for the birth of a brother or sister.


A quirk of birth registration is that it is possible for a birth to be registered twice – and genealogists report finding this state of affairs with some frequency. The reasons seem to be both muddle and deliberate falsification.


[image: image]The mother and father both separately register the birth.


[image: image]The birth is first correctly registered in the appropriate registration district for the place of birth then re-registered at a place which the parents consider significant. This may be the home area of the parents in cases where the birth took place away from home. Or it can even be that births are recorded in both England and Scotland (for example) so that a child can be claimed to have been born in either country.


WORKING WITH MARRIAGES


The registration of a marriage was part of the marriage process and should therefore take place on the day of the marriage. Because the registration itself was seen as an integral part of the process of getting married, registration is close to 100%.


The indexing is by each name separately. Ideally the genealogist will know both parties’ names, including the bride’s name previous to marriage (either her maiden name or the name of a previous husband), and will be able to look up the same entry twice, checking that the district of registration, volume number and page number are identical. It is possible to buy a certificate with the information of just one, but in doing this there is the possibility of error.


One issue to bear in mind when looking at marriages is that the age at marriage can be surprisingly young. Until as recently as 1929 in Scotland it was legal for boys of 14 and girls of 12 to marry. Throughout the British Isles marriages of women aged as young as 15 and 16 are frequently encountered – men tend to be a year or two older.


Marriages are almost always registered where they took place -but not quite always. When a marriage took place through the jurisdiction of a place of worship but not actually at that place of worship then the event is registered in the district of the place of worship. For example, the Great Synagogue in the City of London registers marriages which took place under its auspices throughout the London area – with the result that a marriage in a Jewish place of worship in Lambeth will be recorded not in Lambeth District but in City District.


WORKING WITH DEATHS


Notification of deaths is required within five days. As with births, deaths are indexed by the quarter in which they were registered, not the quarter in which they occurred, though this only rarely makes any real difference. Registration of death is close to 100% -the need for a death certificate in order for a funeral to go ahead is the reason for this.


Deaths should be recorded in the registration district where the death took place, but there do seem to be occasional exceptions -and the indexes record the recording registration district.


ACCURACY OF BMD


BMD records are the cornerstone of genealogical research – yet every researcher will have come across an event which they feel just must have taken place, but somehow isn’t in the indexes. The obvious question is to wonder just how accurate the indexes are.


It is important to realize that, after the initial registration, the vital events have been copied and indexed, processes which have the potential to create errors. Many of these errors are not problematic for the genealogist. For example, where a name could not be read clearly the indexer may record it under all possible forms. Some errors are trivial spelling differences which the genealogist can usually work with. Marriages are indexed under both bride and groom and, as long as one is correctly indexed, then the marriage can be identified. Today most genealogists are using computer indexes which have been compiled by retyping (not by OCR software on a scan) – a process which offers another possibility for error.


[image: images]


Figure 1 Somerset House, London, once the home of BMD and probate indices, a role now largely replaced by the Internet.


Mistakes appear to be very rare – but they do exist. It is possible to check the indexes of the registration district rather than the national indexes, and the chance certainly exists that differences will be found. It is straightforward to check for a vital event in the BMD indexes of two different companies – for example in England and Wales both FindMyPast and FreeBMD have BMD records, separately compiled.


IDEA


Make full use of additional information in later BMD indexes The England and Wales BMD give additional information in their later years, which can be crucial.


[image: images] Births: From 1 July 1 911 the mother’s maiden name is listed in the index. This is very helpful in making correct identification (assuming you know the mother’s maiden name), and the combination of the two surnames is in most cases unique to asingle family. It is possible to search for children by mother’s maiden name (rather than the child’s surname), which is particularly useful when searching collateral lines.
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