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Top Ten Beginner Mistakes to Avoid

1. Not everyone with your last name is a relative. Just because your last name is Washington doesn't mean you have a connection to America's first president.

2. Don't trust everything you see in print. Whether you find it online or in a book, confirm any information you find by going back to the original source when possible.

3. Don't neglect your living relatives. They are the single best resource for family information that can't be found elsewhere. 

4. Don't do all of your searching online. The Internet is an excellent source of genealogical information, but a lot of the pieces to the puzzle of your family tree will only be found in libraries, archives, and other repositories. 

5. Beware the generic family history. Those mass-produced coats of arms and family tree scrolls that you see at the mall or receive fliers for in the mail won't tell you anything about your own family tree. 

6. Family legends aren't always fact. While most family stories of scandalous ancestors or famous relatives may have somebasis in fact, they often tend to be exaggerated with each retelling. Don't take them as truth, but don't ignore them, either—research them instead. 

7. Genealogy isn't just name collecting. While it is fulfilling to watch your family tree grow, it is more exciting to learn about the people behind the names and dates.

8. Don't expect others to do your work for you. Genealogists are a very helpful bunch, but they are more likely to want to help you if you've obviously done your own homework first.

9. Names do change. Familiarize yourself with all the names used by your ancestors, and don't neglect to search for all alternate spellings.

10. Document every source you have searched, even if you fail to find anything helpful. Otherwise you'll waste hours re-examining documents and Web sites that you've already looked at.



Introduction

[image: aq] HAVE YOU EVER THOUGHT you might be related to a president or a queen? Been curious about why Grandpa never spoke about his family? Hoped for a bit of scandal in your background? Wondered who your red hair and freckles came from? People have all sorts of questions about their family history and just as many unique motivations for digging into their roots. What starts as a curiosity however, soon grows into a passion. Some even say it's an addiction. Consider yourself warned!

Genealogy the study of family history or descent, is now the second most popular hobby in the United States, surpassed only by gardening. As many as 73 percent of Americans are interested in discovering their family history, according to a 2005 research poll by Market Strategies, Inc., and MyFamily.com, Inc. That's up almost 30 percent from a similar poll conducted by Maritz Research just ten years earlier. It's not surprising, then, to learn that the Family History Library in Salt Lake City is one of Utah's top ten tourist attractions, or that the Ellis Island immigration records Web site topped more than 2.5 billion hits during its first year of operation.

Genealogy is a fascinating field—there's no doubt about that. The challenge and excitement alone are enough to get some people interested. Most, however, start tracing their family tree because they want to learn more about themselves and their heritage. They find themselves curious after typing their surname into a search engine, learning they have an inherited health condition, or listening to family stories over Thanksgiving dinner. Some of the most common reasons for researching a family tree include: to satisfy a curiosity about yourself and your roots; to create a legacy for future generations; to compile a family medical history; to preserve family cultural and ethnic traditions; to write and publish a family history book; to confirm a family legend or verify descent from a famous individual; or to qualify for a lineage or heritage society like the Daughters of the American Revolution.

Whatever your own personal interests, you may wonder whether tracing your family tree is really worth the time and effort. Your ancestors are dead, after all. Genealogy is about much more than the past, however. It can bring families together, re-establish and strengthen family connections, and provide a legacy for future generations. The tremendous growth of genealogy on the Internet means that you can even fit your research into a few hours a month, so time and distance are no longer the constraint they once were. Genealogy really is a hobby for anyone.

With the steps and guidance provided in this book, you'll learn how to reach out and touch the past. You'll be able to locate your ancestors' headstones, track down second cousins, discover the meaning of your surname, and actually walk on the land where your forebears once lived. You'll also learn how to leave a legacy for future generations by preserving family photos and heirlooms, and sharing your discoveries in a written family history.

The thrill of uncovering and holding that first fragile, yellowed document that your ancestors once held themselves is one you'll have to experience to understand. Once you do, however, you'll be addicted for life. Genealogy is an extremely rewarding pastime, with continual new finds and challenges to keep it exciting. Thankfully, you'll never run out of new ancestors to discover.
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Family Tree Basics

Genealogy is the study of relationships— the connections between individuals that have brought your family through history to the point at which you were born. Two parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents, sixteen great-great-grandparents ... by the time you've worked your way through ten generations of your family you'll have discovered more than 1,000 ancestors! Before jumping into your past, however, you need to learn a few tools of the trade—the symbols, terms, and rules used by genealogists to collect, record, and present the relationships of a family tree.

Who Makes Up the Family Tree?

The family tree is the most recognized format for sorting out and displaying family connections. Named for its typical tree shape, a family tree refers to any type of graphical representation of the links between family members and generations. Using yourself as the trunk, the branches of the tree reaching out above you represent your ancestors (parents, grandparents, and so on), while your descendants (children, grandchildren, and so on) descend below you, forming the roots of the tree.

Family relationships are a bit more regular than are the branches on a tree, so it often makes more sense to think of your family tree as an inverted pyramid. In this layout, you are the point at the bottom. Not counting remarriages, the second generation upward on the inverted pyramid will include both of your parents; the third generation, your four grandparents (your parents' parents); the next generation, your eight great-grandparents; and so on. Thus, your ancestors form the ancestral pyramid, with each generation branching further to form an upside-down triangle.

[image: TheEverythingFamilyTree_0002_0001]



You can also use the pyramid to represent your descendants, by turning it right-side up. In this case, you are the point at the top, with your descendants—children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—branching out below you.
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What Is an Ancestor?

Ancestors are the people from whom you are directly descended, such as your grandparents and great-grandparents. The relationship between you and your ancestors is known as a lineal relationship. Your aunts, uncles, and cousins are relatives, but they are not your ancestors. You are related because you descend from common ancestors, but you are not connected to each other in a direct (or lineal) line. You have a collateral relationship with these relatives.

Understanding Cousin Relationships

When they learn you're researching the family tree, the first thing most family members want to know is how they are related to you and each other. Siblings, aunts, uncles, and first cousins are pretty easy to figure out, but after that the relationships can get a bit tangled. When you start tossing out “you're my second cousin, twice removed,” your relatives will know you mean business!

Although the general term “cousin” is usually specific enough for casual conversation, it is important when tracing the family tree to understand exactly how everyone is related to one another:

• First cousins are family members who have two of the same grandparents in common (in other words, the children of your parents' siblings are your first cousins).

• Second cousins have two great-grandparents in common, but not the same grandparents.

• Third cousins have two great-great-grandparents in common.

The term removed, when referring to cousins, means that the cousins are from different generations in the family tree. They still have ancestors in common, but are a different number of generations “removed” from those common ancestors. Once removed refers to a difference of one generation. Your father's first cousin is also your first cousin, but once removed. You share grandparents in common, which makes you first cousins, but you are one generation further down the family tree than is your father's first cousin—making him your first cousin, once removed. Twice removed refers to a two-generation difference between cousins; three times removed a three-generation difference; and so on.
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Family trees can be presented in a number of layouts. They can be fan shaped, with the lines radiating out from you at the center. They can also be hourglass shaped, with you in the middle, your ancestors above you, and your descendants below. As long as the design represents the links between generations, it still can be called a family tree.




Half, Step, and Adopted Relationships

Blended families are very common these days, so most family trees contain at least a few nontraditional relationships. Half relationships, step relationships, and adoptions all have their place in the family tree. Bonds of love and family can be just as strong as bonds of blood, and should be portrayed as such in any family history. Most genealogy software programs (see Chapter 17) give you the option to specify the specific relationship between two individuals with tags such as natural, adopted, foster, married, partners, friends, or private. Unless it is a sensitive family issue, it is best to honestly identify all relationships for what they are.

Charting Your Course

As you begin to collect names, dates, places, and other details about your family, special charts can help you keep track of your data and put the pieces together. Intended primarily as research tools, genealogical charts can help you easily identify at a glance what progress you have made and where you still have more information that you need to obtain. You can create the charts with pencil and paper or on a computer—whichever method best works for you.
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Be aware that family relationships may often be loosely defined, or have meanings that have changed over time. The terms “junior” and “senior” may refer to an uncle and nephew, or even two unrelated people, as well as to father and son. Sometimes, people may have even referred to family friends by names such as “aunt” or “uncle.”




The two most common charts used by genealogists to record their research data are the pedigree chart and the family group sheet. You can download and print blank versions of these on the Internet at no cost or print them from many family tree software programs. You also can purchase them in a wide variety of formats from many genealogical companies and bookstores.

Pedigree Chart

The most commonly recognized genealogical chart is the pedigree chart. This chart begins with you and branches back through the generations, displaying the lines of your direct ancestors. This chart is sometimes referred to as an ancestry chart, lineage chart, or family tree. A standard pedigree chart covers four generations, with space to include names, plus dates and places of birth, death, and marriage for each individual. Larger pedigree charts with room for more generations also are available, but keep in mind that the more generations on the chart, the less room there is to enter data about each person.

Pedigree charts follow a standard format. The first line on the left (number 1) is where you enter your name, or the name of the person whose ancestry you are tracing. The father of individual number 1 is entered as number 2 on the upper line, while the mother is entered as number 3 on the lower line. Each time the generations branch, the male goes on top and his wife is listed below. Another easy way to remember is that men are always assigned even numbers, while the numbers for women are odd.
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Pedigree charts don't usually include room for notes or source information. If you plan to share your pedigree chart with others, it helps to include a separate page with your notes and sources keyed to the information on your pedigree chart. Otherwise, people won't know the source of your facts or where to follow up if they note an inconsistency or error.




It won't take long before you run out of room on your original pedigree chart. When that happens, you'll need to create a new pedigree chart for each of the individuals included in the fourth generation on your first chart. For example, your paternal grandfather is listed as number 8 on your original pedigree chart. To add information about his parents, you will need to begin a new pedigree chart with your paternal grandfather listed as ancestor number 1. Label this new pedigree chart as Chart 2 and make a reference next to your paternal grandfather's space on chart 1 that his line is continued on Chart 2. To make it easy to connect generations, you should also make a note on Chart 2 referring back to the original chart (for example, person number 1 on Chart 2 is the same as person number 8 on Chart 1).

Alternatively, you can choose to follow a system that assigns a unique ID number to each individual in the family tree. In this case, Chart 2 would start with ancestor number 8, his father would be ancestor number 16 (twice his number) and his mother number 17 (twice his number plus one). This avoids the trouble of having to make reference notes pointing from one chart to the next. See Appendix B for a blank pedigree chart.

Family Group Sheet

A second commonly used genealogy chart is the family group sheet. This form focuses on the family unit, with room for more detail about individuals than the pedigree chart provides. Each family group sheet covers just one family—a couple and their children—with fields for recording birth, death, marriage, and burial place for each individual. Most family group sheets also include room for recording the spouse of each child. In addition, there is usually a section for notes and a place to include source reference numbers.

Pedigree charts and family group sheets work together to help you keep track of your research progress. The pedigree chart provides an overview of the family tree, while the family group sheet, which should be completed for each marriage on the pedigree chart, records further details about each individual family. See Appendix B for a family group sheet to use.

Taking Notes

Conducting interviews with relatives, sifting through photos and documents, and digging through databases on the Internet—researching a family tree quickly generates a lot of information. Even if you use a computer to enter data, note-taking with pencil and paper is still an important part of genealogy research. Good notes simplify the process of organizing and reviewing the information you find, and they protect you from having to rely on your memory for vital details.

Whenever possible, resist the temptation to scribble notes on envelopes, napkins, and other odds and ends. Such notes will get lost or end up in a big box in the back of the basement. A research notebook will keep your notes much more organized. The type of notebook isn't that important, but a three-ring binder allows you to take notes on loose-leaf paper, as well as include any photocopies that you make. If you like to type, a laptop computer also makes a good note-taking tool.
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Even with a research notebook, there will be times when you scribble down notes on whatever is handy. Copying the notes into your notebook introduces the chance for transcription error, so paste, tape, or glue them into your notebook instead. Plastic sleeves inserted into a three-ring binder also make handy pouches for these little note-taking extras.




Notes are much more useful if you keep track of where and when the information was found. Label each page in your notebook with the date and place the notes were taken, as well as a complete reference, or citation, to the source of the information. If you're using a three-ring binder for note-taking, use only the front side of each page so that you can rearrange them more easily.

Whether writing down details from genealogical documents or transcribing a recorded conversation or interview, genealogical note-taking often involves copying details from an original source. This copying can take a number of forms, but the three most common are transcripts, abstracts, and extracts.

Transcribing

To transcribe, or make a transcription, is to copy a document word for word in its entirety. Everything is copied exactly as it appears in the original document, including any errors, misspellings, abbreviations, and punctuation. If something needs to be clarified, then comments can be added in square brackets—not in parentheses. This convention tells other readers that you have added the information contained within the brackets and that it was not found in the original. If you are uncertain about a particular word or phrase, then include what you can, underlining the part that is unclear. Flag the word or phrase with a question mark enclosed in square brackets to show that the transcription is in doubt.

Abstracting

Abstracts are summaries that record all important details from a document or source, yet leave out nonessential words, punctuation, and so on. An abstract is basically a summary of the document's essential details—names, dates, places, and events. As with transcriptions, abstracts should seek to avoid personal interpretations of the data. Copy all names, dates, and abbreviations exactly as they appear, including misspellings, and record details in the same order in which they appear in the original.
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If a name appears abbreviated in a document, copy the abbreviation rather than writing out a name in full. The Jos. may refer to Joseph, but it could also be Joshua. What looks like an o might turn out to be an a, meaning the name could also be James. If necessary, add your interpretation in square brackets after the abbreviated name.




Extracting

Extracts are similar to abstracts in that they include only portions of the original. Instead of summarizing, however, an extract is an exact word-for-word copy of selected portions of the document, set off by quotation marks. Extracts can stand alone, or be included as part of an abstract when phrases or paragraphs seem so important that they are copied word for word. When extracted portions of a document are included in an abstract, it is important to set them off with quotation marks to distinguish them from the abstracted material.

Writing It Right

Family history is meant to be shared, which is why genealogists use standard formats for entering data such as names, dates, and places. These conventions ensure that the information is as complete as possible, easy to understand, and not open to misinterpretation.

Recording Names

People's names are entered in their natural order—first name (also referred to as a forename or given name), middle name(s), and surname (last name). Married women are entered with their maiden name (surname at birth) rather than their husband's last name. If you prefer to include both last names, enclose the maiden name in parentheses prior to the married name.

While it is not necessary, most genealogists record surnames in capital letters. This makes it easy to distinguish surnames when scanning pedigree charts, family group sheets, and even message board posts.

John William BRIDGERS

Mary (Thomas) CARTER

Name recording conventions for special situations:

• When a woman has married more than once, enter the given name followed by the maiden name in parentheses, followed by the last names of her husbands in order of marriage. Example: Shelley Lynn (Koth) HIERS BISHOP

• Nicknames, if entered, should be included in quotes, not parentheses, following the given name. Example: Elizabeth “Mary” Rose BAKER

• If an individual is known by more than one name due to adoption, name change, or other situation, include the alternate name in parentheses following the surname. Precede the alternate name with “AKA” for “also known as.” Example: John Roger POWELL (AKA John Roger BOATWRIGHT)

• Spellings of surnames often change over time, or may have been changed or “Americanized” at some point in history. Record the earlier surname first, followed by the more current usage. Example: Stanley Walter TOMAN/THOMAS
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Most genealogy software programs allow you to choose how you want names, dates, and places to appear in your file and printed reports. This simplifies data entry because you can enter the data in any format, and the program will convert it to your chosen default setting. Last names, for example, will automatically be converted to all caps.




Recording Dates

Dates are written differently in the United States than they are in most other parts of the world. A date commonly written as July 12, 1969 (month, day, year) in the United States would be written as 12 July 1969 in most other countries. This makes little difference when the dates are written out, as in the above examples, but when you run across a date written 7/12/1969 it is hard to know whether it refers to July 12 or December 7. To avoid confusion in family histories, it is standard convention to use the day, month, and year format for all genealogical data, with the year written out in full to avoid confusion about which century it refers to. Months are generally written out in full, although standard three-letter abbreviations may be used. When in doubt about a date, record it exactly as written in the original source and include your interpretation in square brackets.
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If you encounter the term instant, as in the 8th instant, in an old obituary or family letter, it refers to the current month (in other words, the eighth day of this month). A corresponding term, ultimo, refers to the previous month (for example, the 16th ultimo means the sixteenth day of the previous month).




Recording Places

The standard convention for recording locations within the United States is to list the name of the place (such as town, village, or city), followed by the county or parish in which it was located, and the state. The county or parish can be set off by commas, or included in parentheses. Examples are: Pittsburgh, Allegheny County, Pennsylvania; Tarboro (Edgecombe), North Carolina.

A similar approach is used when recording locations in other countries, though the divisions may be slightly different, including shires, parishes, and provinces. Regardless of the country, begin with the smallest jurisdiction and continue to the largest.

Because records are usually found in the place where they were originally recorded, it is essential to list the county, parish, or other geopolitical area that had jurisdiction over the place at the time the event occurred. Due to changing geographical and political boundaries, this may be a different county than the one in which the place is located today.

Dates and Calendars

Accurately recording dates is a matter of importance in genealogy. However, not all dates are as they appear at first glance. Calendar changes and archaic dating conventions mean that a date as written in an old record may have little in common with today's modern system of day, month, and calendar year.

“Old Style” Versus “New Style” Calendar

In 1582, Pope Gregory XIII ordered that ten days be dropped from the Julian calendar currently in effect. His decree also changed the beginning of the new year from March 25 to January 1. The new system, known as the Gregorian calendar, brought the calendar into synchronization with the sun, so that the vernal equinox occurred on March 21. Countries that were predominantly Catholic immediately adopted the new calendar, but many other countries took their time before making the switch. England and the British colonies, for example, held out until 1752. By this time, the discrepancy between the two calendars was eleven days, instead of ten, due to leap year. To resolve the discrepancy, the British government ordered that September 2,1752, be followed by September 14,1752. Some other countries waited even longer to convert to the Gregorian calendar—for example, Russia in 1918 and Greece in 1923.

Double Dating

Why is it important for genealogists to be aware of this calendar change? Events that occurred between January 1 and March 25 prior to the year 1752 may be subject to the convention of double dating. This practice assigns events that occurred during that time period two dates—one written correctly for each calendar. This entails not only taking into account the eleven-day difference between calendars, but also the fact that the years differed by one. This is because the period from January 1 to March 25 occurred at the end of the year under the old Julian calendar, but was moved to the beginning of the year under the new Gregorian calendar when the first day of the new year was moved from March 25 to January 1.

Double dating may be represented in two different formats. In some cases, the date may only indicate the difference in years; for example, 7 March 1749 would appear as 7 March 1749/50. Alternatively, it may be shown as 7 March 1749 O.S. (old style) or 18 March 1750 N.S. (new style). This practice allows for using the original date without having to convert it to fit both calendars.
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George Washington was born on 11 February 1731. When the English changed the calendar two decades later, he adjusted his birthday, redating it as 22 February 1732. This adjusted birthday was the one celebrated as a national holiday until Congress moved it in 1971 to the third Monday in February and renamed it Presidents' Day in order to commemorate all past presidents.




Quaker Date-Recording Customs

Quakers typically did not use the names of the months or days of the week because most of these names were derived from those of pagan gods (for example, Thursday came from “Thor's Day”). Instead, they recorded dates using numbers to describe the day of the week and month of the year: 7th da 3rd mo 1733.

Converting these dates can be especially tricky because the Gregorian calendar change must be taken into account. The first month in 1751, for example, was March, while the first month in 1753 was January. When in doubt, always transcribe the date exactly as written in the original document.

Numbering the Family Tree

A family tree with only a few dozen people is fairly straightforward. Larger pedigrees, however, require a numbering system to allow the reader to easily follow lines from generation to generation within genealogy reports and family histories. Numbering systems are especially helpful for following families when the information is presented in written, rather than chart format. Without numbers to show who is related to who, most people would be lost by the end of the first page.

The trouble with numbering systems, however, is that many would-be family historians get creative and devise their own. True, doing so most likely works well for them. But most such nonstandard numbering systems take hours of time and a few aspirin to be understood by anyone else who uses the research. To avoid the difficulties caused by this inventive numbering, three basic numbering formats are widely accepted in genealogical circles: the ahnentafel system for ascending genealogies, and the Register and NGS Quarterly systems for descending genealogies.

Ahnentafel System

The ahnentafel system, used in the pedigree chart discussed previously in this chapter, is the most commonly used convention for ascending genealogies—lineages that begin from a single individual and move backward through his ancestors. The ahnentafel system is also known as the Sosa-Stradonitz system. This system was named after Jerome de Sosa, a Spanish genealogist who first used it in 1676, and Stephan Kekule von Stradonitz, who explained and popularized the numbered system in his “Ahnentafel Atlas,” which he published in 1896. In the ahnentafel system, the root individual is listed as person number 1. The next generation assigns the father as person number 2 and the mother as person number 3. Continuing on, the paternal grandfather would be number 4, the paternal grandmother number 5, and so on. The number of an individual's father is always double the person's number, and his mother is double the number plus one. Other than the starting individual, males are all assigned even ID numbers, and women odd ID numbers.
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Numbering Your Genealogy: Basic Systems, Complex Families, and International Kin by Joan Ferris Curran, Madilyn Coen Crane, and John H. Wray, provides an excellent discussion of the basic numbering systems that are widely accepted in the genealogical community, with easy-to-understand examples of each.




Register and NGS Quarterly Systems

Descending genealogies in the United States most often use the slightly varying Register system, named for the quarterly of the New England Historic Genealogical Society, and the NGS Quarterly system (also called the NGSQ system), developed for the quarterly journal of the National Genealogical Society. Both of these numbering systems begin with an individual (usually the immigrant ancestor or earliest known ancestor) and then follow the descendants of that person from generation to generation. Most published family histories take this approach. Both numbering systems begin with number 1, assigned to the root individual, but they differ slightly.

Register System

In the Register system, the children of ancestor number 1 are each given Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, iv, and so on) in the order of birth. Children whose lines are carried forward to the next generation are also assigned an Arabic number (1, 2, 3, 4, and so on). Children who have no known descendants are not assigned this Arabic number. A superscript number immediately following a person's name represents the person's generation of descent relative to the key individual.

NGSQ System

The NGSQ system differs from the Register system in that all individuals are assigned an Arabic number, whether or not their line is carried forward. A “+” mark in front of the Arabic numeral designates children for whom more information appears in future generations. Each child is also listed with a Roman numeral, indicating birth order within the family.

Citing Your Sources

Gathering facts about your family and assembling them into a family tree is quite an accomplishment, but it is the ability to back up these facts with sources that gives your research credibility. Great-grandpa's date of birth, for example, carries more weight if you also indicate where this information was obtained—whether from a family member, his birth certificate, a tombstone, or an online family tree. Keeping track of each and every piece of information, and its source, is important as a means of evaluating or verifying your work.
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A source is the document, interview, photograph, database, or other record in which a specific fact or piece of information is found. A citation is a formal reference to that source, including all details necessary for another researcher to identify and locate the source material.




Present-day genealogical standards require that any statement of fact, whether a birth date or a maiden name, carry its own individual source citation. Citing the sources for data provides a reference, or “audit trail” for other researchers in case the information that they find appears to conflict with your data. If they don't know that your source for great-grandpa's birth date was a letter written by his mother two days after his birth, they can't judge for themselves whether your date is more likely to be correct than is the differing date they found mentioned in his obituary. You may need a source again, too—to double-check a fact, or to look up new information. You can picture that faded brown book of will abstracts in your head, but do you remember its name or in which library it was located? A proper source citation would include these details.

How to Cite Your Source

Source citations in genealogy generally follow standard bibliographic citation standards, such as those found in The Chicago Manual of Style. Genealogical sources can sometimes be unique, but a good rule of thumb is to work from general to specific, beginning with the author and title of the source, and following up with the specifics such as repository and page number.

Author—The one who wrote the book, compiled the data, or provided the interview.

Title—The name of the source. If it is an article or subset, then include the title of the article in quotes, followed by the title of the periodical.

Publication details—Place of publication, name of the publisher, and date of publication (place: publisher, date); volume, issue, and page number for periodicals; series and roll or item number for microfilm.

Location—Name of repository and location where the source is located. Include the Web site name and URL (the complete Web address) for online sources.

Specifics—Page number, entry number and date, the date you viewed a Web site, and any other details.

Cite What You See

Derivative sources, discussed in more detail in Chapter 18, are sources that have been created or “derived” from a previously existing source. These include such sources as online databases, printed books of abstracts, pedigree charts, and cemetery transcriptions. Most such derivative sources will include citations to the original source, but in your genealogy you must cite what you actually “see” or use—the derivative source, not the original (s) from which it was created.

If you learn the date of your ancestor's death from a published book of will abstracts, for example, you would cite the book, not the original will. The same rule would apply for a birth date gleaned from a cemetery transcription published online by the local genealogical society. In this case, you would not cite great-grandma's tombstone as your source, because you haven't actually seen her grave marker. Instead, you would cite the online transcription created by the local genealogical society. The cemetery transcription may include a typing error, or the transcriber may have misread the tombstone. If such a mistake exists and you cite the original tombstone without reference to the online transcription where you really found your information, others will assume that the error is yours.
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The Journey Begins at Home

No matter how excited you are about taking a leap back in time, your genealogy journey should always begin with the present. Numerous clues to your family history are most likely tucked into your memory or squirreled away in a nook or cranny in your house or the home of a relative. Researching and documenting your own life, as well as the lives of close family members, also helps to develop the strong roots necessary to support your budding family tree.

Start with Yourself

Of course you probably already know who you are and when you were born. Still, as basic as it may sound, you should begin your family tree adventure by documenting your own life, as well as the lives of your close ancestors. Knowing the names of your parents, grandparents, or even great-grandparents isn't enough. You also need to research and record other details about your family, from birth dates to hair color to places where they lived—anything that will help to distinguish family members in records as you delve further into the mysteries of your past.

You should always focus first on the concrete facts you can establish from solid sources, approaching your family tree research from the ground up. Start with the known (the roots) and work your way backward in time to the unknown (the leaves), just the way a tree grows in real life.
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You may be surprised just how many people have been bestowed with identical or similar names, even seemingly unusual ones such as Kinchen Cherry or Ezekiel Crisp, and how easy this makes it to latch onto the wrong individual as your ancestor.




Write It Down

Most people grow up knowing at least a little about their own family. But how often does any of it actually get written down? Start collecting those details now and get them on paper. Names and dates are always good, as well as memories and stories. Anything you can come up with will provide a starting point for your family tree search. Start a journal or notebook and keep it handy. New details will continue to occur to you as you're vacuuming the den, driving to work, or taking a shower. Because memories often deteriorate with time, search out documents that chronicle your own life, including your birth, childhood, education, marriage, occupations, the births of your children or grandchildren, and other important life events. If only your ancestors had done the same!

Expand the Search

Once you've finished talking to yourself (and assured everyone in the family that you aren't going crazy), it is time to tackle your home. Scour the attic, dig into boxes, and rummage through drawers for photographs, official documents, certificates, newspaper clippings, the family Bible, letters, diaries, even baby books. Think of it as a family history mystery—any clue you find may help unravel the riddles of your past. Approaching your search with imagination often reveals tidbits of family history in the most unexpected places. Your parents' wedding picture may have the marriage date and location scrawled on the back. A shoebox stuffed in the back of the hall closet may yield a clipping of Great-Aunt Thelma's obituary. The cookie jar that has been in your family for generations may have your great-great-grandmother's famous cookie recipe tucked inside. An embroidered sampler may have the artist's name or a date stitched into the design.

Next Come Mom and Dad

Once you've exhausted the contents of your home and the reaches of your memory, it is time to expand the search to living family members. If you're lucky enough to have parents and/or grandparents still living, now is the time to solicit their participation. Don't just barge in and start asking a lot of questions, however. Take the time to explain your interest in genealogy and your quest for clues to your family's past.
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Be understanding if relatives have reservations about answering personal questions or allowing you to search through their possessions. You would probably feel the same if the situation was reversed. Even the most helpful family members may try to turn you away because they feel they have nothing of significance to contribute or that the past is better left in the past.




Digging in the Attic

It's amazing what people save over the course of a lifetime. Boxes stuffed with papers and greeting cards, letters tied together lovingly with ribbon, albums full of pictures and postcards—little slices of life, reduced to scraps of paper and ink. They may seem inconsequential to many of your relatives, especially after being tucked away in the attic for decades. Bring them out into the light of day, however, and the memories of those life events, important enough to record and save, will quickly come flooding back. This is why home sources often furnish the most valuable clues for your family tree. They provide not only names and dates but also a glimpse into what life was like for living family members and long-dead ancestors.

Photographs

Among the longest surviving and treasured of all home sources, photographs are a valuable resource for family historians. Truly a “snapshot in time,” photographs depict people, places, and events as they existed, helping to place all of the names and dates in your family tree into historical context. Photos are a favorite source of clues for genealogists, yielding names, dates, and notes written on the backs of the pictures; the name and location of the photographer on studio photos; and details such as clothing styles or buildings pictured in the background.

Postcards and Letters

Similar to photographs, letters and postcards are another visual source of clues to your family's past. Usually filled with names (albeit first names) and dates, letters and postcards can help you sort out family relationships, pinpoint where your ancestors lived, and provide a personal glimpse into their daily lives. Aside from the clues in your ancestor's missive, you may also be able to identify an ancestor's town or track a family's movements through postmarks and addresses. Even the pictures on the postcards may be more personal than you may think. A photo of a ship may actually depict the one on which the family sailed to America, while the pretty village church pictured on another postcard could be the one in which the family worshipped.
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Beware of salutations such as “Aunt Maggie” or “Dear Cousin.” Family relationship terms are, and were, often used loosely. “Cousin” could really mean second cousin or just a general distant family relationship. “Aunt” could refer to a great-aunt, step-aunt, or even a family friend. The commonly used terms Sr. and Jr. may not necessarily identify father and son.




Official Records

Tucked away in dresser drawers, safe deposit boxes, scrapbooks, and closets, important family documents may be more important than they first appear. Due to such things as courthouse fires, neglect, or other damage inflicted through the years, your family's copy of the certificate may be the only surviving record. Beyond names and dates, family records also serve as a guidepost to further clues. Great-grandpa's baptismal certificate, for example, may lead you to his family's church and several generations of your family tree resting in the parish cemetery.

Family Bibles

Many families turned to the Bible as the place to keep track of births, marriages, deaths, and other important family events. Sometimes these few handwritten pages may actually be the only source for your family's vital information, especially if the Bible includes records of generations of individuals who lived prior to the time when civil records were officially maintained in the locality. Not all family Bibles are created equal, however. Bible entries are more likely to contain errors when they are all written in the same ink and handwriting, or include events that predate the Bible's publication. These clues indicate that the entries were most likely not made at the time of the actual events and, therefore, are more likely to be affected by faulty memories.
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