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Introduction

IT SEEMS AS IF almost everyone is at least mildly interested in discovering his or her roots. Maybe you’re curious about the origin of your last name or why Grandpa never spoke about his family. Perhaps you hope for a famous relative or a bit of scandal in your background. Or maybe you’re tired of people asking you where your red hair and freckles came from and want to find out for yourself. Ten years ago, your curiosity may have ended with asking your parents a few questions about your ancestors or looking in the library for a book on your family. Today, the Internet has revolutionized the search for family history and heritage, allowing anyone with a consuming curiosity and a passion for answers to trace his or her ancestry and make connections with long-lost relatives.

Remote Internet access to historical documents and records has dramatically increased the number of people interested in researching the past. Following the release of the 1940 U.S. census on April 2, 2012, the National Archives reported that 1.9 million users hit its census servers in the first four hours after the data went public, with requests coming in as fast as 100,000 per second. Documents that once required extensive travel to view are now instantly available to anyone around the world at the click of a mouse. This tremendous growth of online source material means that time and distance are no longer the constraints to research that they once were. Genealogy really has become accessible to anyone.

While the Internet is a valuable tool for anyone researching a family tree, don’t expect to be able to conduct your research solely online. Some of the information you seek will only be found in the files of the state archives or county courthouse, or on the tombstone concealed in the middle of a North Carolina cornfield. Even in these cases, however, the Internet can provide clues to the location of such records and connect you to other genealogists who may be able to help you access them. You can also use the Internet to build a family tree and share it with your extended family, take a class to expand your knowledge, collaborate with fellow researchers on puzzling problems, explore the history that your ancestors once lived, and connect with previously unknown cousins.

Beyond the Internet, technology has also advanced genealogy research in other ways. Specialized software makes it easy to keep track of hundreds or thousands of tangled family connections. DNA testing can tell you if you share common ancestry with another individual, or help you confirm descent from a particular ethnic or geographical population. Satellite images help you visualize the places where your ancestors once lived. Constructing a medical family tree can possibly even save your life!

Real-life examples of genealogy research on the Internet are a special feature of this book. In most cases, well-known individuals such as Laura Ingalls Wilder and J.K. Rowling are used to illustrate the research process, but while there is more information available about these famous figures online than you’ll find for most people, the biographies and media accolades are ignored, and the search for records that chronicle the lives of their ancestors is conducted in the same databases and websites you would examine for your own relatives. By seeing how the research techniques discussed in this book can be used to research their family trees, you’ll hopefully gain a better understanding of how to apply the same techniques to your own family history search.

You are about to embark on a fascinating trip into your own past. You’ll make many discoveries along the way, both about your ancestors and about yourself. You may find that ancestors who led quiet, ordinary lives can be fascinating in their own special ways, and that history is much more interesting when you know that your ancestors were participants. Before long, you’ll be addicted for life. Genealogy is an extremely rewarding pastime. I hope you enjoy the journey!



CHAPTER 1
Click Into Your Past

This is a fantastic time to start your journey into genealogy. Paper is the past and digital is now. New technologies, ranging from the Internet to digital photography, have spawned an explosion in the popularity of genealogy. New software simplifies storing, organizing, and retrieving family tree data. Images of original records long locked away in archives can be viewed online. Research guides, databases, and the expertise of other genealogists are all readily available at the click of a mouse. In short, research can be conducted more quickly, and data is more readily available to anyone with an interest in his or her past. So jump right in!

Family Tree Basics

Thanks to new technological advances, information on your ancestors is just a click of the mouse away. Millions of digitized images, from marriage certificates to military service records, can be viewed online. Published genealogies allow budding family historians to extend their family tree by generations in just a few minutes. There is even free online software available to help you record the information you find and build your family tree. It sounds so easy, right?

As valuable as the Internet is for family history research, it does have its limitations. Most important, don’t expect to find your family tree already done for you. The Internet is just one of many research tools and resources you’ll utilize in the discovery of your past. For every genealogical record that you find online, thousands more are still only available in libraries, archives, courthouses, and other repositories.

Much of the genealogy information published online comes in the form of indexes or transcriptions, which point to more likely reliable original records. And, of course, not everything located online is correct, necessitating research in additional sources to prove your family connections. Yes, the Internet will simplify and enhance your quest for your roots, but it should be considered a valuable supplement to more traditional methods of research, not the sole tool for tracing your family tree.

Before using the Internet to plug into your past, you first need to learn a few tools of the trade—the symbols, terminology, and conventions used by genealogists to collect, record, and communicate the relationships in a family tree. Some of the information presented in this introductory chapter may seem a bit complex if you are new to genealogy, but after you spend a little time tracing your family tree it will all start to come together.

Plan Your Project

Why are you interested in your family history? Are you curious about the origin of your last name? Do you want to learn more about great-grandpa’s Polish roots? Are you hoping to identify as many of your ancestors as possible? Has an interesting story been handed down in your family that you want to pursue? Defining what you hope to learn on this journey is an important first step.

Even if your goal is to trace your entire family tree, it is practical to begin with one family line at a time. Otherwise, your research will quickly lead you into a bewildering maze of branching lineages. Go back just three generations in your own family tree, and you’ll find yourself faced with researching the genealogy of eight great-grandparents. One family tree has now branched into eight, and it continues to multiply from there. By the time you’ve worked your way through ten generations of your family, you’ll have discovered more than 1,000 ancestors!
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As you research your family tree you may encounter numerous unfamiliar words—terminology specific to family history, as well as acronyms, and legal and Latin terms commonly encountered in genealogical records. Look them up in online genealogy glossaries such as the ones listed under “Specialized Dictionaries for Genealogists” (http://genealogy.about.com/od/glossaries) at About.com Genealogy.







What Is a Family Tree?

There are several different approaches you can take when beginning a family tree. A few of the more popular examples are detailed next, but pretty much anything related to researching something in the history of your family qualifies as genealogy. The format you choose to follow should be based on your individual research goals.

Direct Lineage

A direct lineage, alternately called a pedigree or ascendant tree, typically begins with you, a parent, or grandparent, and then follows a single surname or bloodline back through several generations in a direct line. This can also be expanded to include multiple direct lines, both of your parents, both of their parents, and so on. This is what most people think of when they refer to a family tree, and where many people begin.

Family Lineage

Take the direct lineage family tree and throw in siblings—the siblings of your parents (your aunts and uncles), the siblings of your grandparents (your great-aunts and -uncles), and so on. This type of genealogy provides a more complete picture of the “family” going back through generations, rather than focusing only on the individuals from whom you directly descend.

Descendant Tree

A descendant tree is the reverse of the traditional family tree. It usually starts with an ancestral couple pretty far back in the family tree and works forward to the present, attempting to account for all known descendants in all lines, both male and female. This is a popular approach for published family histories and for those looking to find relatives to plan a family reunion. It is also used for DNA testing.

Collateral Genealogy

Basically an extension of the direct lineage, a collateral genealogy includes additional relatives who descend from the same common ancestor through lines other than your direct line, such as the spouses and children of siblings. This is similar to the descendant tree, except that most people use collateral genealogy as a type of “cluster” research approach to get around a brick wall in certain areas of their family tree, rather than because they are trying to document all descendants of a particular couple.

What Next? Basic Research Steps

The typical family tree often ends up incorporating elements of most of the approaches discussed in the previous section, so just consider these as a starting point for your research. The point is to begin by selecting a particular individual, couple, or family line that you want to research. Once you’ve selected this starting point, genealogy research follows a fairly standard set of steps.


	
What do you want to know first? Review the information that you have collected to determine what you already know about your ancestor and what you still have left to learn. From there, select a fact that you want to uncover.

	
Identify a possible record or source for the information. If you want to learn a death date, you might want to search for a death record or obituary. If you’re looking for the names of a couple’s children, you may want to begin by searching for the family in the census. Learn what records are available for the time and place in which you are researching, and then begin with the ones most likely to answer your question.

	
Locate and search the record or source. Determine where and how you can access the record or source. Then search for your ancestor in the record. If you have trouble locating him or her, use the search strategies discussed later in this book.

	
Record what you find (or don’t find). Transcribe and/or abstract the important details from each document or source that you examine, and make a copy, whether paper or digital. If a source contains no information on your ancestor, make a note to that effect. Attach a full citation for the document or record to your research notes, as well as on any document copies.

	
Did you find what you were looking for? If you found the information you were looking for, move on to the next step. If not, go back to Step 2 and identify another source that may offer the information you hope to find. Since you can’t always expect to find what you’re looking for the first time, and because a single source is not really credible enough for “proof” on its own, be prepared to cycle through Steps 2 through 5 several times.

	
Analyze and evaluate the new information. Look at how the information you uncovered relates to what you already know. Does it answer your question? Does the new information match up with everything else you know about the individual? Is the source credible? Does it suggest another record that might provide confirmation? Use this new information to decide what you need to research next.

	
Organize and write as you go. If you don’t write down where you found a particular piece of information, you’ll eventually find yourself asking the same questions over again and repeating the same searches. Your brain just can’t hold it all. Most genealogists use a research log or some type of software to keep track of the sources they’ve searched and the information they’ve found—and even the information they don’t find. You’ll especially appreciate this approach when you pick back up your research after a few weeks or months away from it.



If you’ve answered the question you formulated in Step 1, select a new goal and begin the genealogical research process over again. If you haven’t yet met your research goal, or feel that you need further evidence to support your findings, return to Step 2 and select a new record or source. If you’ve tried every source you can think of and still haven’t found the answer you seek, don’t get discouraged. At least you’ve learned where the answer isn’t, and, as your knowledge continues to grow, new approaches will likely present themselves.

Collect Information

Written records are the foundation of genealogy research, documenting the vital events in an individual’s life, from birth to marriage to burial. They also provide data on property ownership, military service, occupation, taxation, school attendance, association memberships, and other important aspects of day-to-day life. These records, whether created by governments, organizations, or private institutions, are where you’ll find many of the details about your ancestors. Documentary evidence of your relatives may also be found in other less “official” sources, including newspapers, photographs, tombstones, family Bibles, school yearbooks, church membership lists, and even oral family histories.
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Genealogists generally consider a digital image that has been scanned or created from an original record as equivalent to the original as long as no evidence suggests that the image has been manipulated, other than to enhance readability. Thus, there is generally no need to view both the original and digitized version of the same record, unless there’s a legibility issue or something appears to be missing or altered.







The sources you’ll encounter in your genealogy research can generally be classified, according to the Board for Certification of Genealogists (BCG), as either original or derivative records, or as an authored narrative. These are a little different than the terms “primary source” and “secondary source” that you may be used to, because they refer to the physical form and provenance of a document or record, not the information that it contains.


	An original record is one that exists as it was originally recorded. Examples might include an oral recorded history, a handwritten will, a baptism recorded in the church records, a diary, or a photograph.

	A derivative record is created by reproducing some or all of the content contained in an original record. Abstracts, extracts, transcriptions, databases, indexes, and online family trees are generally considered to be derivative sources. Examples include a transcript of an obituary, a database of marriage records, or a published genealogy.

	Outside of the framework of traditional records, authored narratives represent a third source classification, created from information gathered from a variety of sources (original or derivative) enriched by the author’s analysis, interpretations, and conclusions.



Whenever possible, it is best to view an original record. Each time a record is transcribed, copied, or manipulated in some way there is a chance for errors to creep in. Handwriting can be difficult to interpret. Typographical errors are easy to make. Vital information can easily be skipped by accident or left out because it isn’t considered important. Original records are generally more likely to be accurate than derivative records, but even original records can be wrong.
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How reliable is information found on the Internet?

Many of the records you’ll encounter online will be derivative sources, but this doesn’t necessarily mean they are unreliable. It is best, however, to consider such information as a clue for further research and not a statement of absolute fact. Look for a citation to the original record from which the information was derived so you can evaluate the source for yourself.







Most genealogists use the terms “primary” and “secondary” to classify information, rather than sources. This is because any single source may include both primary information and secondary information. There are also situations in which the source of the information cannot be determined. In this case the information can be classified as “indeterminable.”


	
Primary information is generally provided close to the time of an event, by someone with firsthand knowledge of the reported assertion(s). A birth date recorded on the birth certificate by a doctor or parent present at the birth is an example of primary information.

	
Secondary information is provided by someone with secondhand knowledge of the reported fact(s) or is information that was recorded long after the event occurred. A birth date recorded on a death certificate by a child of the deceased is an example of secondary information. This doesn’t mean the information is incorrect, just that there is a greater chance that it could be.

	Information can also be classified as indeterminable in cases where the informant cannot be determined, or it is unclear where the identified informant acquired the information.



Each assertion or piece of information found within a source needs to be evaluated separately to determine whether it is primary, secondary, or indeterminable. This classification doesn’t refer to the accuracy of the information—it refers to the likelihood of its accuracy. The quality or weight of the information should also be further assessed based on who provided the information, knowledge of the informant, and how closely the information correlates with information provided by other sources. Secondhand information is often correct. And firsthand information can sometimes be wrong. A group of people who experienced a car accident firsthand, for example, will often tell slightly different versions of the story. Or a couple may have moved back their marriage date by a few months when they recorded it in the family Bible to cover up a pre-marriage conception. The information found in sources can’t really be considered “facts” in the pure sense of the word. Instead, genealogists treat them as “assertions.”

Evaluate Your Evidence

Now that you have found information about your family, what does it really tell you? Sources provide information. From this information you identify evidence. Evidence is the interpretation of information as it relates to a particular research question and is classified by genealogists in three ways: direct, indirect, and negative. In its most basic form, direct evidence is obvious, and any combination of indirect or negative evidence could be called circumstantial.


	If evidence answers a research question all by itself, then it is direct evidence. A marriage record that lists the date of marriage directly answers the question of when the couple got married, as well as if they were married.

	If a piece of evidence needs to be combined with other evidence to answer the research question, then it is referred to as indirect evidence. An 1873 marriage record for Jeremiah Jones to Susannah Applegate, when combined with an 1880 census in the same county for Jeremiah Jones with Susannah (listed as wife) and three children born between 1873 and 1880, provides indirect evidence that the mother of these children is Susannah Applegate. Because neither of these sources directly states the relationship between Susannah and the children, the evidence is indirect.

	A third category of evidence—known as negative evidence—describes interpretations or conclusions derived from the absence of expected information. An individual’s absence from the 1870 census in a particular locality, after being consistently enumerated between 1830 and 1860, suggests that he may have died or moved from the area.



The terms direct, indirect, and negative apply only to the ability of the evidence to answer a specific research question, not to the likelihood that it is correct. Indirect evidence may be highly compelling and direct evidence may be wrong. All three types of evidence can be used alone or in combination to support a particular statement or argument. However, when possible, at least two independently created pieces of evidence should be used to support each point critical to your research. The body of evidence on which you build your research conclusions is the basis for genealogical proof.

Organize the Search

As your tree starts to bear fruit, you’ll find that a computer can be of tremendous help in organizing your research and presenting your results. Some traditional organization of paper files and documents will still likely be necessary, but organization of your overall research is much more important, and this is where the computer can really shine. Not only does it take up much less space than piles of papers and boxes of documents, but a computer also makes it easier to search and sort through your family tree.
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GEDCOM, an acronym for GEnealogical Data COMmunication, is a special file format that can be read by most genealogy programs, allowing easy transfer of your family tree file from one program to the other. Learn how to open and read a GEDCOM file, as well as how to use your family tree program to create and share your own, in “Genealogy GEDCOM 101” (http://genealogy.about.com/od/family_tree_software/a/Genealogy-Gedcom.htm).







Download or Purchase a Genealogy Program

Family tree software is much easier to use than pencil and paper once your family tree begins to grow. Computer software allows you to type in the name, date, and other information on each individual just once; easily move back and forth between generations in your family tree; view and print a variety of reports on your ancestors; and exchange information with family members and other researchers.

For those of you wondering which genealogy software is the best, there really isn’t a clear-cut answer. Most genealogy programs today offer good, basic functionality, so your choice should really depend upon your individual goals and preferences. Some family tree software excels at publishing books or charts. Other programs do a better job at helping you organize and document your data. Some genealogists even prefer to forego traditional genealogy software entirely, opting instead to use a word processing program or other writing software, such as Scrivener (www.literatureandlatte.com), to keep track of their research and their writing.

The best option is to try before you buy. Most companies that sell genealogy software have a website where you can download a free trial or demo version. Some programs, such as the standard/basic versions of Ancestral Quest, Legacy Family Tree, Family Tree Builder, and RootsMagic, are free. If you need more advanced features, you can easily upgrade to the full-featured version at a later date.

There are dozens of genealogy software programs available, but the following are some of the ones most widely used by genealogists and still kept current with new versions and updates:


	Ancestral Quest (www.ancquest.com)

	Brother’s Keeper (www.bkwin.org)

	DoroTree Jewish Genealogy Software (www.dorotree.com)

	Family Historian (www.family-historian.co.uk)

	Family Tree Builder (www.myheritage.com/family-tree-builder)

	Family Tree Maker (www.familytreemaker.com)

	Heredis for Windows (www.heredis.com)

	Legacy Family Tree (www.legacyfamilytree.com)

	RootsMagic (www.rootsmagic.com)

	The Master Genealogist (www.whollygenes.com)



There are some excellent options for Macintosh users as well, including:


	Family Tree Maker for Mac 2 (www.familytreemaker.com)

	Heredis for Mac (www.myheredis.com)

	MacFamilyTree (www.syniumsoftware.com/macfamilytree/)

	Reunion (www.leisterpro.com)



A number of Internet-based family tree offerings allow you to create, view, and edit your family tree entirely online—an alternative to traditional, standalone computer software. This is an excellent option for families or groups who are collaborating on a genealogy, as well as for individuals who like to work on more than one computer. The most full-featured, standalone option is Ancestry Member Trees (http://trees.ancestry.com), which allows you to build your family tree online from scratch (or GEDCOM upload), include notes and sources, and even attach documents (either records found on Ancestry.com or documents/photos uploaded from your own computer). Other online tools for building and sharing a family tree on someone else’s website include MyHeritage’s Web Family Tree (www.myheritage.com/family-tree), GeneaNet (www.geneanet.org), and Family Pursuit (www.familypursuit.com). Most require some type of membership fee for full-feature use (e.g., ability to search and add historical records to your tree), and none currently offer the tools, power, and flexibility of the best computer-based genealogy software programs.




[image: ]


For assistance with choosing genealogy software, GenSoftReviews (www.gensoftreviews.com) publishes user reviews of over 175 different genealogy programs. Read the actual reviews—especially those that provide specific details beyond just “great” or “lousy” program—instead of relying solely on the star ratings, as this will provide better insight into how a particular program may or may not meet your needs. Additional reviews and comparison charts can be found on Modern Software Experience (www.tamurajones.net/reviews.xhtml) and Genealogy Tools (www.genealogytools.com).







A Research Log Is Essential

Whether you keep it on paper or on your computer, a research log is a method for tracking your research, from the planning stage through completion—essentially a journal of your research process. You use it to record what you are planning to look for and where you plan to look for it. After you search a source, you add information about when you searched, what names and name variations you searched for, and what you did and did not find. You may also choose to include a record of any correspondence (e-mails, letters, and so on) in your research log, although some genealogists choose to maintain a separate correspondence log. You can track all of your research in one big research log or maintain separate research logs for each individual, family group, or surname.

Right now, as you’re just setting out on your family tree journey, a research log may seem like a waste of time. But chances are that after you’ve spent a few weeks and months researching online, you’ll end up visiting the same places again and again. That’s not to say that you shouldn’t revisit websites. Most are continually adding new information, and you’ll also keep discovering new ancestors to research. But unless you keep track of where you’ve been and who and what you’ve searched for, you can end up wasting a lot of time and effort retracing your previous trail.

You can find a variety of research log forms online for free download, or you can easily design your own. Many genealogy software programs also offer a simple to-do list or research log feature. The goal is to keep track of the research you’ve done and plan to do, and whatever format is the easiest for you to use and maintain is the one you should use.
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Clooz is an electronic filing cabinet and research tool designed just for genealogists who prefer computer organization to paper files. It includes more than 100 templates for recording information found in a wide variety of different genealogical records, along with blank templates, source templates, and other methods of analyzing, organizing, and storing the clues you come across when researching your family tree. You can download a free trial at www.clooz.com.







Taking Good Notes Will Improve Results

You don’t want to have to rely on your memory for vital details, so consider using your computer or a notebook to take notes. Most genealogical software has a special space for notes on each individual, and some include a notes field for each individual event as well. Always label your notes with the date and place where they were taken, as well as a complete reference, or citation, to the source you consulted.

Part of taking good notes is learning how to copy the information you find in documents and other source materials. This copying can take a number of forms, but the three most common are transcripts, abstracts, and extracts.


	A transcript (transcription) is a complete, word-for-word copy of the original document. Everything is copied exactly as it appears, including any errors, misspellings, abbreviations, and punctuation. If something needs clarification, or you want to include your interpretation of something, comments can be added in square brackets [like this], 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.

	An abstract is a summary of a document’s essential details, including names, dates, places, and events, in the same order that they appear in the original record. Nonessential words, “boilerplate” legal terminology, and punctuation are omitted. As with transcriptions, copy all names, dates, and abbreviations exactly as they appear in the original.

	
Extracts are similar to abstracts in that they include only portions of the original document text. Instead of summarizing, however, an extract is an exact word-for-word copy of a selected portion of text, set off by quotation marks. Extracts can stand alone, but you’ll more commonly find them included as part of an abstract to highlight essential portions of the text.



Even if you keep both digital and paper copies of original documents such as wills and land deeds, it is very useful to make a full transcription and include it in the notes section of your genealogy software, or with your research, for easy reference. A transcription is much easier to review quickly than old, faded handwriting, and the process of transcribing forces you to look at every single word, making it easier to identify and analyze each item of information contained within the document—including small details you might have otherwise missed. If you save most of your research digitally, then a transcription is also every-word searchable.

Tame the Paper Monster

Even if you keep almost all of your genealogy research on the computer, you’ll probably still have boxes and files of certificates, photocopies, photos, and other paper records generated during the course of your search. You can scan important documents and photos into your computer, of course, but even then you may not want to throw away the originals. Genealogists use a number of different systems for organizing their files, including folders, binders, and notebooks. You can find an overview of several common filing systems online—just type genealogy organization into your favorite search engine. The books Organizing Your Family History Search by Sharon DeBartolo Carmack and The Organized Family Historian by Ann Carter Fleming, cg, cgl, offer additional organization examples and advice.
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While transcribing a document, if you feel the need to insert a comment, correction, interpretation, or clarification, include it in square brackets [like this], not parentheses, to avoid confusion. Bracketed question marks [?] can be substituted for letters or words that can’t be interpreted or for interpretations that are questionable.







Record Your Progress

A family tree is basically one big puzzle. If you don’t put the puzzle pieces together in just the right way, you’ll never get to see the final picture. To help fit all of the puzzling clues together, genealogists use a variety of charts and forms to record their research data. The chart most people begin with is the pedigree chart, or ancestor chart. This chart begins with you, or the individual whose ancestry you’re tracing, and then branches with each generation to display the line of your direct ancestors. Pedigree charts come in a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and styles. The most common is a four-generation chart on standard 81⁄2″ × 11″ paper. Some charts squeeze five or six generations into the same space but necessarily include less room for information about each ancestor. Large, wall-sized ancestor charts can be printed from many genealogy software programs and then cut and pasted together, or you can order a specially printed wall chart of your family tree from a chart-printing service (great for family reunions).

The other commonly encountered genealogy form is the family group sheet. This form focuses on a family unit, with space for recording a couple and their children, including birth, death, and marriage events for each individual. Generally, these two forms work in conjunction. The pedigree chart provides the overall picture of the family tree, with links between generations, while the family group sheet records additional family details for each couple or marriage recorded on the pedigree chart.
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A variety of free genealogy forms can be downloaded online for your personal use, including ancestor or pedigree charts, family group sheets, research logs, and census extraction forms. Family Tree Magazine (www.familytreemagazine.com/forms/download.html) and About.com Genealogy (http://genealogy.about.com/od/free_charts) offer a nice variety. Enter “genealogy charts” in your favorite search engine to find even more genealogy charts and forms.







Most genealogists follow certain standard conventions when recording data, whether on a paper chart or in their genealogy software program. By following these conventions, you help to ensure that the information you record is as complete as possible, easy to understand, and not open to misinterpretation.

Record Names in Their Natural Order

Enter the first name (also referred to as a given name or forename), followed by the middle name and surname or last name. Married women are recorded under the last name they were born with—their maiden name—not the last name they took when they got married. In situations where you wish to include both last names (such as in a written family history), you can enclose the maiden name in parentheses prior to the married name.
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Almost all genealogy software programs will allow you to print out a pedigree chart, family group sheet, or other family tree chart that includes any group of people that you select. Most also offer a variety of blank forms for you to print and fill in by hand.







While it is not necessary, some genealogists record surnames in capital letters (e.g., THOMAS). This makes it easy to distinguish surnames at a glance when scanning pedigree charts or genealogy queries. If you’re using genealogy software, it is usually better not to enter the surname in all capital letters, as most programs will allow you to choose how you want the names printed in charts or reports. Entering last names in the usual format of initial capital letter followed by lowercase (e.g., Thomas) allows for greater flexibility.

Naming conventions also exist for certain special situations. Again, if you’re using genealogy software, you won’t need to worry about most of these.


	When a woman has married several times, enter her given name followed by her maiden name in parentheses, followed by the last name of her husbands in order of marriage. (Don’t do this if you are using genealogy software, as you’ll enter each marriage and husband separately and record the wife only under her maiden name.) Example: Linda Michelle (Koth) GARDNER MITCHELL.

	Enter nicknames in quotes, not parentheses, following the given name. Genealogy software generally offers a special field in which to enter nicknames. Example: Mary “Polly” JENNINGS.

	If an individual was known by more than one name because of adoption or name change, include the alternate name in parentheses following the surname. Precede the alternate name with “aka” for “also known as.” If you’re using a genealogy program, look for a special alternate name field. Example: William Maxwell MILLS (aka William Maxwell CRISP).

	If the surname spelling has been changed, you can record the earlier surname first, followed by the more current usage. Alternately, you can just record the surname for each individual as he or she commonly spelled it. Example: Stanislaw TOMAN/THOMAS.



Record Dates Carefully to Avoid Confusion

In the United States, dates are written differently than in most other parts of the world. Americans are used to dates with the month first, followed by the day and year—as in July 9, 1971. In most other countries, the same date would be written as 9 July 1971 with the day first. Both dates are easy to understand when they are written out as in the previous examples, but when you see a date written 7/9/71 do you interpret it as July 9, 1971 or September 7, 1971? Or could the year be 1871 or 1771? To avoid confusion in family histories, genealogists conventionally follow the day, month, and year format (9 July 1971) for all dates, with the year written out in full. Months are generally written out in full as well, although some genealogists choose to use standard three-letter abbreviations.

There will be plenty of occasions in your research when you will only have an approximate date for an event. In such situations you can specify the date as “about” (abt. 1890) or “circa” (c. 1890). If you are able to narrow a date down to a specific time span (e.g., your ancestor most likely died between the date he signed his will and the date the will was admitted into probate), record the time span using the abbreviation “bet.” (between), followed by the two dates separated by a hyphen, as in bet. 23 May 1789–3 June 1789. You can also record an event as occurring before or after a specific date—for example, (bef. 18 Jan 1892) or (aft. 11 Sep 2001).

Record Places from the Smallest Jurisdiction to the Largest

In general this would mean the name of the place (town, village, or city), followed by the county or parish in which it was located, and then the state or province. The county or parish can be set off by commas or included in parentheses, as in Pittsburgh, Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, or Tarboro (Edgecombe), North Carolina.
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When recording a location in your family history, be sure to use the correct county or other entity that had jurisdiction over the town or city at the time the event occurred, not as it currently exists. Geographical and political boundaries may have changed over time.







The specific geographical divisions will be different in different countries and regions, but just apply the “smallest to largest” convention and you’ll have it right. If your research is predominantly in one country, such as the United States, you don’t need to record the name of that country, although you might want to record the country for locations outside of your predominant country of research to avoid confusion.

Document Your Findings

Gathering data about your family and assembling it into a family tree is quite an accomplishment, but it is thorough research, accurate interpretations, and documentation that give your research credibility. Keeping track of where you found each piece of information or assertion is important for assessing its reliability and ensuring a thorough understanding of the source and the evidence it provides. It also demonstrates to others that your conclusions are supported by the least error-prone sources available. To do this, genealogists use what is called a source citation. The source is the document, database, photograph, interview, or other “container” in which the specific assertion or information was found. The citation is the formal reference to that source, including all details necessary for someone to identify and locate the source material.

Source citations in genealogy generally follow standard bibliographic citation standards, similar to those found in The Chicago Manual of Style. In the most basic sense, citations include the following components:


	Author, creator, or informant (if known)

	Title of the source (book, website, etc.)

	Date of publication or creation

	Specific details needed to locate the information within the source (page number, chapter, entry, search terms, etc.)

	Publication details (place, publisher, etc.) for published sources; repository information (name, location, etc.) for unpublished sources.



An excellent guide to understanding the why, what, and how of genealogical source citations can be found in chapter 4, “GPS Element 2: Source Citations” of Mastering Genealogical Proof by Thomas W. Jones. A reference note citation to this source might appear as follows:


Thomas W. Jones, Mastering Genealogical Proof (Arlington, Va.: National Genealogical Society, 2013), pp. 33–52.



Internet sources generally follow the same format as traditional published materials. A website title, for example, is equivalent to a book title. A database contained within a specific website can be treated as a book chapter. The publisher is the entity that owns or created the website, although this can be omitted if it duplicates the name of the website, as it does with Ancestry.com. In place of traditional publication place and date, you cite the URL of the website and the date on which you accessed or viewed the site. The additional details necessary for a footnote citation would include the information necessary to find the actual record, such as the individual’s name and location and the entry number. When it can be determined, the original source of the online record or database is also generally included.

A reference note source citation for a World War I Draft Registration Card found online at Ancestry.com might appear as follows:


“World War I Draft Registration Cards, 1917–1918,” digital images, Ancestry.com (www.ancestry.com: accessed 13 July 2013), card for Claude Mancil Crisp, no. 2927, Edgecombe County, North Carolina; citing World War I Selective Service System Draft Registration Cards, 1917–1918, National Archives microfilm publication M1509; imaged from Family History Library film roll 1,765,639.



Sources will use slightly different punctuation and arrangement depending on how they are used—as reference notes (footnotes), or in source lists (bibliographies). Periods, for example, are used to separate each major element of a citation in a source list entry, or bibliography, while commas are used to divide most major sections in reference notes. More complex reference note citations, such as the World War I Draft Card example, may require semicolons to separate major parts, with commas used to separate smaller items within each major part.
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Learn more about how to structure source citations in Elizabeth Shown Mills’s Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources from Artifacts to Cyberspace, 2nd Edition. For quick reference help, check out her “QuickSheet” citation guides, as well as the citation help forums on the author’s website, Evidence Explained (www.evidenceexplained.com). Both the book and QuickSheets are available from the publisher, Genealogical.com, as well as other booksellers. Electronic versions of Evidence Explained and the QuickSheets can also be purchased from the Evidence Explained website.







Cite what you see! Many of the sources you’ll be using online, such as indexes, pedigree charts, and cemetery transcriptions, have been created or “derived” from a previously existing source. While such a derivative record may include a citation to the original source of the information, you must cite what you actually “see” or use—the derivative record, not the original from which it was created. Derivative records are prone to human error, including typing mistakes and misinterpreted handwriting. If such a mistake exists and you cite the original record without reference to the online derivative record where you actually found your information, you may not realize that you still need to examine the original if you encounter conflicting information.

Consider a situation where you locate your great-grandmother’s birth date from a transcription made and posted online by the local genealogical society. In this case, you would not cite her tombstone and/or the cemetery as your source because you have not personally seen her grave marker. Instead, you would cite the online transcription created by the genealogical society.

Many people don’t take the time to cite sources when they first begin researching their family tree. It’s just so easy to assume that all of your data is accurate, so why does it matter where it came from? It’s also easy to get caught up in the excitement of the search and tell yourself that you’ll go back and do it later. Problems arise, however, when you find new information that contradicts your previous “accurate” data. Without sources, you have no way to know where you found the earlier information, which makes it difficult to resolve the discrepancy. Documenting sources for all information as it is uncovered can save many, many hours of backtracking. Source citations really are worth the extra time and effort!



CHAPTER 2
Begin Backward

Many people begin their family tree search knowing next to nothing about their own grandparents and great-grandparents. Sure, you know their names, and perhaps their date of birth, but do you know when they were married? What they did for a living? Where they lived when they were growing up? Do you know the names of their siblings? Without at least some basic knowledge of your family tree, you’re likely to quickly find yourself spinning your wheels online. That’s why a good genealogy search should always begin at home.

Interview Yourself

Why not? You probably know more about your own history than you think you do. You’re impatient to jump right on to the Internet to find everything you can on your family, but your search will almost always bring more success if you begin at home—with yourself and your living relatives. Surfing the Internet for information on an average name will bring up somewhere in the neighborhood of 1 million plus sites that may shelter tidbits about your family, and who has time to wade through all of that? The more details you have about your family before you hit the web, the more easily you’ll be able to distinguish your ancestors from others with the same name and the less frustrating the search will be.




[image: ]


A journal or notebook can be a handy tool for recording your progress during this information-gathering stage. Write down the people you talk to, the questions you ask, the information you collect, and the stories you’re told. If you have family members who prefer to write rather than talk, a special memory book full of thought-provoking family history questions may provide just the inspiration they need.







Begin your family tree by writing down as much basic information as you can remember about your relatives. This might include dates and locations of birth, marriage, and death; names of spouses and children; wars in which relatives served; where they went to school; their occupation; their church and/or religion; and any other details that you can recall. Start with yourself or your children and then work backward through the generations to your parents and grandparents—as far back as you can go. If you can, extend the information to aunts, uncles, siblings, and other family members. Try to remember full names, including middle names, nicknames, and the maiden names for married women. If you know the exact date of an event, write it down. If you only know that it was about 1952 or sometime during World War II, write that down. Everything doesn’t have to be perfect. The goal here is just to get something down on paper so that you have somewhere to start.

Create Your First Family Tree

Once you’ve pulled together every scrap of knowledge from your head and your home, it’s time to enter the information into your computer software or a pedigree chart. This helps you see at a glance where you have gaps in your family history knowledge, which in turn can lead to questions to ask your relatives or details to look up online. Be sure to include a source for each piece of information, whether you learned it from a birth certificate or your great uncle. This may seem like a waste of time right now, but you’ll appreciate it down the road when you find conflicting information—which you will. Memories are faulty, stories get embellished, and you’ll probably find at least one female relative who fudged her age.
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