Basic Genealogy

Genealogy is rapidly becoming the most popular hobby in America.  One reason is because we are a nation that is growing old.  You can work slowing or as fast as you wish.  You can do the work at home, at the library, on line, family history centers, by writing for records, calling and corresponding with family.  You can also travel the country, visiting courthouses, churches, old homes and cemeteries.  

Genealogy can become an expensive hobby or it can remain inexpensive.  All hobbies have costs involved.  Golf, fishing, hunting and skiing require the purchase or rental of equipment.  A computer is the most expensive piece of equipment a genealogist is going to need.  

Many people are searching for their ancestry.   You wonder were did I come from?  There are different reasons to climb your family tree.  Some are what made me the way I am: Where did my looks come from; my eye color; my temper; my stubbornness; my ability to do math or science; my medical problems.  

Even the Old Testament has genealogy in it. There is nothing more thrilling than finding a connection to your ancestors and hearing stories from relatives about your family.  Your ancestors really did exist.  They were part of hasty.  They may not have been famous but history is the story of everyday people and their lifestyles.  It was the common folk, the people who didn’t make it into the pages of the history pages who made our country what it is today.  

Don’t be surprised if you find family skeletons along the way.  This is what makes family history colorful, adding spice among the names and dates.  

A big problem is getting sidetracked.  People are so fascinating, especially dead ones.  When a line marries into your line it is tempting to trace that line back as far as you can, or you see a name in an obit or newspaper article and become intrigued.  That’s when you know you are hooked on history and genealogy.  

Domestic violence has happened from the beginning of time, murder started with Cain and Abel, thieves have existed through out history.  Slavery was a fact.  So was the abuse of them.  Divorce is not a modern invention.  

Are you adopted?  Many are looking for their biological parents.  There is a book by Mary Jo Rillera called “The Adoption Searchbook”.  It helps you learn where to look and go for help.  There is the National Adoption Information Clearing house in Rockville, Maryland that registers those seeking children given up for adoption and those seeking biological parents.  

Genealogy is addicting, time consuming and a never ending hobby.  It isn’t merely collecting names and dates.  When you add the family stories, traditions and put your ancestors into historical perspective, this is what makes genealogy interesting. 

Genealogy is documented research.  Though you may be tracing your ancestor only as a hobby at sometime you may want to write a book about what you have found.  You will need to follow the criteria already established by genealogists.  Part of genealogy is sharing what you find- with family, long lost cousins, others researching a particular surname but when you share your information, it has to be in a format everyone can understand.  This includes number systems, and citing sources.  It doesn’t help someone to know the information for example came from the Census, if you don’t give which census, what state, county, town, enumeration district, and page.  Documented research is important. 

Genealogy isn’t always easy.  You can’t just type your surname into a computer database and have your lineage be thoroughly researched and connected to the next generation.  You don’t want to be tracing the wrong ancestor.  

Genealogy is frustrating but also fun and challenging.  

Historical documents were not created with genealogists in mind.  You may get only a tiny piece of information from each source.  Some records, like the 1920 census contain a lot of data, but the 1790 census had very little.  May times courthouses burned, churches as well, natural disasters have destroyed records.  Sometimes you may not find your ancestor in any of the standard records at all.  You have to learn to be creative and find others sources that may include or mention your ancestor.  

Genealogy doesn’t arrive already completed.  You may receive a postcard or letter advertising a book on a surname.  They claim that they list everyone with your surname in America, on social security, where your name came from.  They use the telephone directories, Social Security Indexing, etc.  No maiden names are listed and no other information is there.  Many give you family crests and where the surname came from, which is usually wrong.  According to the BCG “Commercial firms that purport to research and identify coats of arms for surnames or family names and sell descriptions thereof under the guise of a family crest are engaged in fraudulent and deceptive marketing.”  

Let’s now go over the Tabs and what we will be using. 

Pedigree Charts

    Include: Date and place of Birth

                  Date and place of Marriage

                  Date and place of Death

    May include: Date and place of Baptism or Christening

                          Place of burial 

Family Group Sheets

     Lists Name for each family member

              Date and place of Birth’s

              Date and place of Marriage’s

              Date and place of Death’s

              Names of mother and father for head of household and his wife

              Religious affiliation

              Occupation

     Will include sourcing of information 

     Can list as many children as you find
     Always include your name and address and phone number.

As you data enter your families enter by capitalizing only the first letter.  If you wish to have your surnames in Capitals, turn that option on. 
Record all middle names and use initials only if the middle name is not known.   In many records, one or another of these names may be used. 

Record nicknames putting them into the AKA location.  This stands for As Known As. 
List locations with the smallest division appearing first moving up to largest division or country.  For example, City, County, State; Village, District, Country; Parish, City, County, State. 

Use atlas’s to look up the counties, for modern times, but remember, county lines have moved over time.  You can also go online and type in the name of the location, with state and ask county in.  The search engine will usually, if the community currently exists, give you the county. Some counties no longer exist or have become parts of other counties.  This is why you need to list the counties as you find them on the records.  Germany wasn’t Germany until after 1870’s.  Before it was principalities, city states, and areas.  The borders have moved several times, and been ruled by different countries at different times.  You have to know this in order to know were to look for your families records. 

Record dates with day first, then month and finally year.  Whole year not last two numbers.  

Research Logs

     Prevents duplication of research

     Helps retrace steps

     Record both negative and positive

     Record pages copied from books, magazines, articles, etc.    

In Legacy there are two locations to do this.  The To Do List and under Research Notes.  We will be discussing them later.  
You may also want notebooks, binders and file boxes with dividers, hanging files, highlighters, etc to help you keep track of the information you find. 

When doing research never take an original source with you.  Leave it at home.  Make copies and carry them.  Legacy does allow you to attach pictures or copies of you’re sources but we will not be covering that in this first semester. 
Organize your paperwork, often and as needed. Use 

     Notebooks

     Hanging files

     Index cards    

Can be set up by state, surname, occupation or? 
Paperwork, Paperwork, Paperwork

Set up either notebooks or files to help keep things organized and filed.  Files must fit your research style.  You can set up as I mentioned by state, surname, or type of record. 

You will have Birth Records

                Death Records

                Marriage Records

                Census Records

                Land Records

                Newspaper and printed material

                Legal or court papers

                School Records

                War Records 

                Misc. 
Keep a paper copy even when you scan into your computer copies of your records.  You never know when you may need that copy again and many of the records you currently have may not be available in the future.  

Correspondence Logs

         Includes: Name, Address, Reason and Response, Date sent and Date received response.  They help you from writing off for the same record twice. 
The Chronology View 

Gives you a complete timeline of all the information you know about your family.  This will help you know what you still need to find and to know what you have already found.  
Records to find and use

Birth Records

    Include Parish Records

                 Church Records

                 Birth Certificates

                 Social Security Index

                 Bibles

                 Other family members

                 Baby books 

                 Birth announcements 

                 1900 Census

                  Local and State Histories 

Death Records

                 Parish Records

                 Church Records

                  Death Certificates

                  War Records

                  Obituaries

                  Cemetery

                  Funeral Homes
                  Wills and Probate Records 
When you order death certificates the modern ones are copies of the actual record but the old ones were written up in large books.  Clerks copy the information onto a form.  Mistakes are made, and many times they don’t copy everything that is there.  This is when you either have to go to the courthouse yourself or pay to have someone go for you.  Many times the person who gave the information is left off.  This can be very important, as it assists in determining how accurate the information maybe.   Some State courthouses will not let you in.  Most County courthouses will. 

Land Records

               BLM on line for original homestead

               What County land is in

               County records for landowners

Census Records 

               Birth Dates

               Children’s names

               Wife’s first name

               Location, Location, Location

               Occupation

               Year’s married and number of children

Tax Records 

           Voters Registration

           How long lived there

           When males reached age to vote

           If owned land 

Marriage Records

           County 

           Church

           Parish 

           Marriage booklets

           Pictures

Military Records 

           Revolutionary War- in books 

          War of 1812- Bounty land records

          Civil War – many sources including pension records

          First World War – draft cards

          Second World War 

          Korean War

          Vietnam War 

Court Records 

        Wills, Probate records, Lawsuits, Criminal Cases, Land disbutes, Naturalization Records

School Records

          Report Cards

          Yearbooks

          School Histories

Letters and Diaries 

Newspapers 

           Obituaries

           County, city or town history, robberies, deaths, visitors, when important things happened in the area.  

Maps

        1. County maps.  Mark large cities and where your family lived.  Mark county court house location.  You may have more than one of these as counties have changed.  When you get land records many times they include a map of the county that shows who owned what piece of land originally.  Many times the parents of the women who married into the family are located close by.  Always check adjacent counties, for marriage and death records.  Check where hospitals are, cemeteries are etc. 

        2. State map- shade in counties where family has lived, mark main cities and state capital.  Show family movements. 

        3.  United States map – Mark states where family has lived, mark main cities, state capitals, track family movements. 

        4.  European and other country maps – Mark villages/towns, where parishes are located and ways of transportation.  Will help you track your family. 

Thanks to Google, we now have access to many maps directly from Legacy.  You can now plot your family movements and see that map when ever you want.  It is not necessary to maintain a large collection of maps. But you will still have maps related to the land your family owned, of villages or locations that no longer exist.  Old maps can help you find locations that are not on the modern versions. 
Research Trips

Plan your research trips. Some things to remember are

1. When you are going to visit an unfamiliar library, archives, courthouse, or other research facility, call first to check hours of operation, days open and closed, and what is allowed in and if they have the type of records you are looking for. 

2. Take a research notebook.  Include family group sheets, forms to name notes on, reference material on what you are researching. 

3. Read whatever introductions are provided in the sources you are using.  Will help you know where to look. 

4. As you take notes, if you use any abbreviations or shorthand, at the top of the page make a not of what they mean.  Otherwise, later you may not remember or if someone else is reading your notes, they will then know what you meant. 

5. Take breaks occasionally.  This will help you remain focused. Take time for lunch or dinner.  

6. Remember each source can contain multiple pieces of evidence.  Observe, analyze and evaluate as you research.  

You need to place your people in context of their time and place in history.  Research can not be rushed. Couples usually married in the Brides County.  The groom may be from another county or even state working in the area.  

Many times, families that lived three or four counties apart, got together on holidays, for weddings, etc.  Old ones lived with usually their youngest when old but not always.  You have to research the whole family.  And not only their children but the families of both his and hers, because sometimes, they lived with brothers, sisters, or moved to an area where other family members were living.  

Ancestors moved, A lot.  In order to know where and how, you have to know the history of the types of transportation available during their lifetime.  You must know the history of the area, has the borders changes, what happened during their lifetime in history.  When were the Indian treaties signed, was mining going on, when did the state become a state, were wars fought in the area, what natural di have happened, floods, fires, etc.  Where was the land office located, where was the courthouse located?  Did it ever burn? When? What created the closest town? Railroad, Highway, Riverway.  Don’t be surprised if you family moved from state to state not just county to county.  

Create a research plan

1. Put down what already know

2. Write down research question

3. Identify sources that may help

4. Make a time line and what records may have been generated 

5. Write out a logical order in which to consult the records

6. Analyze what you find and consider what you didn’t find and why.

7. Try indirect ways for facts not found

8. Repeat steps above

No two searches will be exactly alike.   Some times you get luck and everything you go looking for is there.  Other times you can spend a whole day or even more and find nothing that relates to your ancestor.  

Genealogy and Historical Societies

Join both local ones and ones in the states, or counties your family live in as well as national ones for your ancestry.   For example: for Germans from Russia, the German from Russia Heritage Society or American Society of Germans from Russia. There are groups for most immigrant groups. 

Mistakes we all make in Research

1. Assuming that a family not in an index is not in the records.  Need to look at the actual records.

2. Skipping a Census that is known to exist.

3. Neglecting major record groups such as probate records, land or tax records.

4. Forgetting to take complete citations including the date; where found; Call number or roll number; for example in Census records not putting down the enumeration district, roll number, page number, family and household number, county and town or district. 

5. Not looking for variant spellings of names and using soundex.

6. Not planning and organizing well; wasting time and duplicating work. 

7. Making only a partial extraction of a record figuring you don’t need it or can come back later. 

8. Collecting only the nuclear family- many times old ones lived with others. 

9. Not taking advantage of family sources, especially interviewing older relatives. 
10. Drawing conclusions before gathering enough data to prove it.

11. Not filing notes for records in a way that they can be easily referred to and found when needed again. 

12. Not analyzing and evaluating each piece of evidence, each record, note, source, and making up the total picture to see what is missing and where else to look and find sources.  

The process of documenting is an integral part of research, not something tacked on later.  Write down the publication information or document identification as you go along, and before you even look at the data.  Negative is important as well so you don’t go back and look at the same source again. 

Research is a continual cycle of planning, looking, and analyzing, building upon results of your last research. 

Just as clay makes bricks, that build walls, sources are the foundation of research and research helps you prove your information is correct.

Cite you Sources

Possible secondary Sources:

Baby books

Birth announcements

Confirmation records

Wedding pictures

Funeral Cards 

Obituaries

School report cards, yearbooks

Deeds to houses or photographs of houses

Bank statements

Citizenship papers, passports

Military discharge records

Family bibles

Letters, postcards

Diaries, journals

Wills

Medical Records

Photographs

Souvenirs 

Some questions to ask yourself

1. When was this document created?  Is it contemperary to the event?

2. Who furnished the information?  Was the informant in a position to know and give correct facts? Was the informant using secondhand information or were they there? Did the informant gave the facts under oath and affirm their accuracy? 

3. Is this the original record or a copy of the original document? Is it an abstraction of the original document? Is there a way to see the original? 

4. Does the document itself have problems that may effect its readability: smears, tears, missing words, faded ink, scribbled handwriting, very dark or light microfilm that is difficult to read? 

5. Does the record itself contain obvious errors or discrepancies? Were there errors made by the clerk or the informant? 

6. Is the information such as names, dates, places, relationships in the record logical and reasonable?  Does it make sense in the context of time, place, and the people being researched? 

7. Is there more than one reliable source for this information? 

8. What other facts or evidence support the information in the record? 

9. Have you found any reliable evidence that contradicts the information or gives conflicting information? 
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