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Before You Start 

Prepare to be surprised!  
 

Many people start researching their genealogy to prove a family story, 

such as being descended from a famous historical figure.  Unfortunately, 

over generations, family stories may have been misremembered or 

confused, and many researchers discover that accepted histories are 

impossible or unlikely.  But don't worry.  For every disappointment, you're 

bound to find an exciting and unexpected surprise! 
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Get Personal! 
 

A great place to start before you ever begin digging through records is 

with family members.  Especially older relatives.  Make sure you have their 

names, dates of birth and marriage, their parents' names and dates, 

grandparents' names and dates (if they know them), and so on, as far 

back as the person remembers.  Not only will this information make your 

research much easier, but it can also provide you with something that 

most records, unfortunately, can't… 

Before You Start 

Personal Stories! 
 

Written records might be able to tell us where a person was born, or what 

their occupation was, but personal stories really bring a person to life, with 

details that let us know what kind of person they were. 

Before You Start 
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Corroborating Details! 
 

Any additional information you can get will also help you find the right 

person when looking through records.  There might be several people 

with your great-grandfather’s name living in the state you know he came 

from.  Knowing his birthday, or other family members’ names, or his 

occupation will help you know you’ve found the right one. 

Before You Start 

Post-1940 Research 

Why 1940? 

Many records useful for genealogical research have a 70 year privacy 

window. For example, arguably the best resource is the US census.  As we 

all know, the census is taken every 10 years (and has been since 1790).  

But the most recent public census is from 1940.  It was released in 2010.  

The 1950 census will be released in 2020. 
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Post-1940 Research 

Newspapers 

One of the best methods for tracking down information on people still 

living, or only recently deceased, is by looking through newspapers.  

Obituaries in particular offer good information as they usually list several 

relatives of any given person.  Obviously, most people's obituaries only 

appear in their local newspaper, so be sure to find out where they were 

living.  

Post-1940 Research 

Books 

You might not think your relatives were ever worthy of 

mention in a book, but remember how much used to be 

printed!  From various “Who’s Who” collections to printed 

collections of organizational meetings and minutes, you 

might be able to find a great deal!  And with Google’s 

book search (at books.google.com), it’s easy to search 

through millions of books.  Be sure to try, especially since 

Google’s book results don’t usually show up in their 

general search! 
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Pre-1940 Research 

Free Online Databases 

 www.familysearch.org – Created and maintained by the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.  Easily searchable and well sourced. 

 www.archives.gov/genealogy – The US National Archives 

online records, including census, and military records.  Great tool 

for officially “sourcing” (proving) claims such as birth dates, places, 

etc… 

Pre-1940 Research 

Free Online Databases 

 www.rootsweb.ancestry.com – A massive searchable 

database of different family trees.  Great place to start, but 

information is not guaranteed accurate.  Will need to be sourced! 
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Pre-1940 Research 

Search Tips 

 Spelling – Remember, in decades past, literacy rates were 

much lower than they are today, and not everyone knew how to 

spell their name.  And census takers asking for names might not 

have even asked for spelling.  And variations of initials and first and 

middle name  was also common.  Come up with every possible 

spelling! 

 

The Trouble with 1890 

Fire! 

In 1921, a fire broke out in the  basement  

of the Commerce Building in D.C.,  

destroying most of the 1890 census records, 

creating an incredibly difficult gap for many researchers.  The trouble 

most often arises in situations such as an ancestor born in 1881.  They 

would not be mentioned in the 1880 census, and would not appear 

again until the 1900 census, at which point they may no longer be living 

with their parents, making it difficult to find out who their parents are! 
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Pre-1830 Research 

Dead End! 

Leap frogging from generation to generation is easy from 1940 back to 

1840 since each census in that range lists every  member of every 

household.  We find an ancestor living with his wife in one census, find him 

living with  his parents 20 years earlier, look up his parents, find their 

parents’ names in the previous census, and so on.  But then, from 1830 

and before, the census only names the head of household, and lists how 

many of each gender and age group reside in the home, with no names. 

Pre-1830 Research 

Or is it…? 

Fortunately, if you’ve gotten as far back as 1830, there’s some good 

news!  That ancestor probably has a LOT of descendants, and chances 

are good that someone else has already done a good amount of 

research on them.  At this point, simply Googling the person might return 

quite a bit (don’t forget the Google Book Search)!  Otherwise, some other 

possible places to look include: 
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Pre-1830 Research 

Or is it…? 

 Cemeteries – Early Americans were  

rarely buried with strangers!  If you can find where your ancestor was 

buried, chances are you can find other relatives! 

 Military Pension Applications – War Veterans, from the American 

Revolution to the Civil War, usually had to fill out detailed applications 

when applying for pensions.  These applications can contain treasure 

troves of information on that individuals life, before, during, and after their 

military experience! 

 

Immigration & Researching Foreign 
Countries 

Not So Different 

Depending on the country, the process of researching a foreign ancestor 

might not be too different.  Can any relatives tell you the town the 

ancestor came from?  Do any of the free online databases offer any 

information?  Most Western foreign countries have been careful census 

recorders, with records still available, though they can be harder to find 

for free. 
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Immigration & Researching Foreign 
Countries 

Take a Trip! 

While not always practical, there are few things more exciting than 

finding yourself in an unfamiliar town that you know your family may have 

known intimately for years, or even centuries!   Not only will being in the 

original country put more records at your disposal, you’ll also be able to 

connect with local historians in historical societies, scour cemeteries, and 

check church records, which in many countries are superior to those held 

by the government! 

DNA Services 

Opening New Doors 

Many websites allow you, by simply swabbing your cheek and 

mailing it in, to have your DNA examined, and close matches 

revealed.  Not only does this allow you to find distant cousins who 

may have overcome obstacles you’ve encountered in your 

research, it can also  

help answer otherwise impossible questions, such as who the  

biological parent of an adopted ancestor may have been, or  

what a disputed ethnicity of an ancestor was. 
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DNA Services 

Where to Get It 

 www.familytreedna.com – $49 - $199 – The largest database of 

other users, means a higher chance of finding matches. 

 dna.ancestry.com – $99 – A lower price, and built into the already 

highly popular Ancestry website allows for convenient integration of new 

information into an existing family tree. 

Organizing & Saving Research 

 trees.ancestry.com – Automatically finds possible matches for 

individuals you enter from Ancestry’s huge database of historical records.  

And since it’s stored online, you can access it from anywhere, share with 

others, and never worry about losing it. 

 www.rootsmagic.com/essentials – Free software that can be kept 

on your computer and used without an internet connection. 

 www.familytreemaker.com – $31.99 – Paid software, but the industry 

leader.  Owned by Ancestry, it has the added benefit of allowing for easy 

syncing, backing up, and researching with Ancestry. 
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What’s the Point? 

Societies 

Many Societies exist for people  

descended from specific groups.  From the Daughters of the American 

Revolution to the Sons of Confederate Veterans, or the Hibernian Society.  

Not only does membership in these offer an opportunity to meet and 

spend time with similar people with shared interests, it can also open up 

wonderful opportunities for things like scholarships for your children or 

grandchildren! 

What’s the Point? 

Family Land 

You might be surprised how much land in the country is either unclaimed, 

or else tied up due to difficulty in tracking down next-of-kin.  A little 

research might just turn up an old family farm with your name on it 

(literally)! 
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Let’s Research! 

Your turn! 

Using the resources we’ve discussed, see how 

much of a family tree you can start, or, if 

you’ve already been working on one for some 

time, see if any of the tips help you uncover 

something new!   

 

And if you find something neat, share it! 


