
The Kitchen Table Genealogist

Find your family in the records, one evening at a time: a beginner's ten-evening method, from the shoebox of photos to the census, the ship manifest, and the DNA test

Robert Smith


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Kitchen Table Genealogist

Contents

How This Book Works

The Five Rules of the Hunt

The House Search

The Living Witnesses

Start With the Dead

The Census, Backbone of the Hunt

Marriage, Birth, and the County Courthouse

The Boat They Came On

The Papers the Wars Made

Everybody Was in the Paper

The Spit and the Science

Building the Tree That Outlives You

The Extra Evening: Land and the Law

Reading the Old Handwriting

How to Write to an Archive

The Free Toolkit, Assembled

The Year Between the Censuses: City Directories

Dating the Mystery Pile: A Short Course in Old Photographs

Cousin Bait: Being Findable

Finding the Village on the Map

One Family, Ten Evenings: The Kowalskis

The Wall Itself: A Method for Being Stuck

The Courthouse That Burned

The Woman With No Name

Too Many John Smiths

The Man Who Appears From Nowhere

The Story That Was Not True

When the Records Disagree

The Ocean Wall, and the Trails American Records Cannot Follow

Keeping Faith With the Found

The Method on Two Pages

If the Ten Evenings Worked

Sources and Further Reading

Copyright (c) 2026 Robert Smith

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in a review.

A note on what this book is and is not. It is a beginner's working method for family history research, built around publicly available records and free resources, and it is educational guidance, not legal, medical, or financial advice. Where family research touches legal questions, inheritance, name changes, adoption records, and the access laws that govern sealed files, the rules vary sharply by state and country and change over time, and the right guide is a licensed attorney or the records office itself, not this book. Where DNA results raise medical questions, the right guide is a physician or genetic counselor.

The example families walked through these pages, the Kowalskis, the Harmons, and the rest, are composites built to show how the records behave. They are not real families, and any resemblance to actual persons is coincidental. Every record type, archive, website, law, and historical event described is real and is described honestly, with sources listed at the back. Websites and institutions are named for identification only; none has endorsed or sponsored this book, and details such as prices and search features change, so always check the site itself.

First edition, 2026

For the ones who kept the shoebox, and the ones who finally opened it.
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_______________

This book is a method, not an encyclopedia, and the difference matters on evening one. The encyclopedias of genealogy exist, eight hundred pages of every record type in every jurisdiction, and beginners buy them, read forty pages, and stop, because an encyclopedia tells you everything that exists but never tells you what to do on Tuesday. This book tells you what to do on Tuesday. It is organized as ten evenings at your own kitchen table, most of them two hours or less, each with one mission, one kind of record, and one set of finds to hold in your hands before you go to bed. By the end of evening ten you will not know everything about genealogy. You will have something better: an actual documented family tree, three to five generations deep in at least one line, built from real records you found yourself, and the working skills to keep going for as long as the hobby keeps its hooks in you, which, fair warning, may be decades.

The ten evenings run in a deliberate order, and the order is the method. You start with yourself and your own house, because every tree grows from a documented trunk and the trunk is you. You move to the living memories of your family, because those close forever and paper does not. Then and only then do you go to the records, and you go in the sequence a professional would: death records first, because the dead are the best documented and the trail runs backward; then the census, the great backbone of American family research; then the vital records of marriage and birth; then the immigrant records, the soldier records, the newspaper records that hang flesh on the skeleton; then DNA, deliberately late, after the paper has taught you what questions to ask of it; and finally the evening that turns a pile of finds into a tree that will outlive you. Later chapters, the brick wall clinic, are for the dead ends every researcher hits, and they wait patiently until you hit one.

A few promises, so you know the book you are holding. First, the free-first promise: family history has a reputation as an expensive hobby, and it can be, but an astonishing share of the essential records are free, through government archives and through the largest free genealogy site in the world, and every evening in this book runs the free route first and tells you plainly when a paid site is buying you convenience rather than access. Second, the evidence promise: this book will teach you, from the first evening, the single habit that separates a family tree from a family rumor, which is writing down where every fact came from. It costs thirty seconds per fact and it is the whole difference between research and wishing. Third, the honesty promise: the records will sometimes tell you things the family stories did not, and this book will not pretend otherwise. There is a chapter near the end about the surprises, and it was written with care, because the dead were people and so are you.

What you need to start is almost insultingly little: a notebook or a laptop, a kitchen table, whatever old papers and photographs your household already holds, and a free account on one or two websites the first evenings will point you to. No subscription is required for the core of this method. No prior knowledge is assumed. If you can search a website and read a scan of old handwriting slowly, and you can, you have every qualification the hobby requires. The shoebox in the closet has been waiting for you, in some cases for a hundred years. Turn to evening one, and go get it.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
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The Five Rules of the Hunt
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_______________

Every craft has a handful of rules that the beginners who skip them pay for later, and this chapter is that handful, five rules, each one the distilled cost of other people's wasted years. Read them before evening one, and expect the evenings to repeat them at the moments they most apply, because repetition is how rules become reflexes.

Rule one: work backward, never forward. You start from yourself and prove each step into the past, child to parent, parent to grandparent, one documented link at a time. The beginner's classic mistake runs the other way: they find a distinguished stranger with the right surname in 1750, decide he must be the founder of the line, and try to build a bridge forward to themselves. It almost never holds. Surnames are shared by thousands of unrelated people, and a tree built downhill from a wish is a work of fiction with citations. Backward, always. If you cannot document the link between a person and their parent, the line stops there until you can, and the brick wall clinic exists for exactly those stops.

Rule two: one fact, one source, written down. Every date, place, and name in your tree should carry a note of where you found it, the record, the archive or website, and the date you looked. This is the thirty-second habit from the introduction, and here is why it is not optional: you will find conflicts. The census will say 1887, the death certificate will say 1885, the tombstone will say 1886, and five years from now you will need to weigh those witnesses against each other, which you can only do if you know who said what. A fact without a source cannot be checked, cannot be weighed, and cannot be trusted, including by the descendants who will inherit your tree and either bless your care or curse your guessing.

Rule three: the record outranks the story, but the story marks the spot. Family stories are wrong constantly and specifically: the three brothers who came over together, the name changed at Ellis Island, the Cherokee great-great-grandmother, the ancestor who was a horse thief or a duchess. This book will show you that some of these are almost formula myths, told in thousands of unrelated families in nearly identical words. And yet the stories are not worthless, because they are usually wrong the way a treasure map drawn from memory is wrong: the X is misplaced, but there was treasure. The story of the name changed at the border is false as told, but it points truly at an immigration, a name shift, a country left. Collect every story, believe none of them outright, and use each one as a search warrant rather than a verdict.

Rule four: free before paid, and know what paying buys. The United States census is free at the National Archives and on the largest free genealogy site; passenger lists, draft cards, and millions of vital records are free as well, and evening by evening this book will hand you the free route. The famous subscription sites are genuinely useful, and this book is not against them; what they mostly sell is convenience, better search, more indexes, records gathered in one place, layered over a base of records that belong to the public. The rule is simply to know which you are buying. Start free, learn the terrain, and add a subscription later if and when a specific wall justifies it, ideally during a free trial with a list of searches ready to run.

Rule five: the dead have relatives who are alive. Your research will constantly brush against living people: the cousins in the DNA match list, the living children of the aunt whose divorce you just found in a newspaper, your own relatives who may not want certain stories dug up or shared. The etiquette is simple and this book holds to it: research the dead freely, publish about the living never without their consent, and treat every fact you unearth about a living person, including the ones DNA hands you unbidden, as theirs to share rather than yours. The chapter near the end called Keeping Faith With the Found returns to this at length, because it is the part of the hobby where kindness and honesty have to be practiced together, and where a kitchen table genealogist proves what kind of ancestor they themselves intend to be.

EVENING ONE
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