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Introduction

My mother always insisted she was descended from the High Kings of Tara. It seemed an unlikely pedigree for someone raised in relative poverty in County Carlow, and she certainly had no evidence to support her claim. But there had been a fire, it seemed, and all the paper records were lost. Hmm. Myths, exaggerations, smoke and mirrors: the essential tools of the storyteller. And the fibber. It was easy enough for me to smile and move on from a childhood belief in our noble tradition.

But another myth—that a 1922 fire destroyed all Irish records—proved harder to ignore. The facts were indisputable: An explosion and fire at the Public Record Office in Dublin during the Civil War destroyed scores of Irish records. This seemed to me the first insurmountable brick wall to my research, and it kept me from digging too deeply into my ancestry for several decades.

It wasn’t until the end of the 1990s that I realized that the fire, while a catastrophe, hadn’t consumed every last scrap of Ireland’s genealogical heritage. A stone mason, installing a headstone near the grave of my great-grandmother in Wicklow, mentioned that the death records for all of those residing in the cemetery were held in Dublin at the General Register Office. This revelation—that many historical documents had not been in the PROI when the fuse was lit—finally launched my family history research journey.

And that was all I needed to get started. I clocked up a good few miles visiting archives and libraries in the capital in the years that followed, but I didn’t mind. I was, finally, becoming acquainted with my ancestors. I was to find no Gaelic lords, of course. Instead, my maternal line branched out to seafarers and carpenters in Wicklow, blacksmiths in Wicklow and Wexford, and laborers in Tipperary, while my father’s line stretched back in a long line of laborers, all firmly rooted in southwest Cork.
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Unfortunately, the myth of the all-record-consuming fire still circulates. Thanks to the Internet and the best endeavors of the Irish genealogical community, fewer would-be Irish family historians are discouraged by the story, but it still makes the rounds. To some extent, it has been replaced by the more general, widely accepted notion that “Irish genealogy is difficult.”

I’ll accept that Irish genealogy can be challenging. It depends to a large extent on which period of history you’re researching, where (geographically) your family lived, and what information you start with or can gather along the way. But it is undoubtedly a whole lot easier than it used to be. Irish-Americans no longer face only the choice between taking expensive research trips to Ireland or commissioning professionals. Millions of Irish family history records, especially those used by beginners, are now online—and nearly all of them are free.

This book will give you a thorough grounding in genealogical techniques and point you towards the records you need to search, both in the United States and in Ireland. It’s full of tips, essential explanations about the collections, and strategic advice.

I hope it will inspire you to start out on your own journey to connect with your Irish ancestors and heritage.

Claire Santry

January 2017


PART 1
LINKING YOUR FAMILY TREE TO IRELAND


1
Discovering Your Irish Heritage

Whether you were brought up immersed in Irish traditions or have only recently discovered your ancestors from the Emerald Isle, you’re probably already familiar with some aspects of your Irish heritage. You’d have to be living under a rock to not have encountered St. Patrick’s Day, Irish dancing, and “the little fella”—the leprechaun. You’ll also know that being Irish has a certain cultural cachet, in part because of Irish-Americans’ classic underdog backstory of overcoming the odds in the face of prejudice, abuse, and extreme poverty, and partly because of the community’s reputation for being big-hearted and charming.

Beyond the stereotype and hype, however, you may have asked yourself about the people who connect you to this heritage. What motivated them to leave Ireland, an island that’s only the size of South Carolina but has such important historical and cultural significance? How did your ancestors get to America, and what were their early experiences as immigrants? What about the family and friends they left behind?

This first chapter is an overview of the Irish-American immigrant experience, providing you with a basic understanding of the cultural, social, and political world in which your ancestors lived. Check it out as you embark on your own journey into your family’s history.

IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES

Irish-American history dates back to the late sixteenth century with the transportation of petty criminals and, in the mid-1600s, prisoners captured during Oliver Cromwell’s bloody conquest of Ireland. Many of these early immigrants were used as slave labor on Caribbean tobacco plantations, but significant numbers also journeyed there voluntarily; one of the largest Irish communities emerged in Barbados. The descendants of these first Irish-Americans were among the early settlers of the Carolinas.

This was the first surge of Irish immigration to North America. In numerical terms, it was tiny—barely a ripple—compared to the hundreds of thousands that would follow in three distinct waves: the largely Protestant and artisan Irish who arrived between 1720 and 1845; the starving citizens escaping almost certain death in Ireland’s Great Famine in the late 1840s; and the poor, unskilled, and initially reviled Catholics desperate for opportunity who arrived from the mid-1850s to the start of World War I in 1914. We’ll explore each of these periods in turn, as they each tell a different story of Ireland, the Irish, and the land that these immigrants would come to call home.

Emigration from Ireland, 1720–1845

After Cromwell’s conquest of Ireland, the British authorities introduced a series of restrictive Penal Laws that limited the freedoms and opportunities for Irish Roman Catholics and, to a lesser extent, Protestant Dissenters (those who refused the authority of the Church of Ireland, such as Presbyterians). While they suffered discrimination in Ireland, the Presbyterians were generally more economically independent than their Catholic neighbors. Many were artisans, shopkeepers, and professionals, and they believed they would find tolerance and greater freedom in North America.

The trickle of these Scots-Irish Presbyterians crossing the ocean turned into a fairly steady stream in the early 1720s, and rose and fell in response to economic peaks and troughs over the next fifty years. By 1775, an estimated two hundred thousand had migrated. Philadelphia and Delaware were the most popular arrival ports for these new settlers, mainly because the linen trade routes along this coast were already well established.

While the ships traveling to Ireland arrived full of flaxseeds needed for Ireland’s linen industry, they returned with emigrants keen to satisfy America’s labor shortage and collect the high wages they had heard about. In return for free passage, some signed up for several years of unpaid work. And once freed of their contractual obligations, these settlers moved into the Appalachian regions, the Ohio Valley, New England, the Carolinas, and Georgia, many buying land and returning to their farming traditions. By 1790, the United States’ Irish immigrant population numbered 447,000, with two-thirds originating from Ulster (Ireland’s northernmost province).


RESEARCH TIP

Use the Local Terminology

In North America, early Presbyterian settlers become known as the “Scotch-Irish.” This isn’t a term used in Ireland or Northern Ireland, where the preferred name for this group is “Ulster-Scots” or “Scots-Irish”; the word “scotch” is applied exclusively to whisky from Scotland.



Irish Roman Catholic immigrant numbers during the 1700s were considerably smaller, especially in the first half of the eighteenth century when each of the thirteen colonies enacted laws that discriminated against them. In 1704, for example, Maryland created a tax of twenty shillings on Irish servants “to prevent the importing of too great a number of Irish Papists into this Province.” A decade later, South Carolina forbade the immigration of people “commonly called native Irish, or persons of scandalous character or Roman Catholics,” yet offered a land grant of three hundred to four hundred acres to Irish Protestants. Other colonies took similar action.

But Catholics had other reasons for not leaving Ireland. Firstly, Catholic immigration to North America was forbidden by law until after the Revolutionary War, and, secondly, they had no means to pay their passage even if they could avoid the authorities. Unlike their Presbyterian neighbors, Catholic prospective immigrants rarely had skills, and most owned nothing of value to sell to raise funds. Finally, Catholics had a third, purely emotional reason for their apparent inertia: their deep-rooted attachment to their Gaelic ancestral land. For most Catholic Irish families, emigration meant exile. Even so, small numbers found the means and chose to sever their connections with the old country, typically sailing from Dublin, Cork, Kinsale, or Waterford.

The pace of Irish immigration into America increased in the early nineteenth century as tales of adventure and prosperity started to filter down to the unskilled and illiterate in Ireland. They sailed to seek their fortunes, often finding employment as laborers on some of America’s early, huge infrastructure projects such as the Erie Canal and the Philadelphia and Columbia Railroad. The majority of immigrants, however, continued to be of Scots-Irish and/or Protestant heritage. They were quickly assimilated, not least because English was their first language, and most (but certainly not all) had skills or some small savings on which to start building their new lives.


RESEARCH TIP

Read a Well-researched History of the Irish in America

To really understand the life and times of your Irish immigrant ancestors, take the time to read at least one high-quality historical text about the Irish in America. The Irish Americans: A History by Jay P. Dolan (Bloomsbury Press, 2010) is an excellent choice, covering the arrival of the Irish from the early colonies to the inauguration of John F. Kennedy in 1961 <www.bloomsbury.com/us/the-irish-americans-9781608192403>.



Famine Immigration, 1846–1855

In 1845, potato blight struck the harvest in Ireland, and the disease created a catastrophe because the potato was the main (if not only) food source for many Irish people. When the crop failed completely in each of the three following years, the poorest members of Irish society faced starvation, disease, and homelessness. An exodus from the island began with some 215,000 immigrating to North America. Ships from Northern Europe generally sailed only in spring and summer to avoid ice and bad weather, but ships continued to sail from Ireland in the harsh winter of 1846. Most headed southwest, to US ports.

Alarmed at the level of destitution and illness arriving with these vessels, the US Congress quickly passed two new legislative acts to make the voyage even more expensive. That following March, the minimum fare to New York rose to seven pounds, an amount way beyond the reach of most families facing starvation in Ireland. Even so, all tickets had been sold by the middle of April.

For those who could not afford such a fare, the only alternative was to take a ship to Canada. These voyages were cheaper, partly because they were crossing to a British colony, and partly because standards on board were low and the ships were crammed to bursting with human cargo. Typically chartered by landowners in Ireland who wanted to be rid of starving tenants who could not pay their rent, these often unseaworthy vessels set sail with inadequate provisions of drinking water, food, and sanitation, and became known as “coffin ships.” The statistics for 1847 tell the tale: Some two hundred ships had crossed from ports in Ireland or Liverpool, England, to British Canada, and one-third of their passengers (more than sixty thousand individuals) died either on the journey or shortly after arrival, most of them from cholera or typhus. Many of those who survived were motivated to get beyond the clutches of the British. They traveled across Canada, settling for short periods to find work that would fund the next part of their journey until they crossed into the United States.

Whether arriving via the northern overland route or East Coast ports, some one million Irish are estimated to have arrived in the United States during the Famine years. This was the first big wave of poor refugees to arrive from Europe, and they were not met with the warmest reception. Most were Catholic and spoke only Irish, and they often had no skills and no financial resources. Met with extreme prejudice (mainly from the English settlers; see image A), they settled into the lowest rung of society. Waging a daily battle for survival, they lived in unsanitary, unsafe accommodations and eked out an existence from laboring and other unskilled manual work.
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The stereotypical Catholic Irish was hotheaded, violent, drunk, ignorant, and of ape-like appearance, as depicted in this cartoon called “The Usual Irish Way of Doing Things,” published in Harper’s Weekly in 1870.



Post-Famine Irish in the United States

When the economy was strong, Irish immigrants to America were (relatively) welcome. But when boom times faded away, as they did in the mid-1850s, social unrest followed. In addition to struggling to find work because of the economic downturn, Irish immigrants faced the additional challenge of being perceived as “taking jobs from Americans.” Being already low in the pecking order, the Irish suffered great discrimination. “No Irish Need Apply” became a familiar comment in job advertisements, and anti-immigration, nationalist groups like the Know-Nothing party flourished amidst the growing distrust of foreigners.


Mapping the Irish-Born in America, 1870

In 1870, the Irish-born population of the United States was 1,855,827, the single largest foreign-born group. The greatest number by far (just under 32 percent of them) lived in New York, where 528,806 settled. The second-largest population was in Pennsylvania (235,798), just ahead of Massachusetts (216,120). Making up the rest of top ten states for Irish-born inhabitants were Illinois (120,162), New Jersey (86,784), Ohio (82,674), Connecticut (70,630), Missouri (54,983), California (54,421), and Wisconsin (48,479).
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Created from data held in the ninth (1870) census, this map showing the density of the Irish-born population was published in 1874.





While some blacksmiths, stonemasons, bootmakers, and shopkeepers were among the flood of Catholic Irish who arrived during the Famine, the majority lacked the professional skills necessary for higher-paid labor. On ship passenger manifests, many men claimed to be laborers, and many women said they were domestic servants. In most cases, they had little or no previous experience in these roles; these positions were the limit of their aspirations.

They sought a job—or, more precisely, a wage—and they didn’t really care too much about the details. Being unskilled, uneducated, and typically illiterate, many Irish immigrants accepted the most menial jobs that other immigrant groups did not want, working long hours for minimal pay. Their cheap labor was needed by America’s expanding cities for the construction of canals, roads, bridges, railroads, and other infrastructure projects.

Attitudes toward the Irish began to change during the Civil War, when thousands of Irish wholeheartedly participated in the armed forces. Irish immigrants and their descendants made up a majority in at least forty Union regiments, and their actions gained the respect and acceptance of many of their fellow Americans. A couple of decades on, second- or even third-generation Irish-Americans had moved up the social and managerial ladder from their early laboring work. Some even entered the professional class.

This was not the case for the majority, of course. In the 1900 census, hundreds of thousands of Irish immigrants lived in poverty, mostly in urban slums. But economic circumstances improved for a significant proportion, and the Irish (as a group) were gaining footholds in the workplace, especially in the labor/trade union movement and the police and fire services. And with their numbers (especially in the large Irish populations in Boston, Chicago, and New York), they were able to elect Irish candidates as well as candidates sympathetic to the Irish people’s plight.

At the start of the twentieth century, Irish-born immigrants made up 2.12 percent of the US population. More importantly, Irish-Americans—those Americans born to Irish parents—made up 6.53 percent. By 2013, the number of Americans claiming Irish heritage was more than 33 million, or nearly 11 percent of the total population, nearly five times the total population of Ireland (6.4 million).

FAMOUS IRISH-AMERICANS

Since the influx of Irish immigrants began in the eighteenth century, the Irish have fully integrated themselves into American society. They have produced thousands of American sports stars, film stars, writers, and captains of industry and commerce.

Their representation at the top of political ladders is pretty impressive, too, with at least ten US Presidents having proven Irish ancestry, including: Ronald Reagan (Ballyporeen, County Tipperary), George H.W. Bush (Counties Down and Cork), and Barack Obama (whose maternal line reaches back to a shoemaker who immigrated to the United States in 1850 from Moneygall, County Offaly). But perhaps the most famous Irish-American president was John F. Kennedy, who had a full set eight of Irish great-grandparents. Fittingly, even the White House was designed by an Irishman, James Hoban from County Kilkenny. Some more famous Americans with Irish ancestry are listed in the sidebar.

IRISH TRADITIONS AND CULTURAL INFLUENCE

Where would America be without its annual outing of green beer, corned beef and cabbage, and shamrock-shaped spectacles? St. Patrick’s Day is undoubtedly the biggest single event in the Irish heritage calendar, even if it is celebrated slightly differently on the two sides of the Atlantic. In Ireland, you’ll find no green beer or corned beef (the traditional cuisine is pork), but most cities and even some towns put on a parade of some size. Dublin’s parade—the highlight of a four-day festival of arts, culture, and entertainment in venues across the capital—is huge, and continues a tradition that started in New York City, where the world’s first St. Patrick’s Day parade took place on March 17, 1762, thanks to Irish soldiers serving in the English army. In time, this parade became an annual event, and it’s the highlight of Irish-American Heritage Month, a concept introduced in 1995 and proclaimed each year by the US president.

Unlike St. Patrick’s Day, Halloween is a holiday that definitely has its origins in Irish culture. It harks back to the Celtic festival of Samhain (pronounced “Sow-ain”), the last day of the Celtic year and the day when boundaries between the “Otherworld” and the human world became less secure, and banshees, fairies, shapeshifters, and other spirits would play tricks on the unsuspecting. To ward off the evil of the night, celebrants lit bonfires, created lots of noise, and wore ugly masks to confuse the spirits.

Between these two major events, the Irish-American community throws many festivals to celebrate other aspects of their culture. Some are small gatherings, but several attract hundreds of thousands of visitors to watch and listen to world-class professional musicians (harpists, fiddlers, uilleann pipers), dancers, storytellers, and other performers. Attendees at these events also take part in sporting challenges, cooking classes, Irish-themed lectures, and (of course) genealogy consultations.

While at these celebrations, you might encounter popular Irish sports: Gaelic football, hurling, and camogie. Gaelic football is a mixture of soccer and rugby, two sports that are growing in popularity across the world. In hurling (for men) and camogie (for women), players use a curved oak stick (called a hurley) to pass and carry a baseball-sized ball (called a sliothar) across a field and into the opponent’s goal, similar to hockey and soccer. All three activities (which share some elements with each other) are rough, fast-moving, contact sports. If you prefer your shins to be bruise-free, you might stick to the supporters’ seats, but the game promises an exhilarating event whether you’re playing or spectating.


Famous Americans with Irish Ancestry


	Muhammad Ali, boxer and political activist

	Neil Armstrong, astronaut

	Joe Biden, US senator and vice president of the United States

	Bill Bryson, author

	James Cagney, actor and dancer

	Raymond Chandler, author

	George Clooney, actor and director

	Eddie Cochran, musician

	Davy Crockett, pioneer and folk hero

	Bing Crosby, musician and actor

	Tom Cruise, actor

	Walt Disney, animator and entrepreneur

	F. Scott Fitzgerald, author

	Michael Flatley, dancer and musician

	Henry Ford, entrepreneur and manufacturer

	Bill Haley, musician

	Mary Harris Jones (Mother Jones), educator and community organizer

	Gene Kelly, actor and dancer

	Grace Kelly, actress and princess of Monaco

	John F. Kennedy, thirty-fifth president of the United States

	Robert F. Kennedy, US senator

	Frank McCourt, author and educator

	John McEnroe, tennis player

	Maureen O’Hara, actress and singer

	Barack Obama, forty-fourth president of the United States

	Ronald Reagan, fortieth president of the United States

	Mickey Spillane, author

	George Washington, general and first president of the United States

	John Wayne, actor





These tough sports arrived in North America with Irish immigrants in the early and mid-1800s. They are managed today by the United States Gaelic Athletics Association (GAA). As you’d expect, most of the oldest established clubs are in the cities with the largest Irish-American populations, but the games have continued to spread further afield. There are now at least fifty GAA-affiliated clubs playing regularly across the United States.

A less energetic way to sample your Irish heritage is to reach for Irish food that your immigrant ancestor would have enjoyed. Traditional Irish cuisine is simple “peasant” food, with many recipes inevitably featuring the potato. Perhaps the best-known dish is Colcannon, a favorite for Halloween, which mixes mashed potatoes with chopped kale or savoy cabbage and spring onion. (Don’t hold back with the butter!) Another dish, a hearty Irish stew of lamb, onion, and potato (with optional pearl barley and carrots), always goes down well on a chilly evening. For those seeking a buzz, drink up a Guinness or some Irish whiskey. You can pair those beverages with a loaf of soft-textured, yeast-free Irish soda bread that you can rustle up in no time; it requires minimum kneading and is easy enough for children to make. What a lovely way to introduce the next generation to their heritage!


KEYS TO SUCCESS


	Start digging deeper into your heritage by picking a topic you’re naturally drawn to, be it music, cuisine, folklore, dance, literature, geography, or history, and give it an Irish flavor. For example, do you love cooking? Try some Irish recipes. Love folklore? Learn about Irish fairies (they’re nothing like the do-gooder types of other cultures) or Irish marriage traditions. Interested in colonial heritage? Explore the history of the Scots-Irish.

	Locate your nearest Irish cultural center and attend one of its exhibitions, lectures, performances, or other social events.

	Attend one of the many annual Irish festivals held in the United States. They come in all sizes, and usually include music, dance, and the opportunity to try traditional Irish activities (such as hurling or spinning) and sample Irish foods and drinks.






2
Jump-Starting Your Irish Research

With all that you’ve probably heard about Irish genealogy being notoriously difficult, you may be nervous about setting off on an uncharted journey into your Irish family history. Even if you are up for the challenge, you may not be sure how or where to begin the research, or maybe you were disappointed with your progress in a previous research attempt and want to start again with a more strategic approach. As with most successful journeys, solid preparation is key to Irish genealogy research, so this chapter will guide you through the early stages and present the basic genealogical principles, concepts, and techniques that will help you unlock your ancestral past.

FIRST STEPS

Although your impulse may be to rush headlong into the nearest archive or online database with every known name and date of your immigrant ancestors, your first steps should be taken much closer to home. Before embarking on any journey, you need to know where you are and have some sense of where you are headed, so you’ll need to assess what you already know about your ancestors, what information you hope to uncover, and what you can realistically expect to achieve through your research.

This preparatory stage of your family history project involves a five-step strategy to help you decide the direction and focus of your research.

1. Record What You Already Know

The first principle of genealogical research is to start with yourself and work methodically backwards, linking each generation to the previous generation. It may seem counterintuitive to start with yourself rather than with the story of your immigrant ancestor, but you may save yourself months of research following the wrong family. You are also likely to miss out on several clues left behind in their paper trails. So start by documenting your own name, birth dates, and birthplace, and do the same for your parents and (if you can) your grandparents. Continue to sketch out a basic family tree, generation by generation, adding any details you have of any other ancestors.

2. Seek Out Ancestral Memorabilia

Now for a treasure hunt! In as systematic a way as possible, start rummaging about in the attic, wardrobes, cupboards, under the bed ... anywhere family memorabilia might be boxed up or otherwise lurking. Be on the lookout for family Bibles, memorial/mass cards (image A), family documents, newspaper clippings, war medals, birth announcements, baptism certificates, diaries, invoices, wedding invitations, and official papers. Any of these items could hold vital genealogical information that will steer you on the right course for the next research stages.
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Memorial cards usually provide some genealogical information and refer to the deceased’s place of residence. As such, the survival of a memorial card suggests an important connection between the deceased’s family and the person who retained the card.



Old letters can be particularly valuable finds, not only for the information revealed within the correspondence but also for providing return addresses and postmarks. Photographs of people, places, and events are also important; these snapshots of the past often have dates, names, and locations noted on the back.

Keep an eye out, too, for documents that suggest membership in any Irish social organizations or regular attendance at specific churches.

3. Build Your Family Tree

It’s now time to get yourself organized. Using five-generation pedigree charts, family group charts, and biographical outlines, start to record the information you’ve gathered. You can download some forms to do so for free online <www.familytreemagazine.com/info/basicforms> and fill them in by hand. They are standard forms used by genealogists, and they will help you keep track of your ancestors.

Alternatively, you can record the details directly into genealogical software, either using an off-the-shelf family history program or one of the online family tree builders on sites such as Ancestry.com <www.ancestry.com>, Findmypast <www.findmypast.com>, MyHeritage <www.myheritage.com>, and FamilySearch.org <www.familysearch.org>. It’s worth spending some time exploring the options and comparing features, tools, flexibility, and ease of use (and discussing them with other family historians) before committing yourself.

Whichever method you choose, the facts you’ll be recording at this stage will mainly consist of names; dates and places of birth, marriage, and death; and occasional snippets of biographical detail about some individuals.

Recording these details in standard formats, whether on screen or on paper, will quickly show you the gaps in your knowledge so you can identify areas requiring further research.

4. Interview Relatives

One of the richest sources of family history is a living relative, so an essential part of your early research should be spent gently coaxing vital details and clues from family members’ memories.

Approach these interviews with sensitivity and patience, because not everyone wants to talk about the past. Some may be reluctant to discuss “the old days” because of unhappy experiences and severed relationships, or perhaps a fear of exposing family secrets that a previous generation may have considered shameful. Some may also want to avoid speaking ill of the dead or confronting the sadness of remembering and discussing missed family members.


Record Information Consistently

Right from the start of your research, you’ll want to establish a consistent format for your note-taking. Memory is fallible; you may think you’ll remember all the background to that hastily scribbled transcription of a date or place, but you might find it doesn’t make quite as much sense when you reread it three weeks later.


	Abbreviations: If you hurriedly record a date next to the name of an ancestor, will you remember the relevance of that date when you revisit your note? If, for example, you write Patrick Ryan b1853, will you or any other researchers who subsequently use your research know if that date relates to Patrick’s birth, baptism, or burial? It’s fine to use abbreviations, as long as you are consistent.

	Names: Write names—including first, middle, last, and maiden names—as they are spoken. Some genealogists capitalize surnames to identify them as such.

	Dates: In Ireland, the date is usually recorded in a day/month/year sequence, rather than month/day/year as in North America. This can cause confusion, and leave researchers unsure, for example, whether Aunt Nellie was born on February 10 (2/10 in North America, but 10/2 in Ireland) or October 2 (10/2 in North America, but 2/10 in Ireland). To avoid confusion, don’t use numbers for months; always spell out the name of the month or use its first three letters. It is also good practice to use four numerals for the year, e.g., 1783 or 1883, rather than just ‘83.





Start by interviewing your closest relatives—your parents and grandparents—if possible, then extend your net to aunts, great uncles, cousins, godparents, and even close friends of deceased blood relatives. While extended family members may insist they know nothing that could help your research, they may have inherited items from your immigrant ancestors (e.g., old photos or other papers that could shed light on your family’s history). Encourage them to talk to you anyway, and see what they are prepared to share.

Whenever possible, conduct your interviews face to face. If this isn’t practical, you have a number of alternatives: telephone, Skype <www.skype.com>, FaceTime <support.apple.com/en-us/HT204380>, or even e-mail or paper letter. Be sure your interviewees are comfortable with the chosen method, and obtain their advance agreement to the conversation being recorded. Again, you have several recording options to chose from: a traditional tape recorder, a digital recording device, a video camera, or a smartphone/tablet app.

Some people may not be willing to be filmed or recorded for posterity, in which case you may have to resort to pen-and-paper notes. However, you could suggest that the recording will be private between the two of you and will be erased after you have transcribed it.

For face-to-face interviews, bring your pedigree and family history charts and ask for help filling them out. See if your relative can provide descriptions of appearance, character, occupation, habits, or home for each person on the chart.

Whichever method you agree on, ensure you are completely familiar with the equipment and check that it is working properly before the interview begins.

However you conduct the interview, let your relative see copies of any old photos you may have gathered (send them in advance, if necessary). Photographs are extremely useful for prompting recollections about people, events, and locations. Formal wedding groups can help you establish relationships between some of the people whose names you’ve encountered in your research. Allow your relative to reminisce while studying these photos; this is where you are likely to hear the kind of stories you won’t find in dusty





RESEARCH TIP

Treat Family Stories as Clues





5. Identify Your Research Goals




	Articulate a research question. Identify the principal person you want to research, then be specific about what you want to accomplish. Ask yourself what it is that you want to learn about your ancestor. Is it how and when your immigrant ancestor arrived in North America? Is it to discover the name of your great-grandmother? Is it to confirm the family tale of your ancestor’s daring exploits in the Revolutionary War? Include long- and short-term goals, but try to sum up the main objective in one question.

	List any known facts. After evaluating the information you’ve gathered to this point, record what you know. Note the name of your principal research target and the names of those connected or associated to him or her. Add dates of births, marriages, and deaths, plus the places associated with these events if you have documentary evidence to confirm them. List also any possible surname variations.

	Formulate a working hypothesis. Making educated guesses where necessary, write a summary of what you know about the life of your principal ancestor. If you are looking at a short time frame (e.g., your ancestor’s life after arriving in North America), just concentrate on that period of his or her life.

RESEARCH TIP

Be Realistic





RESEARCH TIP

Weigh Up the Evidence






	Identify related records. Make a list of the US sources you need to investigate to reach your goal (e.g., to confirm or disprove assumptions you have made). Become familiar with the US records most likely to prove/disprove your hypothesis, such as an immigrant ancestor’s Civil War pension file or your great-great-grandparents’ marriage certificate. At this stage, you should also find out not only where those types of records are available, but also if they still exist.

	Define research steps. Decide the best order of databases to consult or repositories to visit to find the records you need. Use free research calendar forms <www.familytreemagazine.com/info/researchforms> to organize and keep track of materials you’ve searched so you don’t duplicate your efforts.




KEY GENEALOGY PRINCIPLES


Understand Primary and Secondary Information




Examples of Primary and Secondary Sources

Primary


	Civil registrations/certificates of birth, marriage, and death

	Church baptism, marriage, and burial registers

	Cemetery interment registers

	Headstones (death dates)

	Wills and deeds

	Naturalization records

	Passenger manifests and arrival lists

	Diaries and letters written at the time of the event



Secondary


	Newspaper birth, marriage, and death announcements, obituaries, and news stories

	Indexes to record collections

	Oral histories

	Biographies and genealogies

	Headstones (birth dates)

	Family Bibles










Learn Which Records Are Available
















RESEARCH TIP

Revisit Documents You’ve Filed




Create Timelines











RESEARCH TIP

Watch Your Style




Record Your Sources





Keep a Research Log



Starting Your Search for Immigrant Ancestors






























RESEARCH TIP

Note the Negative







Think Laterally: Collateral and Cluster Research






KEYS TO SUCCESS


	Begin by writing down everything you already know about your family’s history. Transpose the basic details of names and dates, if known, into a basic family tree chart so you can keep different generations together. This will help you establish the relationships between them.

	Create your research plan and adopt a methodical approach before looking for records. If you don’t know what your objectives are, you could waste a lot of time and money gathering information that doesn’t answer your most important questions nor bring you nearer to your goals.

	Learn the difference between primary and secondary sources, and treat the information you find in each accordingly. Prove your information from a secondary source with the more reliable information of a primary source. If you can’t, treat the detail as an unverified clue.

	Cite your sources, as this will allow you to trace your information back to documents and give credit and standardization to your research. And as the amount of information you collect grows, you’ll need to remain consistent in how you record your discoveries.
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