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Introduction

You’re knee deep in genealogy research at your local library when you come across a strange term. You’re in a court records class and the instructor throws out an unfamiliar acronym. You’re searching the census on Ancestry.com when you realize you need the census date to calculate your great-grandfather’s age.

You could stop what you’re doing and search for the right book or website to get the definition or date you need. Or you could pull out your handy Family Tree Pocket Reference, look up what you need to know and get on with your research.

We’ve gathered key resource lists, definitions, dates and other reference information from Family Tree Magazine and FamilyTreeMagazine.com <familytreemagazine.com> and put it all into this handy pocket-size guide. Keep it in your library tote bag, your top desk drawer or, yes, your pocket, and use as needed.


How to Use This Book

Check the table of contents of this book to familiarize yourself with the information inside it. When you come across a genealogy word or acronym you don’t know, need a statehood date, want to try a new website, wonder about the origin of a surname, have to calculate a Soundex code, need to know whether a family tree program is available for a Mac, want to learn how common your national heritage is, or need other pertinent information, just check the table of contents of this book, turn to the appropriate chapter and go to the section you need. Whenever your research uncovers a new resource or information that’s pertinent to your family history, write it down in chapter 15, designed especially for you to record your favorite reference material.


CHAPTER ONE

Research Basics

Genealogy Glossary

{A}

ABSTRACT: An abbreviated transcription of a document that includes the date of the record and every name in it; it may also provide relationships of the people mentioned.

ADMIXTURE: Ancestry that originates from more than one ethnic group.

AHNENTAFEL: German for “ancestor table,” this system of pedigree chart numbering gives each ancestor a number. Fathers are even numbers; mothers, odd. Double the child’s number to get the father’s (if you’re 1, your father is 2). Add one to the father’s number to get the mother’s (your mother is 3).

ALIQUOT PARTS: In the rectangular survey system, a description for a subdivision of a section of land using directions and fractions to indicate the land’s location: W1⁄2 SE1⁄4 represents the west half of the southeast quarter of a township.

ALLELE RESULT: Also called a marker value, the numeric value assigned to a genetic marker.

ANCESTORS: Relatives you descend from directly, including parents, grandparents, great-grandparents and so on.

AUTOSOMAL DNA: Genetic material inherited equally from mother and father (all your DNA except what’s on the X and Y chromosomes); it’s less useful genealogically than Y-DNA and mtDNA because it mutates more often. Genetic tests to determine ethnic origins typically analyze autosomal DNA.

{B}

BANNS (OR MARRIAGE BANNS): Church documents publicly stating couples’ intent to marry.

BLOCK NUMBER: A one-, two-, or three-digit number that describes a block (or piece) of land within a township.

BOND: A written, signed and witnessed agreement requiring someone to pay a specified amount of money by a given date.

BOUNTY LAND: Land granted by the Colonial and federal governments as a reward for military service; bounty-land warrants—documents granting the right to the land—were assigned to soldiers, their heirs or other individuals.

BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT GENERAL LAND OFFICE (GLO): The US government office historically in charge of dispersing public land. Usually, several branch land offices existed for each state; its website <www.glorecords.blm.gov> has a database with digitized federal land patents.

{C}

CEMETERY RECORDS: Records of those buried, as well as maps of grave sites; usually kept by cemetery caretakers.

CENSUS: An official count of the population in a given area; other details, such as names, ages, citizenship status and ethnic background of individuals, may be recorded. The US government has been collecting census data every 10 years since in 1790. Selected states have conducted their own censuses as well.

CERTIFIED COPY: A record copy made and attested to by custodians of the original who are authorized to give copies.

CHROMOSOME: A threadlike strand of DNA that carries genes and transmits hereditary information.

CLUSTER GENEALOGY: Studying your ancestor as part of a group of relatives, friends, neighbors, coworkers and associates; this approach can help you learn details you might miss by looking only at records of an individual ancestor.

COLLATERAL RELATIVE: Any kin who aren’t in your direct line, such as siblings, aunts, uncles and cousins.

CONFIDENCE RANGE OR CONFIDENCE INTERVAL: A DNA results report shows the most likely ancestry percentages (for a biogeographic test) or date an MRCA lived (for a Y-DNA test), as well as a confidence range showing other possible results.

CREDIT PATENT: A document transferring land to be paid for in installments over a four-year period. A delinquent payment or nonpayment of the full balance resulted in forfeiture. In 1820, Congress required payment for land at the time of the purchase.

{D}

DECLARATION OF INTENTION: An alien’s sworn statement that he or she wants to become a US citizen, also called “first papers”; these court records list details such as name, age, occupation, birthplace, last foreign residence and more.

DEED: A document transferring ownership and title of property; unlike a patent, a deed records the sale of property from one private individual to another.

DESCENDANT CHART: A report displaying names and information on a person’s descendants.

DESCENDANTS: An ancestor’s offspring—children, grandchildren and every new generation in the direct line.

DNA: The molecule that contains each cell’s genetic code, organized into 23 pairs of chromosomes; genetic genealogy tests analyze your Y-DNA, mtDNA or autosomal DNA.

DOCUMENTATION: The process of citing sources of the family history information you’ve gathered, making it easier to keep track of the research you’ve completed and allowing others to verify your findings.

{E}

ENUMERATION DISTRICTS: Divisions of each county and some large cities used to make census taking more efficient and accurate. For large cities, the boundaries of enumeration districts often match those of wards or precincts.

{F}

FAMILY GROUP RECORD (OR SHEET): A worksheet that succinctly summarizes your information on a couple and their children; includes names; dates and places of birth, baptism, marriage, death and burial; and source citations.

FAMILY HISTORY LIBRARY (FHL): The world’s largest collection of genealogical information, founded in 1894 by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS church). The main branch is in Salt Lake City, Utah, but many of the library’s microfilmed records can be rented for use at one of its worldwide Family History Centers. The FamilySearch website <www.familysearch.org> contains genealogical databases and the library’s catalog.

FIVE-GENERATION ANCESTOR CHART: a family tree chart with five columns reading from left to right; they contain vital information for a person (in column 1) and his or her parents (column 2), grandparents (column 3) and so on.

FREEDMAN: A person released from slavery.

{G}

GAZETTEER: A geographical dictionary; a book giving names and descriptions of places, usually in alphabetical order.

GEDCOM: GEnealogy Data COMmunications, the universal file format for genealogy databases that allows users of different software programs to share their data with others.

GENE: A hereditary unit consisting of a sequence of DNA that occupies a specific location on a chromosome, and determines a particular characteristic in an organism.

GENEALOGY: The study of your family’s history; the process of tracing your ancestors back through time.

GENETIC MARKER: Represents a specific location on a chromosome where the basic genetic units exist in a variable number of repeated copies.

GENOTYPE/SIGNATURE: The compilation of multiple genetic markers; the unique genetic identifier for any given individual.

{H}

HAPLOGROUP: An identification of the genetic group your ancient ancestors (10,000 to 60,000 years ago) belonged to, sometimes referred to as a branch of the world’s family tree.

HAPLOTYPE: Collectively, the marker values on your Y-DNA test results.

HOMESTEAD: A home on land obtained from the US government; the homesteader agreed to live on the land and make improvements, such as adding buildings and clearing fields.

HOMESTEAD ACT OF 1862: A law allowing people to settle up to 160 acres of public land if they satisfied certain requirements; the land was free, but the settler paid a filing fee.

HVR (HYPERVARIABLE REGION): Sections of mtDNA (such as HV1 and HV2) used to determine your haplogroup.

{I}

INDEX: In genealogical terms, a list of names taken from a set of records. For example, a census index may list the names of people recorded in a given area in the 1870, 1880, 1900 or another census. Indexes come in book form as well as in searchable online databases, on CD, microfilm and microfiche. They usually provide source information for the source records.

INTERNATIONAL GENEALOGICAL INDEX (IGI): A pedigree database on the FamilySearch website; contains roughly 250 million names either submitted to the church or extracted from records the church has microfilmed.

INTESTATE: Describes a person who died without a will.

{J}

JULIAN CALENDAR: The calendar used from 46 BC to 1582, named for Julius Caesar; it’s often referred to as the “Old Style” calendar and was replaced by the Gregorian calendar.

{K}

KINDRED:
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Filling Out an Ancestor Chart and Family Group Sheet

	Write surnames in capital letters. This lets you (or someone reading your charts) immediately distinguish last names from first and middle names. At first, this method might seem unnecessary—but when you run into kin with names such as Marian STACY or Guillaume GAUTIER de LACHENAYE, you’ll see the importance.

	If you know middle names, spell them out. This helps you distinguish Grandpa William Randolph Reynolds from Grandpa William Robert Reynolds. Remember, too, that some people went by their middle names, and that’s how you’ll often find them in records.

	Record nicknames, denoting them in quotation marks. This is especially useful for kin whose nicknames don’t relate to their real names, such as Everett “Butch” Smith.

	List women’s maiden names, not their married names. Since you’re recording your female ancestors right next to their husbands, including their married names is redundant. If you don’t know a woman’s maiden name, note that with a question mark or simply skip the surname.

	Format dates as day, month, full year. For consistency, genealogists record dates European-style, flip-flopping the American convention of month, day, year. To avoid confusion, use the month’s abbreviation instead of a numeral. You know what 12 AUG 1836 means, whereas 12/8/1836 isn’t so clear—is it Aug. 12 or Dec. 8? If you haven’t yet established an exact date, use qualifiers such as by 1836, before 1911 or after 20 May 1893. You can use abbreviations such as c. for circa, abt. for about, bef. for before, aft. for after and bet. for between


20 Must-Ask Oral History Questions


	What’s your first memory?

	Who’s the oldest relative you remember (and what do you remember about him or her)?

	How did your parents meet?

	Tell me about your childhood home.

	How did your family celebrate holidays?

	How did you meet your spouse?

	Tell me about your wedding day.

	Tell me about the day your first child was born.

	What were your favorite school subjects?

	Tell me about your favorite teacher.

	Tell me about some of your friends.

	Describe your first job.

	What did you do with your first paycheck?

	What was your favorite job and why?

	Who are some of your heroes?

	Where were you when you heard that President Kennedy had been shot? (Add or substitute other important historical events.)

	What is your experience with or opinion of computers? (Add or substitute other modern conveniences, such as television, microwaves and cell phones.)

	Tell me about some of your favorite songs (also books, movies and television shows).

	Tell me about some of the places where you’ve been happiest.

	What haven’t we talked about that you’d like to discuss in the time we have left? (This is a good way to begin wrapping up the interview.)


Spotting Errors in Your Family Tree


	Do all the dates make sense? Did someone accidentally type 1966 instead of 1866?

	Does the chronology for each family group make sense? Is a mom giving birth too young or too old? Is a man marrying at age 12? Are children born at least nine months apart? Is a child being born after the mother is dead? Or is a child born before its parents?

	When you find research showing a child in his parents’ family group who was then carried forward as an adult, do the child’s details (such as date and place of birth) match the adult information?

	What sources did the compiler use? Did she consult original records, such as censuses, passenger lists and deeds? Or did she rely on secondary sources (citing, for example, “World Family Tree,” “Aunt Susie’s notes” or “Ted’s GEDCOM file”) that might regurgitate erroneous information?

	Does biographical information seem exaggerated and too good to be true?

	Are conclusions faulty? Has a compiler misinterpreted a document because she doesn’t understand the legal terms for a particular time period? What information is the compiler basing a parent-child relationship on?
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10 Go-To Genealogy Records


	HOME SOURCES: awards, certificates, Bibles, photos and other family papers

	US CENSUS RECORDS: taken every 10 years since 1790; census records are opened for researchers 72 years after the census was taken. (Almost all of the 1890 census was destroyed.)

	BIRTH RECORDS: Most states required counties to track births starting in the late 1800s and early 1900s; individual towns and counties may have kept records earlier. States often restrict the public’s access to birth records older than 75 or 100 years.

	MARRIAGE RECORDS: These records work similarly to birth records as far as when and where they were kept. Look for marriage licenses, too, as well as church records and newspaper announcements.

	DEATH RECORDS: These records include not only official death certificates—maintained by the same entities as birth certificates, often with fewer privacy restrictions—but also obituaries and the Social Security Death Index (which lists deaths reported to the Social Security Administration, mostly after 1962).

	SHIP PASSENGER LISTS: Starting in 1820, US-bound ships had to keep lists of their passengers.

	WWI DRAFT CARDS: Virtually every man born from 1872 to 1900 and living in the United States in 1917 and 1918 had to fill out a WWI draft registration card.

	CITY DIRECTORIES: Like modern phone books, these annual directories list the residents of towns, and some rural areas.

	SS-5: If you find your ancestor’s Social Security number in the Social Security Death Index, request his application, or SS-5, from the Social Security Administration.

	CIVIL WAR GENERAL INDEX CARDS: The 6.3 million Union and Confederate soldier names on these cards are searchable on the free Civil War Soldiers and Sailors System <www.itd.nps.gov/cwss/soldiers.cfm>.


6 Genealogy Myths to Avoid

	YOU CAN BUY YOUR FAMILY CREST. Cups, wall hangings and other family crest doodads are available online. But “families” don’t have crests—rather, individuals do. Coats of arms must be granted, and to claim the right to arms, you must prove descent through a male line of someone to whom arms were granted.

	THE 1890 CENSUS BURNED TO A CRISP. Actually, it didn’t—it was waterlogged and lay around until some unknown person authorized its disposal. But some parts survived and are on NARA microfilm and in online census collections.

	YOUR WHOLE FAMILY HISTORY IS ONLINE. If only! You can get lots of records online, including censuses, passenger lists, military records, digitized books. But errors abound in online indexes, transcriptions and family trees, and repositories hold richly detailed, lesser-known records. At some point, you’ll want or need to log off and go to the library.

	YOUR ANCESTOR WAS A CHEROKEE PRINCESS or George Washington, or you’re related to John Brown. Many families have legends about famous kin, and of course it could be true—but stories tend to get embellished and even made up over time, so research them before passing them on as truth. You may have Cherokee blood, but there weren’t any Cherokee princesses. George Washington can’t be an ancestor because he never had children (Martha did, from her first marriage). Also, not everyone with the same last name is related.

	THE COURTHOUSE BURNED; ALL THE RECORDS ARE GONE. But records caught in courthouse fires weren’t always completely destroyed. Sometimes records survived, or copies had been sent to another office, or the clerk asked citizens for copies of their records, or you can find the same information elsewhere.

	YOUR ANCESTOR’S NAME WAS CHANGED AT ELLIS ISLAND. Passenger lists were created at the port of departure, and the ship’s master would give them to immigration officials at the arrival port. Ellis Island officials just checked the names on the list; they didn’t change any names. Many immigrants changed their own names after arrival in an effort to sound more “American.” See <www.genealogy.com/88_donna.html> for more information on immigrant name changes.


Using a Relationship Chart


	Identify the most recent common ancestor of the two individuals with the unknown relationship.

	Determine the most recent common ancestor’s relationship to each individual (for example, grandparent or great-great-grandparent).

	In the topmost row of the chart, find the common ancestor’s relationship to the first individual.

	In the far-left column, find the common ancestor’s relationship to the second individual.

	Trace the row and the column from step 4 until they meet. The square where they meet shows the relationship between the two individuals.
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