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		INTRODUCTION

		Like many genealogy buffs, I found my way to family research via my grandmothers. Both spun tales that would have captivated any kid, and those stories stayed with me for decades.

		One of my first genealogy memories is of ordering records from the National Archives when I was in my early teens. I was thrilled to discover that Grandma’s story about her Civil War ancestor was accurate; from then on, I was hooked.

		In 1986, I logged onto CompuServe, a computer network where I found my first online genealogy community. The idea of being able to instantly communicate with someone across the globe—and to find even a handful of genealogy records—was mind-boggling. Since then, I’ve seen Internet genealogy grow from a tiny seed to a full-blown forest. And leading the way into that forest was first RootsWeb—and then Ancestry.com.

		Through my work with Family Tree Magazine <www.familytreemagazine.com>, I wrote extensively about Internet genealogy, including many of the properties that eventually came under the Ancestry.com umbrella, such as Fold3 <www.fold3.com> and Find a Grave <www.findagrave.com>.

		Then I wrote the Unofficial Guide to Ancestry.com <www.shopfamilytree.com/unofficial-guide-to-ancestry [inactive]>, with the first edition released in 2014 and updated over the next couple of years. This workbook is meant to be used either as a stand-alone guide to Ancestry.com or as a companion to the original book.

		While writing my two Ancestry.com books, I discovered much about the site’s thousands of collections and how best to attack specific research problems. And by using this workbook, you can look over my shoulder as I attempt to solve real-life genealogy puzzles using Ancestry.com and its resources, then you can use the same techniques to work on your own family’s history.

		HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

		Each chapter focuses on a specific record type or Ancestry.com resource: censuses, vital records, military records, immigration, maps, images, newspapers, publications, social history, and DNA. In each chapter, you’ll find:

		
				
				an overview of the collections for the record type

				exercises that illustrate common research goals and take you step-by-step through how to use Ancestry.com to complete them

				
				a list of search strategies to use in queries

				forms and worksheets to help you plan, develop, record, and analyze your research and data

		

		The appendices in the back of this workbook include more tools and worksheets for you to use in your research, such as general genealogy forms and census abstract templates. For example, you can create your own step-by-step search (like the ones at the end of each chapter) using the Your Ancestry.com Search Worksheets in appendix B searches. You can download these—and all the other worksheets in this workbook—from <ftu.familytreemagazine.com/unofficial-ancestry-workbook [inactive]>.

		Read chapter 1 before you begin any of the other sections. This chapter describes how to conduct research using Ancestry.com’s general search form and the Card Catalog, plus how to identify when to use each research tool. Once you understand how both approaches work, you’re good to go. It’s not imperative that you read the rest of the book in any particular order; just jump to the chapter that addresses the type of record you want to search.

		GETTING GREAT RESULTS

		It’s my hope that you search along with me through the exercises. This way, you’ll see why I made certain search decisions, and why you might make different ones. Successful research, after all, is really about the thought process that goes into tackling a problem.

		But If I could sit next to you during an Ancestry.com search, the one piece of advice I’d offer is to be a flexible thinker. Genealogy information has a habit of finding its way into strange and wondrous places. What you think you’ll find in one record magically pops up somewhere else.

		Be open to possibilities and think laterally. For me, that means isolating one individual and conjuring up every possible record or document where he might appear: school yearbooks, newspapers, estate sales, state censuses, employee records, property taxes, county histories, and so forth.

		In addition, I’d encourage you to realize how much information can be hiding in plain sight on a document or how much a record type might have changed over time. For example: If you can’t find a marriage record, did you check the census? Some census records show whether the person was married within the year; others actually indicate the number of years a couple has been married. Or if you’ve ever wondered why a young family member wasn’t living with his parents, check the probate files. It’s possible he was an orphan and now living under the care of an uncle or another family member.

		One way to think about your search strategy is this: If someone two hundred years in the future were trying to track you down, where would they look? What records have you left behind that a researcher could seek out? The more a researcher understands about an ancestor’s life, the better equipped he or she is to coax that relative out of hiding.

		As you research your own family, it’s my hope that the exercises and search strategies you’ll find here will help you break down long-time brick walls or newly found challenges.

		As Ancestry.com continues to acquire more genealogy services and digitize millions more records, it cements its continued role as must-use resource for researchers. And whether you use it for a month or for years, I wish you happy searching!

	
		1
SEARCH AND THE CARD CATALOG

		Ancestry.com has made searching for ancestors super simple. With fill-in-the-blank forms for major categories of records like immigration, military, and birth, you can easily go directly to the category of records you need and begin your search. But there’s also a second way of finding your ancestors: the Card Catalog. It’s less used than the standard search function, but it can be far more effective in many instances.

		In this chapter, I’ll show you how to get the most out of both approaches.

		SEARCH

		Ancestry.com’s primary (and most famous) research tool is its Search form. Ancestry.com Search is your gateway to the website’s more than 17 billion records, but you may feel lost in the face of all those records. This section will help you feel confident using the Search form to drill down into Ancestry.com’s massive stockpile of records and discover research gems.

		When you click Search, located at the top of all Ancestry.com pages (image A), you can select which category of records collections you’d like to investigate. For now, click All Collections; we’ll discuss the other categories in detail in later chapters. On the All Collections page <search.ancestry.com>, a search form pops up (image B), inviting you to enter the name of the person you’re seeking along with any relevant information such as date of birth or place lived.

		Using this general, All Collections search box tells the system to search everything on the site: all records collections, user-submitted family trees and ancestor profiles, and collections of historical maps and photos. By searching so many resources at once, you’re casting a wide net and will probably find relevant family records. However, you may also get thousands upon thousands of search results and bury the information you need beneath tons of irrelevant records.

		If you choose to use this form, you have a few ways of narrowing search parameters. At the bottom of the form, you’ll see a pull-down arrow under Collection Focus. Use this to select the country of research interest; for example, selecting Scotland from the pull-down forces Ancestry.com to return only results that come from Scotland.

		
			[image: ]

			Ancestry.com’s main toolbar (accessible at the top of most pages) allows users to navigate the site’s major features.
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			You can search Ancestry.com’s entire trove of records using the All Collections form—though the sheer number of results can sometimes be overwhelming and hide the most relevant record matches.

		

		In addition, checkboxes for four types of collections will appear:

		
				Historical Records

				Family Trees

				Stories & Publications

				Photos & Maps

		

		By default, all four are checked. However, you can narrow by collection, drastically reducing the number of results. If you only want to search through Photos & Maps, for example, deselect the other three categories.

		When to Use the General Search Form

		There are only a few instances in which I suggest using the general search form.

		The first is when you’re just getting started in family tree research. If you only know a little about your family or have limited knowledge about genealogy in general, start with this form. Your search will likely result in thousands or even tens of thousands of results. While this sounds like a godsend for your research, some of your results will only appear because the search engine is casting the widest possible net over all of its billions of records. To put it another way: The search engine will present people not even remotely related to you. A search like this will take some patience on your part because of the number of irrelevant results, but it’s a good starting place.

		The second instance in which the general search function excels is if you’ve been searching, without success, for an ancestor who stubbornly remains hidden. Even with my extensive background in genealogy research, I’ll often strike out and still not find what I’m looking for after trying every possible combination of advanced search techniques. When I hit this kind of brick wall, I’ll turn to the general search form. Hopefully, some other researcher will have posted a tiny kernel of information that will open up another search path, and the general search’s wide net might be the perfect tool to pull that tiny kernel into the light.

		The third time this form is useful is when you’re just getting started on a previously unresearched family line. You may know the names and approximate dates for a few generations back, but your general knowledge of the particular family might be slim. Using the general form allows you to get a sense of what research has already been done and what you might expect to find.

		Let me show you what I mean. I know that I have a peripheral ancestor (a many-times-removed cousin) named Galen Cave, who was born in Virginia in 1800 and died in Lone Jack, Missouri. I have a few fragments of information about him, but not enough to feel confident going back much further in his family tree. Using the general search form, I entered only his name and date and place of birth. I also chose to leave all of the categories at the bottom of the form selected (image C). When I clicked the Search button, I ended up with 113,571 results. Obviously, there’s insufficient room in an image to show you all of the results, but image D will suffice.

		Try this search along with me, because I think it will give you the opportunity to see if your next steps match my own search decisions. Your results may be much better than mine! Go ahead and do that initial search, then return once you’ve finished.
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			On the All Collections search form, you can select which types of results you’d like to see. Leaving all four (Historical Records, Family Trees, Stories & Publications, and Photos & Maps) casts the widest net.

		

		
			[image: ]

			Ancestry.com gives you many options to use to filter and view your results. The All

		

		
		
				The first match came from a public family tree, which tells me this user is also researching the Cave family. Contacting that user could be one of my first steps.

				The reference to the online, crowd-sourced Find A Grave <www.findagrave.com> indicates that someone has located Cave’s burial site, meaning that someone has also been researching Cave’s death.

				In addition to telling me that yet another person is working on this family line, the Find A Grave result also indicates Cave died in Lone Jack, Missouri. Given that (and the fact that my own research places this part of the family in Lone Jack), I can assume this is a match.

				This relative has many matches in many record categories, opening up additional areas of research. On the left side of the search results page, you’ll find a list of all the categories that include Cave results. This is the area to scrutinize depending on what you’re trying to find. In my case, I just wanted a starting point for Cave research, so I concentrated on the person who uploaded the public tree. (Indeed: By reviewing the Public Family Tree, I learned Galen Cave’s county of birth, the names of his parents, and information about the birth of his child.) But I will also keep a record of the search results, as they’ll help whenever I delve into specific records categories such as census registers or military records.

		

		Record Categories

		
		
			
			
		

		
				All Collections: This is the general search form (discussed earlier in this chapter) that will search all collections and records.

				Census & Voter Lists: This will limit your searches to all of the collections in the Card Catalog that relate to these two topics. (See chapter 2.)

				Birth, Marriage & Death: Use this form if you want to limit searches to records related to these vital records. (See chapter 3.)

				Immigration & Travel: Select this group for any searches relevant to finding an immigrant ancestor or resources such as passports. (See chapter 5.)

				Public Member Trees: This search will take you specifically to the family trees that have been uploaded by Ancestry.com members. (See chapter 7.)

				Military: This searches all of the military collections, including draft registrations, muster rolls, and pension applications. (See chapter 4.)

		

		
		
			Suggested Records

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
			

			
				
				
			

		

		THE CARD CATALOG

		
		
		
		Card Catalog Filters

		
		
		
				title

				keyword(s)

				
				collection (a.k.a. category; see image G)

				location

				dates

				languages

		

		
		
		
				Family Histories, Journals & Biographies

				Oral Histories & Interviews

				Social & Place Histories

				Society & Organization Histories

				Military Histories

				Royalty, Nobility & Heraldry

		

		
		
		
		
			
			
		

		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
				Select Military as a category (1,283 collections).

				Add USA as a filter (1,073 collections).

				Filter for 1860s (619).

				Add Ohio from the list of states (147).

				
				Add Civil War as a keyword (95).

				
				Add Civil War as a title instead of a keyword (17).

		

		
		
			
			
		

		Titles and Keywords

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
		

		When to Use the Card Catalog

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
		

		
			
			
		

		EXERCISE 1 Finding a Photo

		RESEARCH GOAL: Find a photograph of my ancestral town of Milan, Missouri.

		STEP 1 Find your collection.

		
		
		STEP 2 Enter your search terms.

		
		
		STEP 3 Refine your search.

		
		
		STEP 4 Search the entire category for more possible results.

		
		
		
		STEP 5 Filter by collection.

		
		
		
		
		
		EXERCISE 2 Finding an Abstract

		RESEARCH GOAL: Find a record abstract for one of my Snow family members.

		STEP 1 Identify a record type and find your collection.

		
		
		STEP 2 Refine your search.

		
		
		STEP 3 Review your results.

		
		
		
		
		
			SEARCH STRATEGIES

			
					Use the general search form only when you’re just starting a search and have little information or when you’ve exhausted all other search strategies.

					Search specific categories of records using the other search forms under the Search tab when you have a clear search goal and a good idea of where to find the record.

					Identify and select specific collections (or categories of collections) using the Card Catalog. Use the Card Catalog’s filters to discover collections with the most probable chances for success.

					Determine the most appropriate time period using the Card Catalog’s decade filter. This can be especially useful when two people have the same name and live in the same place, but were alive during different times.

					Follow Ancestry.com’s suggested collections. Oftentimes, you’ve never considered (or have even heard of) the records that Ancestry.com suggests for your research, but these can open up new areas of study. Click the Show More link at the bottom of the initial list to expand the list of suggestions.
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