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INTRODUCTION

Edited by Andrew Koch

Sooner or later, it happens to everyone: You’re researching your ancestors, and realize you’re stuck. Perhaps you can’t find a relative in a federal census or before a marriage. Or maybe your ancestor has seemingly vanished altogether. Name changes, record loss, bad handwriting, translation difficulties, transcription errors—any number of factors can keep you from the ancestors you’re seeking. But there’s still hope. This book presents a collection of timeless genealogy solutions that can break down the thickest brick walls.

Marsha Hoffman Rising gave her first lecture on problem solving in 1984. Over the next several decades, she continued to be challenged and fascinated by the fun, frustrations, and rewards of genealogy. In her time as a researcher, she discovered many techniques, tools, and methods for solving genealogy problems. In 2005, she compiled them into The Family Tree Problem Solver, a collection of her strategies that has helped thousands of genealogy researchers.

Marsha passed away in 2010, but her legacy lives on in this book. This third edition of The Family Tree Problem Solver has been updated with even more resources that will bring Marsha’s tried-and-true strategies to the next generation of genealogists.

This edition also includes two problem-solving chapters that reflect how genealogy continues to change in the Internet age. Chapter 12, written by genealogist Sunny Jane Morton, discusses how to determine whether to accept record hints from genealogy websites. In chapter 13, DNA consultant Diahan Southard tackles the difficult subject of genetic genealogy and how test-takers can use DNA results in their research.

This book is not for those who are just beginning their genealogical research. Instead, this book is intended to give each reader new ideas for tackling those knotty problems that have been sitting on the back burner of the research schedule for months or even years. If you find too many words, phrases, or acronyms with which you are not familiar, consult this book’s glossary of genealogy terms.

Perhaps some genealogy will always be “lost.” But how will you know which lines will remain forever blocked and which can be solved if you don’t keep looking? This book’s techniques will help you get started. Good luck with your research, and remember: No one’s genealogy is ever finished.


1
Analyzing Research Problems and Planning Strategies

We are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate any error so long as reason is left free to combat it. ~THOMAS JEFFERSON

Family researchers have caught “genealogy fever” and are serious about their work to seek the truth, not legends, about family origins and their ancestors’ lives. They want to do their research properly, solve the dead ends, and overcome the brick walls that have blocked others as they trace family lines. They know that the search for the truth could reveal skeletons, destroy beloved family traditions, or call into question the research of others. Nevertheless, they seek the truth. This chapter will help those who want to begin that quest.

There are two basic ways of conducting your family history quest: searching and researching. All successful genealogists use a combination of search and research as they pursue their studies. However, rarely do they distinguish between the two, and a vast difference exists.

We are all aware of the enormous array of new sources becoming available for genealogists. The multitude of census and other public records on the Internet, the online family trees made available by myriad researchers, and publications that offer extensive query assistance provide many avenues for genealogists. But we should acknowledge what, exactly, these resources allow us to do.


SEARCH VERSUS RESEARCH

Search: “Seek data on James Caffey Jr. and his wife, Susannah. They resided in Morgan County, Missouri, in the 1840s. Where did they come from and where did they go?” I placed this query in The Genealogical Helper, November/December 1994. I received several answers, but none referred to the correct family.

Research: The Morgan County, Missouri, Deed Book 5:367 revealed that James Caffey and wife, Susan, of Camden County, Missouri, sold their right, title, and interest to land that had belonged to Nicholas Coffman, deceased, late of Morgan County. Nicholas Coffman was enumerated in Jefferson County, Tennessee, on the 1830 census, p. 282, as age fifty to sixty years. His household consisted of two females twenty to thirty and thus of marriageable age. James “Coffee” married 21 December 1832, Jefferson County, Tennessee, Susanna Coffman. No Caffey family was found in Jefferson County, but there were several in adjoining Grainger County. I was convinced I had found the geographic origin of James Caffey of the burned county of Camden, Missouri.



Namely, all of these make the task of searching easier. Many of these sources may indeed provide an easy solution to finding your ancestors. Searching can be a quick and painless path to a wealth of information. I once responded to a query in my local genealogical journal, Ozar’kin, thinking it might lead to answers regarding Daniel Hance, a man I was investigating for whom I had little information. A fellow genealogist answered with the proof of Daniel Hance’s parentage and his marriage in Jefferson County, Tennessee. In finding this bit of information, I had conducted no research of my own. Someone else had done the work—I had only searched.


RESEARCH TIP

The International Genealogical Index is a product of the Family History Library in Salt Lake City, Utah. It includes extractions from vital records and patron submissions from all over the world: baptisms, marriages, and deaths. You can access it online at FamilySearch.org <www.familysearch.org> or in person at the Family History Library or one of the many Family History Centers around the world.



On the other hand, a search can sometimes find answers that research can’t. When looking for the origins of Littleberry Hendrick, I tried all the methods I gathered from conferences and seminars, and I followed many of the techniques I will discuss later in this chapter. But nothing worked. I knew a lot about Littleberry from 1833 until his death in 1862, but not where he came from. Then, the Family History Library updated the International Genealogical Index (known as the IGI). On a whim, I decided to try searching for Littleberry again. Lo and behold, up popped his marriage record in Allen County, Kentucky! It was difficult to suppress a shout of triumph. The long-sought answer to my question was finally revealed through a search—not research. If we are serious researchers, we must become more precise in defining the difference between a search and research.


EXAMPLES OF ‘SEARCH’

A genealogical search of existing dates and literature might consist of:


	Placing queries online or in genealogical magazines

	Corresponding and communicating with other genealogists

	Searching online databases such as the International Genealogical Index or online family trees at Ancestry.com <www.ancestry.com>, FamilySearch.org, and MyHeritage <www.myheritage.com>

	Searching census indexes published online, on microfilm, or on CD-ROMs

	Reading published genealogies and family articles

	Examining the Periodical Source Index (PERSI) and ordering pertinent articles to read

	Using various other “armchair” searches in published literature for the region of your interest





RESEARCH STEPS

Research is a diligent and systematic inquiry into a problem. It includes the following prescribed methods: developing a hypothesis, surveying existing literature and information, gathering evidence, evaluating evidence, and reaching a conclusion. Here are the steps you need to take in problem-solving research (see image A):
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This chart visualizes the steps to implementing a research strategy. Notice this workflow is cyclical—you may need to work through these steps multiple times to come to a definitive conclusion.




	Define the problem.

	Survey existing material, including published genealogies, the Periodical Source Index, online family trees, genealogical forums, and message boards.

	Analyze the information for reliability, citations, and credibility. If there is no documentation for the data presented, contact the individual who submitted it. If that individual is not able to supply evidence, consider the material hearsay and essentially worthless. When reviewing the material you have gathered and what you have obtained from family members and correspondents, consider what is known, what is not known, and what information has been assumed but not verified.

	Develop a strategy. One of the most successful strategies is the “neighborhood concept” or “cluster genealogy,” a research tactic in which you study your ancestor’s siblings, friends, and neighbors in order to learn more about your ancestor. This strategy will be discussed in detail later in this chapter and throughout the book.

	Gather data. You will need thorough knowledge of the sources from the time period; the exact geographical location of the individuals (have you ever noticed how often this crucial information is lacking among the various lineages published online?); the laws of the local, state, and federal government in power at the time; and the various public and private records that may have been created during the period you are researching. A good researcher always ventures beyond the standard genealogical publications and sources to use such nontraditional records as manuscripts and historical records.

	Evaluate the information obtained. This crucial step deserves significant thought and attention. The value of the data contained in the record will be lost if analyzed superficially or incorrectly. Inadequate analysis may result in overlooking or misinterpreting important information, leading to inaccurate conclusions or dead ends. This step is so important that I have devoted chapter 11 to it.

	Draw conclusions and form subsequent plans. Continue to implement these steps until the evidence is either conclusive or provides a strong enough argument that no other conceivable conclusion can be reached with the information that exists.




RESEARCH TIP

The Periodical Source Index, produced by the Allen County Public Library in Ft. Wayne, Indiana, indexes family information from a wide variety of genealogical magazines and journals that were published in the nineteenth century. It’s organized by name, location, and subject. It is available through Findmypast <search.findmypast.com/search-world-Records/periodical-source-index> and libraries that subscribe to HeritageQuest Online.



STEPS FOR SOLVING GENEALOGICAL PROBLEMS

Now that we’ve established the difference between search and research—and how to do both—let’s turn our attention to tackling genealogy problems.

STEP 1: Present a clear, reasoned account of the problem under study.

The kinds of problems in genealogy that require a systematic approach to research include:


	Beginning research on a family line not previously investigated. This includes researching a family that has not had anything published on it, a family for which there are poorly documented published genealogies, or a family for which no current material exists.

	Correcting a tradition, belief, or material published in a pedigree or family sketch. Many genealogical errors have been in print for years, and it often takes new research and a creative approach to find the correct answers.

	Solving a specific identity problem for which a previous search or research has proved unsuccessful. One of the most important jobs of scholarly genealogical publications is to publish new solutions to old problems.



When defining the problem, determine what you already know. This means carefully analyzing every known and documented fact about the individual or family. This does not mean that you know only when they were born, who and when they married, and when they died. It means you pinpoint exactly where they lived, when they moved there, how they earned a living, what they believed in, and what was happening around them. Was there a war, an economic depression, a land speculation boom, or major migrations in or out of the area? Who were their friends and family? Who was their minister? Where were they buried? The more you know about the people you have definitely identified as your ancestors, the easier the rest of your task will become.

This is the time to assemble and record information you have gathered. Write a biographical sketch of the individual or family you have researched, placing the events of their lives in chronological order, including specific documented events. Countless genealogists have gone through the process of writing down what they know about the subject of their genealogical problem and checking the documentation only to find that the clue to solving the problem has been in their own papers all along. This is also the time to note what you don’t know. This is a great help in directing further research, but it is remarkable how often this step is not included among researchers’ notes. I usually have a separate page headed “Things I don’t know, but would like to.”

STEP 2: Learn what others already know (or think they know).

This is the “search” step. If you are a careful and systematic researcher, you will confirm what you have been told by others in informal family group sheets or published works. If your experience is like mine, you will find that people often cannot tell you how they know what they think they know. This, of course, makes your task harder—you must verify the information to make sure it’s not just a family legend. It’s amazing how many people are not the slightest bit interested in documentation until they need it from someone else.

Naturally you don’t want to repeat work that someone else has done, especially if it was done well. The best finds are good, well-documented genealogies and family articles published in scholarly journals. They may not be easy to locate for a particular family, but they are worth the effort if you find that a good scholar has worked on your family. The “Examples of Search” sidebar gives you examples of where to look for this material, but always keep in mind that this is a search, not research.

Some genealogists never move beyond this step—they are always looking for someone else who can provide the answers they seek. When they hit a brick wall, they just continue to look for someone who knows the answer rather than digging into the records themselves. They never become true researchers—they just search forever.

The research in the “Search versus Research” sidebar required a step-by-step process that moved beyond the primary records of the county of residence (burned Camden) to Morgan County, where the grantee lived. I then had to read Morgan County’s deeds carefully and understand what terms such as “all right, title and interest” meant. From there, it was a simple, logical procedure backwards.

STEP 3: Decide what records to use.

Some records are likely to provide more information about the problem than others, so it’s wise to evaluate them before delving into your research. You will have to decide priority, availability, and ease of use based on your access to the records you need and how well they have been preserved. We all hope that our problem can be solved by the primary records that genealogists most commonly use. These include census records, family Bibles, vital records, wills, obituaries, probate files, pension applications, and other original or microfilmed records likely to provide genealogical information. We check the more recent census records for places of birth and relationships. We comb attics and basements, and then contact cousins, hoping for family Bibles. We order birth and death certificates if the family of interest was living in the twentieth century. We hope for detailed obituaries. As our expertise increases, we learn to check wills, probate administration applications, and the pension files of former soldiers—all of which can reveal interesting family details. When we gain more expertise, we learn to look for the division of land among heirs, often called land partitions.

Many people, unfortunately, quit when the easily accessible records do not yield results. Sometimes they don’t know where else to search or how to better use the data they have already found. Many records containing valuable information are harder to find—they aren’t indexed and are more likely to yield indirect evidence. These records include diaries, circuit court records, county order books, tax records, federal land records, newspaper accounts, county court records (sometimes called quarterly sessions records), and deeds that appear to be only simple land transfers but have deeper implications if analyzed more carefully.

Gathering enough data to point to a possible conclusion may be a relatively short undertaking or it can take years. Often it can be frustrating and time consuming, depending on the individual and family involved, their propensity for creating records, the time period in which you are working, and the locale. Some geographic areas have preserved many old records; others are literally a wasteland.

STEP 4: Analysis is the most crucial step in the research process.

The data and records you have gathered need to be analyzed both separately and as a group. Often when you carefully analyze the records gathered over a long period of time, new answers, perspectives, and clues emerge.

As you gather records for the specific family or individual you are researching, ask the following questions:


	What does the record add to what I already know? Does it support or contradict information I have already found?

	Other than my ancestor, who else was involved in creating or witnessing the record? Who was mentioned in it? Are they likely to be “official” participants or associates of my ancestor? Have these individuals appeared in any other records my ancestor created?

	Would other records have been created before or after this one that would serve the same (or a similar) purpose?

	Are there clues recorded here that are not directly related to this record but could lead to additional records or other people to be studied?



Often we find a record that generated other documents, but we fail to follow the trail the record reveals. For instance, a quitclaim deed may record an individual or couple who are selling their right, claim, and interest in a parcel of land. The quitclaim may not tell how the interest in the land was acquired. Was it an inheritance (or a part of an inheritance)? What part of the total share of the inheritance did the individual possess? Other deeds made to complete the process of clearing the title may answer those exact questions.

For instance, if you were researching the Zumwalt family in Franklin County, Missouri, checking deeds would be very helpful. You would discover that on 1 January 1833, John Zumwalt and his wife, Mary, sold to William Coshow the right, interest, and claim to land they had inherited from John’s father, George Zumwalt.1 That might be all you would look for if you descended from John, but what if you want to learn about other descendants of George and no other Zumwalts are mentioned?

You might check the index for the other name in the deed: William Coshow. This investigation would lead you to a deed made in 1841 in which William Coshow and wife, Elizabeth, sold to George C. Zumwalt their “right, title and interest, it being a one undivided seventh part which descended to John Zumwalt as an heir and was then sold to William Coshow.”2 This leads to another suggestion when using deeds. Many deeds are recorded at the same time by the grantors, and it is wise to look for several pages on either side of the deed of interest.

In this case, you would find two more pertinent documents on nearby pages: David Crow and his wife, Elizabeth, sold to George C. Zumwalt their one-seventh part of the estate of George Zumwalt Sr., deceased, that Elizabeth inherited as one of George Sr.’s heirs; and John Keller and his wife, Nancy, sold to George C. Zumwalt all right, title, and interest that Nancy inherited as one of George Sr.’s heirs.3

You now know of at least three heirs: John Zumwalt, Elizabeth Crow, and Nancy Keller—and probably a fourth, George C. Zumwalt. At this point, I would try to locate additional deeds by checking the grantee index for the person who is purchasing the property rights of the individual (or individuals), in this case George C. or George Zumwalt. Incidentally, neither the Keller nor Crow marriages were recorded in Franklin County, where the deeds were made. One was not recorded at all. The only record for the Keller marriage was the previously mentioned deed.

STEP 5: Look for a trail.

When you have analyzed each record concerning or involving the ancestor you are researching, you are likely to see a pattern of behavior, clues to other places or records to search, and a recurrence of names to be tracked.

Let’s look at two case studies that were solved using these five steps.

CASE STUDY: THE SEARCH FOR LEMUEL BLANTON

When I started looking for the origins of Lemuel Blanton, the prospects for finding him looked dim because I knew only two things about him:


	Lemuel Blanton purchased forty acres in the NE1⁄4 of section 18, township 32, range 23 west of the 5th Principal Meridian.4 This area became Polk County, Missouri, in 1835.

	Lemuel Blanton married Mary Ann Rogers 8 November 1831 in Crawford County, Missouri. They were married by John P. Campbell of Campbell township.5 This area became Greene County in 1833, and Lemuel Blanton was on the first tax list taken that year.6 No one named Rogers was listed.



Lemuel did appear on the first tax list in Polk County, listed between men named Edwin C. Rogers and Adam Zumwalt. But that same year, he sold his federal land grant to Arthur Ewing and disappeared.7 I was not able to find him on the 1840 census in any location.

I did find a man named Ledwell D. Blanton listed as head of household on the 1830 census in Crawford County, Missouri.8 There were several males twenty to thirty years old in this household, and I wondered if one might have been Lemuel. I spent a good deal of time tracking this Ledwell back to his origins and marriage to Nancy Davis in Hopkins County, Kentucky.9 There was nary a sign of Lemuel anywhere along the path.

Next I decided to investigate the man to whom Lemuel sold his land (Arthur Ewing) and also searched for the name Rogers, the maiden name of Lemuel’s wife. To determine Lemuel’s neighbors in what became Polk County, I had to look at a township-range map. The most helpful township-range maps use a form that not only shows adjoining sections, but the sections adjoining in other townships and ranges as well (see image B). Lemuel’s land was in the northeast corner of 18, so I examined neighbors in sections 7 and 8 as well as those in section 17. Just one mile west is section 13 township 32 and a new range—24 instead of 23. By looking at other federal land entries, this investigation led to fifteen immediate neighbors, here listed in alphabetical order:
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While researching Lemuel Blanton, I studied the sections Lemuel owned in Polk County, Missouri. Lemuel’s land was in the northeast corner of section 18. But I also researched the neighboring sections 7, 8, and 17, as well as section 13 in township 32, range 24.



I started with the obvious man—Edwin C. Rogers. He bought a parcel that adjoined Lemuel’s and also sold it to Arthur Ewing. The last record Rogers produced in Polk County was in May 1838, when he filed a claim against the estate of Henry A.H. Russell, another neighbor of Blanton and Rogers.10 I traced Russell, and although I found his origins, no one named Rogers or Blanton appeared in his earlier records. I checked the 1850 census indexes for several states that were likely outward migration points for Missouri residents. Edwin C. Rogers and Lemuel Blanton surfaced again as neighbors in Fannin County, Texas (image C). Lemuel’s land entry there stated that he had arrived in December 1837 as a married man with a family. Edwin C. Rogers affirmed that he had arrived at the same time, as a single man. A man named Joseph D. Rogers also arrived at that time and purchased land next to the other two.11
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The 1850 census lists Lemuel Blanton and Edwin C. Rogers (not pictured) as neighbors in Fannin County, Texas.



The 1860 census (image D) gave more information, but confused the situation. Lemuel’s wife was now Martha instead of Mary Ann. In addition, the only Blanton tombstone inscription I could find in Fannin County was for Martha Blanton, born 18 January 1816 (death date gone from the stone). This matched the census ages for the woman in both 1850 and 1860. No marriage records for Lemuel Blanton surfaced in Fannin County.
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This 1860 Fannin County, Texas, census complicated my research, since it listed Lemuel’s wife as Martha instead of Mary Ann.



I decided to check for probate records. Joseph D. Rogers left a will in 1842, naming sons Joseph J. Rogers and Edwin C. Rogers, but no daughter named Blanton. Lemuel Blanton, however, did serve as a witness to a codicil drawn at the same time, reconfirming some connection between the two families. I next looked for a combination of the surnames Rogers and Blanton in Tennessee. Another dead end. Rogers was simply too common a surname, and no one named Joseph Rogers was listed on the 1830 census index in Tennessee. Dead end.

We need to more carefully analyze what we know so far:


	Lemuel Blanton’s wife in 1831 in Missouri was Mary Ann Rogers.

	One of the children living in the home in 1850 in Texas was born in Missouri, and she was the eldest (born about 1833), so the Texas and Missouri families were linked.

	There is an age gap between the second and third child on the 1850 census. Perhaps there was a second marriage. Perhaps the new wife was a Britton or Stephenson, the other surnames in the 1850 household.

	There is little doubt that the Edwin and Joseph Rogers and the Blanton families were connected, probably through Lemuel’s marriage to Mary Ann Rogers. But neither was on the 1830 census in Missouri, nor could either be located before the marriage. We need to go to the next steps.



We have a trail from Missouri to Texas, and we have a number of families that are connected, both in Missouri and Texas. We have two new surnames—Stephenson and Britton—to check. I did, but nothing helpful surfaced. I studied the Rogers family. I learned a lot, including the fact that in his later years, Edwin C. Rogers became a Christian mystic. But he never passed on any revelations to me about where he came from.

I had followed the steps, looking at all the records I could find, pursuing a trail of clues and recurrences of names and associates, eliminating some people while keeping others on the back burner. Nothing.

It was time to return to step 1. I had to construct a new hypothesis, and that required examining what I already knew to see if I could locate new people and new records to pursue. Remember, your first step is to determine what you already know. This means carefully analyzing every known and documented fact about the individual or family.

What had I missed the first time? I looked again. There was one association I had not followed. In 1831, Lemuel and Mary Ann were married in Campbell Township by John P. Campbell. Lemuel was on the 1833 Greene County tax list. That means Lemuel and Mary Ann were living in Greene County, while Ledwell Blanton was relatively far away in what was Crawford County (image E).


[image: ]

This contemporary county map shows Missouri. Ledwell Blanton lived in Crawford County—far away from Lemuel Blanton in Greene County (not pictured), which wasn’t organized for another two years and was far southwest of Crawford County. As a result, they couldn’t have been the same person.



I decided to research the Campbell connection. In 1831, there was only a small settlement of pioneers in the part of the state where John Polk Campbell and Lemuel Blanton were living. Most of these settlers were from Tennessee. They were ignored by the 1830 census taker, and few records were available. Among the small number of families was a man named Joseph Rountree. Like John P. Campbell, Rountree was from Maury County, and he kept a diary about his journey from Tennessee to southwest Missouri. It was preserved in the manuscript division at the University of Missouri at Rolla. I sent for a copy.

Entry from 15 February 1831: “It continued to snow this day and yesterday a little. This day most intolerable cold. We proceeded on traveling six or eight miles. We met Joseph H. Miller and Lemuel Blanton coming to meet us. Great joy.”

Joseph Rountree knew the two men who had welcomed him. Therefore, they must have come from Maury County, Tennessee. Once I had that connection and a specific place to look, I could turn to the more traditional genealogical records for more pieces to the puzzle.

Lemuel Blanton was the son of John D. Blanton, who died in Maury County, Tennessee, and left a number of children (note that Lemuel’s eldest son was John D.). Lemuel had always retained his Tennessee ties, and after his first wife’s death, he had returned to Tennessee to marry Martha Nicholson on 20 July 1839 in adjoining Williamson County. Martha was the sister of the wife of William Blanton, Lemuel’s brother. Williamson County was also the home of Lemuel’s first wife’s family, the Rogerses, and they were among the other families of the area that moved to southwest Missouri. Everything fell into place once the right clue surfaced. The connections were all as they should have been.

When you take the steps outlined in this problem-solving strategy, one of two circumstances arises. You either hit a dead end as I did with Lemuel in Texas. Or the trail becomes wider, the clues more prevalent, the light brighter, and the direction clearer. You know you are on the right track.

If a dead end occurs, you return to step one and re-examine what you know. If no clear direction emerges, you must question basic knowledge and assumptions and perhaps devise a new hypothesis. The researcher must reanalyze the records already found for clues that were overlooked—as I did with the marriage location and justice of the peace—and/or obtain more pertinent information, as I was able to do with the Rountree diary.

CASE STUDY: THE PHILLIPS FAMILY OF BOONE COUNTY, MISSOURI

The Phillips family well illustrates a common downfall for so many genealogical researchers, even very experienced ones. Seasoned genealogists research the entire family, including the collateral families they are able to identify, as well as the neighbors. They examine all the records they can find, but they still sometimes hit a dead end. Their failure results either from neglecting to investigate a faint glimmer of a light that, with just a little more energy, could have become a beacon, or from neglecting to put the records in the context of a community, rather than just in the context of a family.

Descendants of the Phillips family of Boone County, Missouri, had searched for the family’s origins for many years with no success. Hiram, John Y., and Warner Phillips were early settlers in the area of Missouri Territory that became Boone County in 1821. Using family records, land records, associations, newspaper clippings, probate files, and nineteenth- or early twentieth-century local history books (sometimes known as “mug books”), the family deduced that the three men were brothers and that Jane Huddleston was their sister.

The family had accumulated a great many records, and I found no reason to believe that their research was faulty. From their work, the family configuration appeared as follows:


	John Y. Phillips was born about 1789, probably in Virginia, as he was apparently the eldest son and both his brothers were born there; died of typhoid fever on 24 September 1847 in Boone County, Missouri; married Margaret [—?—] who preceded him in death. In his will, John Y. Phillips named three sons, John Y., Theodore, and Warner.12 The loose papers in the probate packet named his children as Harriet, Newton, Theodore, Warner, John Y., Ann P., Ellen, and Austin Phillips.13

	Hiram Phillips was born about 1792 in Virginia and married Elizabeth Cave in 1818 in Bourbon County, Kentucky. He served in the War of 1812 and received a bounty land for his service.14 He spent most of his long life farming in Boone County. His twelve children were Ellen, James, William, Augustine, Addison, Richard, Sarah, Hiram, Elizabeth, Joseph, Martha, and Isabella.15

	Warner Phillips was born about 1794 in Virginia; died 24 March 1881 in Boone County; married Catharine Hutchings. The 1880 census gave his parents’ birthplaces as Virginia. Needless to say, there were a number of families with the Phillips surname that lived in Virginia in the early 1800s. Warner and Catharine were the parents of eight children: Joseph B., four sons born between 1827 and 1844 who all died in infancy, Franklin W., Ann, and Catharine M.16



Jane Phillips Huddleston died in Boone County, Missouri, in 1849. She left a will appointing her brothers Hiram and Warner Phillips as her executors. Legacies went to her children John H. and Cordelia A.17

Many genealogists know that naming patterns can be particularly important if there is an unusual name involved or a pattern of repetition in the family. This can often lead you to other siblings and parents. Although the brothers used each other’s names when naming their children, the only unidentified names that were repeated were Ann and Ellen. No given name was repeated that might have suggested the name of a possible father.

Other than the marriage for Hiram and Elizabeth Cave, no other recorded marriages were found for any of the family members in Virginia, Kentucky, or Missouri. All of the children for each of these couples were born in Missouri, and the three brothers appeared as the first settlers in Columbia Township of Boone County by 1821, the year of Missouri’s statehood.

Other family members had found more information. The annotated cemetery inscriptions of Boone County, Missouri, reported that the “Phillips Family came to Boone County from Bourbon County, Kentucky.”18 In addition to Hiram’s marriage there, his wife’s father, Richard, had given permission for the marriage. Richard Cave was found in the tax and land records of Bourbon County, and followed his daughter to Missouri. Yet nothing was found in Bourbon County for either of the other Phillips brothers, their sister, or any clues to their parentage. An article in the Missouri Historical Review stated that, “Warren and J.B. [sic] Phillips came from Scott County, Kentucky.”19 “Hiram Phillips is also said to have come from Kentucky but exact county unknown.” More study was done in Scott County. No results. These two “genealogical” statements stymied researchers for years.

The Phillips descendants had studied the War of 1812 bounty land application for Hiram Phillips. Hiram served in Johnson’s Regiment of Mounted Kentucky Volunteers. Later he was a sergeant in James Coleman’s Regiment of Mounted Volunteers. Although the application gave his marriage date and place, there was no further information regarding his place of enlistment or origin.

I checked the probate records for each of the brothers. Everything confirmed they were related, and every associate in Boone County led back to Bourbon County. And yet, the brothers were of age before they left Kentucky, and although all of their later associates appeared on the tax rolls of Bourbon County, they did not. No one named Phillips appeared on the 1810 census for Kentucky who had males in his household of the right age to be John, Hiram, and Warner.

The break in this problem came in reanalyzing records the family already had. The crucial question was one mentioned earlier: “Who else was involved in creating (or is mentioned in) the records? Are they likely to be ‘official’ participants or associates of the individual under study?” I had tracked the associates. What about the official—the commanding officer in Hiram’s regiment? Where did he come from? I made a search—a bibliographic search.

The Report of the Adjutant General of the State of Kentucky listed all the officers that were in Hiram’s regiment in the War of 1812. Perhaps I could find them in the 1810 Kentucky census. One out of the six appeared in Bourbon County; the other five were enumerated in Harrison County (image F).


[image: ]

In 1803, the Kentucky counties of Scott, Harrison, and Bourbon were arranged this way. This knowledge proved important as I evaluated existing information about the officers in Hiram Phillips’ War of 1812 regiment.



And there I found the parents, William and Ellen Phillips. Every record one could hope for was there: the father’s will naming all of his children, the land distribution, the powers of attorney from Missouri—things we genealogists dream we’ll find. One of the questions that had frustrated earlier researchers was why the father, William Phillips, was not in the 1810 Kentucky census. From the land records, we learn that he apparently was moving that year. The other blind spot for earlier researchers was that supposed “genealogical” records showed that the family was in Bourbon and Scott counties, when the parents actually resided nearby, and did not appear in the records the descendants searched.

To identify John Y., Hiram, and Warner Phillips, we had to broaden the search to include a set of individuals not related to the family, but associated with the family and community at a crucial time. It was by following the steps and asking the right questions that solutions were found to difficult problems.

Now that we have a basic structure for problem solving, let’s turn to some of the specific puzzles we genealogists encounter in our research—and to some common mistakes one might make.
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Avoiding Ten Common Genealogy Mistakes

An old Spanish proverb tells us that he is always right who suspects he makes mistakes. The ten mistakes that I will discuss in this chapter are those commonly made in genealogical research. For those of you who think these mistakes are too obvious to belong in an advanced methodology book, be aware that most good genealogists have made and will continue to make these mistakes. It is only by being wary and constantly on the lookout that we can avoid falling into these traps.

The mistakes described in this chapter may make us laugh, not only because we may recognize ourselves and our colleagues in them, but because we are all human and humans do humorous things. As we discuss common research errors, no one should feel singled out for doing something foolish. We all follow the same patterns, and we’ve all committed the same types of errors. There is nothing wrong with making mistakes. The trick is to treat them as learning experiences so we can avoid doing the same thing again.

MISTAKE 1: Learning to use just one or maybe two good sources

The census is most often recommended as the initial source for beginning genealogists. It is readily available and likely to contain good information about our ancestors. Problems may arise, however, if you begin to use the census exclusively, or depend on it as your sole source of information for establishing family connections. Remember that the census provides only a skeleton for our research; we will have to search other records for the muscle, tissue, and vessels we need to reconstruct our ancestors’ lives.

In addition to the census, beginning genealogists usually rely on birth and death records—those wonderful registries of vital statistics that became readily available during the twentieth century. If you have found one of those informative death certificates that lists the birth date and place of the individual who died, the names of his parents and their birthplaces, as well as his mother’s maiden name, you know that great amounts of information may be contained on that one little piece of paper. Birth records may be just as rewarding—but beware of becoming too dependent on those vital certificates. They are useful as you begin to identify the families from which you descend. But what will happen when you need to trace an ancestor who was born in Kentucky around, say, 1880? You send for a birth certificate, only to be told that no vital records for that period exist. If you’ve come to depend on such documents for all of your information, you are stuck.

Probate records are another source that genealogists quickly learn to depend upon. After checking the census and determining that an elderly person moved into a particular region and then disappeared, we often assume that he died there. The next thing we do is send for a will. If there is no will, research grinds to a halt. But if we do find a will and the ancestor that we are looking for is named among the children of the decedent, we’ve got it. Parent, child—right? Must be the same guy!

Or was he? Individuals who left wills always seem to end up with many, many, many children that they never had in real life. It’s too easy to assume that the man named in the will is one’s ancestor. Lots of people from many branches of the family may assume the same thing. For example, Christian Newcomer of Manor Township, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, left a will in 1805 in which he named his sons John, Christian, Peter, Abraham, and Jacob. His daughters were Ann, Barbara, Elizabeth, and Magdalene. Probably every person who ever had ancestors named Newcomer living in Lancaster County has tried to attach his own John, Christian, Peter, Abraham, Jacob, Ann, Barbara, Elizabeth or Magdalene to that will, because that particular Christian Newcomer has had at least seventy-two children assigned to him by different genealogists.

Some fundamental mistakes that may occur when we use exclusively census and probate records include confusing people of the same name, overlooking people who appeared and disappeared again between censuses, and assigning children to families to whom they do not belong. To avoid these errors, consult other documents such as circuit court minutes, other kinds of court records, tax records, deeds, veteran’s benefits, guardianship records, and newspapers. Don’t confine your research to just one source, even if it seems to be a very helpful one. Look at everything you can possibly find.

MISTAKE 2: Hanging on to a theory for too long

The late, well-known genealogist Milton Rubincam often referred to those distressing people once believed—erroneously—to be part of his pedigree as “my former ancestors.” Further research may indicate that you must prune some perfectly wonderful people from the branches of your family tree. From time to time, probably all of us will have to rethink, reanalyze, and even redo our research.

George Morgan of Wayne County, Pennsylvania, married a widow named Deborah Headley about 1802. I was trying to find her maiden name. Preliminary research indicated there were several Hoadley families living in the area, and since my information had come from a Daughters of the American Revolution application, I thought it possible that a mistake had been made with one letter and that I actually should be looking for Hoadleys instead of Headleys.

The Wyoming Valley of Pennsylvania, where Wayne County was located, had been settled primarily by people from Connecticut. The Morgans, for instance, had come from Groton, Connecticut, so I checked some vital records from Connecticut to see if I could find any Hoadley families that might have migrated to Pennsylvania. I also checked several Hoadley genealogies and found that there was a group that had come from Branford, Connecticut, and settled in the Wyoming Valley. In Branford’s vital records, I hoped to find a man named Hoadley who had married a Deborah. If I could find this, maybe I would have the right family.

Sure enough: A Ralph Hoadley married Deborah Frisbee on 5 May 1786—a possibility. To be “my” Deborah, Deborah Frisbee had to still have been of childbearing age after 1802, when she married George Morgan. Therefore, I looked for her birth record and found that she had been born in Branford on 8 July 1766, so she was just twenty when she married Ralph. Looking at more Hoadley vital record entries, I learned that Ralph Hoadley died 8 July 1796, leaving Deborah free to marry George Morgan in 1802. That became my hypothesis: Deborah Frisbee first married Ralph Hoadley, became Hoadley’s widow, then married George Morgan.

I continued my search. Deborah Hoadley, widow of Ralph, died 18 May 1807. Oops! Back to the drawing board. It was difficult for me to abandon a hypothesis that had looked so promising. When you think you already have the answer, it’s hard to keep looking for data that may disprove it, but it’s essential. Don’t get too attached to a particular individual—as I was to Deborah Frisbee—or too excited about tracing a particular name. I had really begun to hope that my Deborah was part of the family that invented the round things you throw in the park to your Labrador retriever, but it was not to be.

Honest blunders are not serious errors. Serious errors occur when facts are manipulated, squeezed, or somehow molded to fit a favorite, preconceived hypothesis—even when those facts contradict each other. The temptation to manipulate the truth often occurs with respect to identical names. So often we work diligently to gather enormous amounts of data on one family, only to learn that the person we’ve been pursuing was not our own ancestor but someone of the same name. It’s awful to have to admit that all the work we’ve accomplished thus far has been for naught, and that it will never fit into any of our pedigree lines. But if we refuse to do so, we will perpetrate serious errors.

John Tweedy was an early settler in St. Louis. Among his descendants was a grandson, Thomas D. Tweedy, who late in life joined the Grand Army of the Republic in Oregon. In his application papers, which his descendants kept, Thomas stated that his grandfather, John Tweedy, had fought in the War of 1812. According to the War of 1812 service records, a man named John Tweedy served in Illinois. A John “Twitty” was listed in the Union County, Illinois, 1820, state census. How many men of the right age could there be named John Tweedy? After the War of 1812, many soldiers simply crossed the river from Illinois into Missouri. I was tempted to stop my work there, assuming that I had found Thomas Tweedy’s grandfather, but I persisted.

Checking records in St. Louis County, Missouri, I found an 1829 deed in which John Tweedy had given a number of slaves to his children. He named those children as Joseph, Washington Walton, Adler, Calista, Mariah, Marshal, Watson, Robert, Elizabeth, Martha, John Alfred, and Landon.

There was a problem. The John “Twitty” household listed in the 1820 Union County, Illinois, census consisted of:

[image: ]

The John Tweedy household in 1830 in St. Louis consisted of:

[image: ]

The two households clearly didn’t match. When I tracked John Tweedy’s children to the 1850 census, two indicated they had been born in the early 1820s and gave their birthplace as Virginia. Could the John Tweedy who served in Illinois have returned to Virginia? Was there a John Tweedy listed in the 1820 census in Virginia?

[image: ]

This family fit much better with the family in Missouri in 1830. Campbell County, Virginia, documents such as tax records, deeds, and probate records indicated this was indeed the family who had moved to Missouri. John Tweedy had remained in Campbell County until about 1824, when he moved directly to Missouri. The man in Illinois shared his name, but he was not the same individual. Much of the work I had done on the John Tweedy in Illinois had to be discarded.

No one likes to abandon work already done. It’s so much easier and more enjoyable to continue pursuing avenues that seem to lead toward our destination—but if they’re the wrong avenues, we’ll inevitably have to turn around and go back. This brings us to the next mistake.

MISTAKE 3: Coming up with excuses for record discrepancies

Beginning genealogists have to be warned that records frequently contain errors. Ages found in the census cannot always be believed. The birthplace listed for an individual in one census may conflict with the birthplace shown for the same individual in a later decade. Names are









MISTAKE 4: Finding an interesting “ancestor” in earlier time periods (e.g., the Colonial period), then trying to link up with him
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MISTAKE 5: Studying only one piece of data at a time to avoid confusion
































MISTAKE 6: Looking for “magic” documents





MISTAKE 7: Hopscotching across decades























MISTAKE 8: Searching for only certain surnames




MISTAKE 9: Assuming something is a primary source because it looks old






	Skipped generations.

	Too-recent immigration dates. When there are several generations separating living family members from the family who immigrated, the former may believe that the latter arrived much later than they actually did.

	Stories and records from one side of the family that have become confused with those from the other. The essence of the story may be true, but the names and details may not be correct.

	Embellishment. The man said to be an Army officer actually may have been a private—or even a deserter.

	Historical incongruities and impossibilities. For instance, a Civil War soldier could not have participated in both the Battle of Gettysburg and that of Vicksburg, Mississippi, as was the tradition on my husband’s side of the family. The battles occurred at the same time.

	Inconsistencies and contradictions. For example, one branch of the family believes a great-grandfather came from Germany in 1870, while another has him being killed in the Mountain Meadow Massacre in Utah in 1857.

	Omitted females.

	Omitted children who died young.

	Omitted unpleasant information, such as divorces, crimes, or illegitimate children.

	Dubious connections with a famous family of the same name.
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MISTAKE 10: Procrastinating, especially when it comes to assembling, organizing, and publishing your work
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