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INTRODUCTION

The first time I tried Evernote, I hated it. I couldn’t see the point at all. I opened it up, and it looked more or less like a word processor. I couldn’t see what all the hype was about. I already knew how to use a word processor, and I couldn’t imagine why anyone would use one just to take notes. That’s what a pen and paper are for, right?

I closed the application and left it closed for more than a year.

When I heard another mom talking about how she used Evernote to manage her household, I decided to give it another try. I have a husband, two kids, a business, and a habit of going on multiday genealogy benders. Any tool that helps life run smoothly (and free up more time for genealogy) is one I want to check out.

I quickly learned that my initial assessment had been totally wrong. Evernote is actually the key to being a more efficient, more effective person in every part of my life. It’s been especially helpful in making me a better genealogist. I’m able to get more done, spot clues and patterns more quickly, and ensure that I don’t ever do the same research twice. It’s the Swiss Army knife in my genealogy toolbox (and in my life management toolbox, for that matter). I couldn’t live without it.

Learning to use Evernote was a bit of a lonely process for me. At the time I was getting started, not many other genealogists were using it. The books I found on the subject were mostly geared toward salespeople and other corporate types. There weren’t really any educational resources available to show me how this program could be used for family history. In writing this book, I’ve aimed to create the guide I wished I had as I was learning to use Evernote.

Whether you’re just getting started or you’re already an Evernote ninja, I believe you’ll find many helpful tips and tricks in this book. I’ve tried to share as many real-life genealogy examples as I can so you can see how Evernote can make you a better genealogist. I think you’ll find, as I did, that this tool is the key to connecting with your family—living or dead.

Kerry Scott

<www.cluewagon.com>


1
Getting Acquainted with Evernote

Sooner or later, it happens to every genealogist. No matter how organized you are, you’ll inevitably find that the sheer volume of information you’re gathering in pursuit of your ancestors brings you to your knees. Where did all of this stuff come from? How do you keep it organized? How do you make sense of it?

Evernote can help. It’s no exaggeration to say that this tool can and will change your research life. Evernote gives you a place to organize all of your genealogical data, no matter what form. It also has a powerful search feature so you can actually find your data again. Evernote has tools to allow you to analyze what you’ve found in a variety of ways so you can see the hidden clues in even the most unlikely places. It’s one of the best weapons available for breaking down those long-standing brick walls, for keeping you organized, and for freeing up more time to find your ancestors.

In this chapter, we’ll explore what Evernote can do for you and why it’s uniquely suited to meet the needs of genealogists looking for better ways to sift through their family history info as well as their hard-earned research.

TYPES OF RECORDS

One of Evernote’s greatest strengths for genealogy is the breadth and depth of items it can track for you. We genealogists gather clues from a variety of sources, from census records to scraps of paper to the embroidery on Great-grandma Ethel’s quilt. Evernote takes them all in stride. In this section, we’ll explore some of the types of records you can keep in Evernote so you can make the most of what this software has to offer.

Text Notes

Most Evernote genealogists start out by taking notes (image A). When you first open Evernote, you’ll be greeted by a blank screen. Create a note (more on this in chapter 2), then start typing. You can use the note for anything you like—a transcription of a will, notes on a local genealogical society presentation, free-form thoughts on what you remember about Grandpa Joe, the citation for a source you found while researching, or whatever else you’d like to capture.


[image: ]

Text notes are where most people start in Evernote.



Handwritten Notes

Still like taking notes the old-fashioned way? No problem. You can take notes on paper, then scan them into Evernote (or just take a photo using your smartphone or tablet). If you’ve used preprinted note-taking forms for genealogy (image B), this feature can come in handy. Depending on the quality of your printing, you might even be able to search your handwritten notes. If you have an iPad, an Android tablet, or a Windows tablet, you can use a stylus and a special app to write notes directly onto your tablet—no paper required.


[image: ]

If you have old census abstracts from the days before the Internet, scan them into Evernote so you can find and use them easily.



Photos of People and Things

Most genealogists have at least a few treasured photos of ancestors. Some of us are lucky enough to have inherited heirlooms, such as china, jewelry, artwork, recipe cards, or other artifacts—or we might have pictures of the heirlooms in other relatives’ possession. Nearly all of us have photos of cemetery headstones and homes or other buildings associated with our ancestors. All of these images belong in Evernote, where they can be cataloged, searched, tagged, and linked to tell the full story of our ancestors (images C and D).


[image: ]

The headstones of twelve of my ancestors appear in this photo. It’s in my Evernote file, tagged with the names of each of those twelve people so I can find it when I’m working on one of those ancestors.
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This clock sits on my family’s mantel today, but it was originally a wedding gift to my great-grandparents in 1913. I have it tagged with my other documents and notes related to that wedding.



Photos of Documents

One of the most revolutionary uses of Evernote for genealogists is the capture of documents (image E). Once you know how to use Evernote’s built-in camera feature on your smartphone or tablet, you’ll never again need a flash drive or a photocopy card while doing on-site research. You won’t need a scanner for routine document capture, either. That means you can photograph, tag, and save that marriage certificate the day it arrives in the mail. It won’t sit in your meaning-to-scan pile for months (or years, if you’re like me).


[image: ]

This important page from the Civil War pension file of Iver Iverson tells me when his pension went unclaimed, which led me to his death date. I have it in Evernote for safekeeping and easy access.



Audio Files

It’s one of the first pieces of advice every new genealogist receives: “Interview your relatives.” Back in the olden days, we might have frantically taken notes during that interview or recorded it on tape (remember tapes?). Nowadays, you can use Evernote’s built-in recording feature to capture Aunt Ruby’s own voice while you ask her about her grandparents (image F). Because most of us have a mobile device with us while visiting, we don’t have to plan ahead, bring extra batteries, stock up on blank tapes, or any of that other rigmarole from a bygone era. Evernote makes it so much simpler.


[image: ]

This audio file from 1990 is the only one we have that features the voice of my kids’ great-grandfather. This old CD no longer plays properly, but fortunately, I saved the audio file to Evernote.



PDFs

Most genealogists collect an enormous number of PDFs over time. From conference syllabi to Family Tree Magazine articles to documents from cousins, this file format is everywhere. Fortunately, Evernote allows you to store and search PDFs (image G). If you decide to purchase an Evernote Premium account, you can even annotate PDFs with text, arrows, circles, highlighting, and more. You can also convert your Evernote notes to PDF files, making them easier to store, share, and back up.


[image: ]

I subscribe to the digital version of Family Tree Magazine and store the PDFs in Evernote. When I find an article that will help my research, I tag it with that family’s surname. That way, I’ll find it even when I’ve forgotten about the article.




POWER-USER TIP

Recording Family Interviews

Many apps allow you to record interviews with family members, and most of them record in an MP3 format. This is great for storing music, but because MP3 files are compressed, you lose some sound quality. Evernote’s built-in recording app records your interviews in a WAV format, which creates an uncompressed file that is much better for capturing and preserving speech.



Web Clippings

It seems like every genealogist starts out on the Internet. Those Ancestry.com “shaky leaf” commercials lure them in, and the Internet keeps them clicking on link after link. As genealogists become more experienced, they tend to branch out into in-person research at libraries, archives, cemeteries, and so forth, but the Internet is still the most frequent stomping ground of most genealogists. So we all need a tool to manage our online research efforts. Evernote allows you to capture information in your web browser in seconds and automatically send it to your Evernote file (see image H). Even better, it captures the link where the information came from so you don’t have to wonder where you got it. That makes building strong source citations much easier. It also saves you a lot of work when you realize you need more data than you thought from that original website.


[image: ]

I took this screenshot of Wisconsin’s unusually restrictive law regarding making copies of vital records. Thank goodness I still had it in my Evernote file, because it was helpful when deciding what records to use as examples for this book. Thanks to Evernote’s robust search capabilities, it was easy to find when I needed it.



To-Do Lists

Many of us occasionally resemble a dog on a walk to the park when we do research. We’re focused on the walk—but wait. Let’s sniff this tree. And this rock. And this bench. Is that a squirrel?

When we’re hot on the trail of an ancestor, it’s easy to get sidetracked and end up researching that ancestor’s stepchild’s mother’s sister’s second husband. To-do lists can help us stay focused by giving us a place to log those tempting side projects for follow-up. Evernote has a built-in to-do list feature (image I) that allows you to check tasks off as you complete them and to tag them to cross-reference with the notes they relate to.
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Keep track of all the side projects you want to get to “someday” by putting them on a to-do list like this one.



Research and Correspondence Logs

Most of us know we should be keeping track of the sources we’ve already searched so we don’t duplicate our efforts. But how many of us actually do it? Evernote makes it so easy to log our efforts that it’s far more likely we’ll actually take this important step. A research log documents what we’ve looked for, what the results were, and when we did the work (so we can come back to it as new resources become available). A correspondence log records what we’ve ordered online or via mail so we don’t accidentally request (and pay for) the same record twice. Both of these features can save a great deal of time and money—and with Evernote, it’s easy to search our research and correspondence logs to ensure we can find those critical details, even years after we’ve forgotten all about them (image J).
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Evernote is ideal for research logs. You won’t have to worry about which name to file the log under because all of the anestor names included will be equally searchable.



WHY EVERNOTE IS PERFECT FOR GENEALOGISTS

Although Evernote wasn’t specifically designed for genealogists, the more you use it, the more you realize it’s ideal for our community’s unique needs. No other available tool is quite like it, and it can be adapted and expanded to work for both brand-new and experienced genealogists. Here are four key benefits of using Evernote.

It’s Highly Searchable

Even the best notes in the world are useless if you can’t find them again. Fortunately, Evernote has a powerful search function, so you’ll never lose track of a single piece of information. You can structure your notes in a variety of ways and use tags, stacks, and notebooks to organize them. Or you can leave everything free-form. It doesn’t matter, because you can search your data so easily that you don’t have to focus on structure. Instead, you’re free to focus on the fun part: finding your ancestors.

It’s Always Available

Evernote works on your desktop computer, your laptop, and your netbook. You can use it on your smartphone or your tablet. In short, it’s available everywhere. Even better, your files sync across all your devices, which means you always have an updated copy of all your work at your fingertips.


The Roots of Evernote

Although its features and functions are ideal for family historians, Evernote wasn’t designed with genealogists in mind. So how did this tool come about?

The genesis of Evernote was people’s universal need to remember stuff (hence the never-forgetting elephant as its symbol). The app was conceived as a way to archive bits and pieces of information from your life—a sort of virtual “brain dump”—and make it possible to retrieve any tidbit lickety-split. Or, as Evernote CEO Phil Libin described his brainchild in Inc. magazine, “It’s the electronic version of having something at the tip of your tongue.”

Evernote launched in 2008, and its fan base has grown steadily ever since: More than 100 million people worldwide use Evernote products. Among them are students, writers, researchers (including genealogists, of course), and those in the business community—Evernote bills itself especially as a productivity-boosting tool.

And it’s become more than just the Evernote software. The company offers various add-on apps to extend the core software’s usefulness (see chapter 10), plus an Evernote Market of branded products from backpacks and water bottles to gizmos that work seamlessly with Evernote (such as the ScanSnap Evernote Edition scanner).




Twenty Fantastic Free Genealogy Websites

Today you can make amazing progress on your family tree online. Be sure to bookmark these free Internet destinations for genealogy records, user-submitted family trees, old maps, and more—then preserve and organize your finds using Evernote’s web clipper (learn more about web clipping in chapter 6).


	AfriGeneas <www.afrigeneas.com>

	AncientFaces <www.ancientfaces.com>

	BillionGraves <www.billiongraves.com>

	Bureau of Land Management General Land Office Records <www.glorecords.blm.gov>

	CastleGarden.org <www.castlegarden.org>

	Civil War Soldiers and Sailors System <www.itd.nps.gov/cwss>

	Cyndi’s List <www.cyndislist.com>

	Daughters of the American Revolution <www.dar.org>

	David Rumsey Historical Maps Collection <www.davidrumsey.com>

	FamilySearch.org <www.familysearch.org>

	Find A Grave <www.findagrave.org>

	GENUKI <www.genuki.org.uk>

	JewishGen <www.jewishgen.org>

	Library and Archives Canada <www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/Pages/home.aspx>

	Library of Congress <www.loc.gov>

	One-Step Webpages <www.stevemorse.org>

	RootsWeb <rootsweb.ancestry.com>

	The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation <www.libertyellisfoundation.org>

	US National Archives and Records Administration <www.archives.gov>

	WorldCat <www.worldcat.org>





That’s helpful because you never know when genealogical inspiration will strike. Have you ever walked through the grocery store, seen a can of Campbell’s soup, and remembered that Great-aunt Pearl mentioned a guy named Campbell once? You can enter that tidbit into your Evernote file for follow-up, right there in the soup aisle. Ever driven Great-aunt Pearl to her doctor’s appointment and discovered that she’s in an uncharacteristically chatty mood? Start recording her ramblings in Evernote right there in the car, and you’ll be able to keep them (and find them) years later. Having access to everything all the time opens up a whole new world of opportunity in terms of breaking down brick walls. The smallest clues can lead to the biggest breakthroughs, and now you won’t miss a single one.

It’s Backed Up in the Cloud

If you’ve ever booted up your computer and been

It’s Ideal for Collaborating



KEYS to SUCCESS


	Familiarize yourself with the different types of genealogy records and data you can store in Evernote, from notes and photos to audio files and web clippings.

	Learn the benefits of using Evernote for your genealogy work, and consider how those advantages will pay dividends in your research.
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