Genealogy: Basics

Deer Park Public Library

Why Research Your Genealogy?
• To preserve or better understand your family’s
history
• To trace your family’s medical history
• To confirm or disprove family stories
• To trace land or other property ownership
• To find birth parents
• Because it’s fun!

Where do I Start?

•

•

•
•

DO attempt to fill out a family
•
tree, starting with yourself and
working backwards
DO list women in the tree with
•
their maiden names, even if they
were married
DO interview older family
members about your family line
DO study any old photos, letters, •
scrapbooks or family Bibles

DON’T start with a
famous ancestor and go
forward in time
DON’T consider someone
else’s research as being
100% accurate – try to
find a source for any
information that you use

DON’T forget to
take notes and to
document your
sources!

Where To Get Charts and Forms
• Ancestry.com:
http://www.ancestry.com/download/cha
rts has ancestral charts, family group
sheets and source summaries
• Family Tree Magazine:
http://www.familytreemagazine.com/Free
Forms has sections on immigration and oral
history documentation
• National Archives:
https://www.archives.gov/research/gene
alogy/charts-forms

Essential Tools for Research

• Your partially complete family tree chart
• List of relatives and ancestors with as
much information as possible for each
person
• Blank genealogy forms: ancestral chart,
family group sheets, source summaries, etc.
• A plan for how you want to save
interesting images or documents that you
find

Things to keep in mind:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Document your sources and try to find multiple sources when
possible.
Try to get full names (first, middle, last) as well as nicknames for
your ancestors.
Different versions (or misspellings!) of their names may be listed on
different documents.
The spelling of a name can change over time.
You may have multiple family members with the same name.
Remarriage was common and people started marrying at younger
ages, which means multiple possible surnames.

Using the U.S. Census for Genealogy

Historical censuses can give you information on:
– Where your ancestors lived
– Marital status and length of marriage at the time of the census
– Who they lived with
– Their ages at the time of the census
– Their birth states or countries as well as the birthplaces of their parents

– Their occupations
– Years of education

– Who their neighbors were (which could happen to be other family
members)

Things to remember about the Census:

• It was taken once every 10 years, starting in 1790.
• Census data is only available in the aggregate until
72 years after the date the census was taken.
– So the NEWEST census data including individual people’s
data is from 1940.
– The full 1950 US Census will be released in 2022.

• Much of the 1890 Census was destroyed in a fire, so
is no longer in existence (some Texas schedules exist,
but not all).
• Older censuses were handwritten and volunteers have
transcribed them for use in various databases. Human
error (in spelling, math, etc.) does occur.

• Blank census forms are available through several online
sources if you can’t read the handwritten headings.
• Census records before 1850 often only listed the name
of the head of household. This is defined as “the person
in whose name the housing unit is owned or rented.”
• Other individuals were documented with tally marks or
numbers in specified categories related to age, gender,
race and legal status. Age is sometimes given within a
range, i.e. “Free White Females under 10.”
• From 1850-1890, other names were included but the
relationship to the head of household was not given.
• County boundaries have changed over time.
HeritageQuest and Ancestry have an excellent Map
Guide to the census to track these changes.
– Located under “Maps” in HeritageQuest at the top of every
page.
– Located under “Learning Center” in Ancestry.com.

Keep in mind the
date that the state
where your
ancestors lived was
admitted to the
union.
Frequently there
were not consistent
records kept in the
territories.

Source: https://www.census.gov/dataviz/visualizations/048/

Genealogy databases available
@ DPPL
Ancestry.com Library
Edition
• Available for in-library
use only.
• Contains many more data
sets than HeritageQuest.
• Library version does not
allow patrons to create
personal profiles or
family trees.
• Allows you to search
multiple categories of
data sets at one time.

HeritageQuest
• Available for outside use,
with internet access and
a valid library card.
• Contains the Freedman’s
Bank Records (Ancestry
does not have).
• Contains a different set
of local & family history
books than Ancestry.
• Requires that you choose
which category of data
set you want to search
(such as censuses, wills
and probate, etc.) and
search one at a time.

What Search Results Do You See?
•

Ancestry attempts to
list records in order of
relevance.

•

You can adjust your
search from the “Edit
Search” button.

•

Ancestry Library
Edition categorizes all
the records that
appear as your search
results.
You can narrow your
search to one category
of results by using the
limiters on the left side
of the page.

If you can’t find your ancestor in your results:
– Try searching your ancestor’s name a different way
– If you have used dates, try using the approximate dates
(+/- __no. of years) rather than exact dates.
– If your search includes a city, consider if the city was
incorporated at the time your ancestor lived there. You
may have to use only a county name or state in your
search.
– If you know the name of another person you think lived in
your ancestor’s household, try searching his/her name
instead.
– Look at the data set that you are trying to search in
Ancestry.com: does it cover the years/geographic area that
your ancestor lived in?

Is the Information I Want in Ancestry?
Clicking on the
“Card Catalog”
button on the
search screen will
let you search
which resources
are available.

You can search for a type
of record that you’re
interested in finding for
you ancestor, and
Ancestry will show you
which collections it has
that might contain that
record.

Things to remember about Family Tree pages:
• You cannot create or change Family Tree pages using
Ancestry Library Edition, but you can view trees that
members have made public.
• Family Trees are not reviewed by Ancestry.com or any
other group after members create them – there can be
errors in Family Trees, so verify information that you find
here.
• Documents and images that Family Tree creators
attached to their trees can be viewed in the “Sources”
column in the “Facts” view
• Individuals marked “Private” in Family Trees are
presumed to be still living, so you can’t see their names
or details about their lives.

What is Find A Grave?
•
•

•
•

•

Includes photos, locations and other
information about graves.
Profiles sometimes include family names,
links to other family members pages on
the site, biographies, birth and death
dates.
Information is submitted by volunteers.
Not all graves are included. You can
look up a particular cemetery to see
what percentage of the graves in that
cemetery have been documented.
Ancestry.com owns the site, but it can be
accessed without a subscription.

Other Resources Available Through DPPL

Ebooks – available through Overdrive with your
library card

Family Tree Magazine –
available through RB Digital
(formerly Zinio) with your
library card

Online course, available
through Gale Courses with
your library card

