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Start with the oral tradition of your family. Keep in touch with your interviewee(s) as research proceeds 
after the initial interview.. 

Remember to phrase questions from the interviewee’s perspective. Refer to the ancestor with his/her 
relationship in mind. Call the ancestor Grandma or Uncle Hughie if that was the relationship to the 
person answering the questions. 

Follow-up next with pertinent census records. Start with federal census and particularly find the 
immigrant generation in every census possible. If they lived in states that conducted enumerations of 
their own, find those. Find local census records, if they were created, too.  

Know your localities for the family, both the direct line and collateral lines. Birthplaces of interest might 
be recorded in California records of collateral relations even if your ancestors never went that far west. 

Pursue civil and religious records completely to collect vital statistics information. Find birth AND 
baptismal records, if they exist. Collect all of the marriage records created. They detail different 
information and could be key. Death and burial information is often the last chance to collect data. 

Pursue foreign records if the trail leads there.  They might be available by postal request or digitally 
online. Civil registration, sacramental registers, census records and pension papers could be extremely 
helpful. 

Passenger lists can be a great resource, especially after 1900. Much detail can be gleaned and 
relationships identified. Earlier lists do not provide as much information and common names make it 
difficult to identify your specific family member(s). 
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These sources can be accessed a variety of ways. In person research is never going away. There will 
always be records that just are not available online. You do not need to fly everywhere but at some point 
you or a person you ask, has to visit a graveyard or local repository .  

Take full advantage of databases and online subscriptions. Visit your local library or Family Search 
Center and utilize their complimentary subscriptions to ancestry.com or findmypast.com among others. 

Create a descendancy chart to visual see how the ancestors and collaterals fit together. Pedigree charts 
and family group sheets are extremely helpful, but limited in scope. The descendancy chart allows one to 
see several generations in a single view.  

Hints for the Female relations  

City directories- search the beginning pages for details about organizations and groups. Some are 
composed only of women so their named leaders might be your female relative. Some directories also 
listed public school teachers and their monthly salaries.  

Church records- sacramental records, organizational records, session minutes can be essential to 
determining charges of fornication and adultery and paternity. Might be kept at the local congregation, 
regional archives, museums or schools of theology. 

Every possible name your lady may have been recorded as must be listed and searched in a methodical 
manner. Maiden name, maiden name misidentified with stepfather’s surname, married name, re-married 
name and of course, Mrs. John Smith and variants. 

Cable Act in 1922 established a process for women to become naturalized citizens effective 22 Sep 
1922.  Was your grandmother an American born alien? The rules changed over time but at some 
points in history a native born woman who married an alien man assumed his citizenship.  

Cookbooks- a popular fundraising pastime for many groups. Your female relations may have contributed 
and their names and recipes will be specifically listed.  
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Quilts- a traditionally female endeavor. Friendship quilts will list the names of a community or the 
participants in the quilting project. 

Poor house records-Without a husband or children, a widow or a spinster might have sought assistance 
from the state. Government institutions as a rule are paper generating bureaucratic gold mines.  

Widows-would they remarry or remain a widow? If you can’t find her in the death registers make sure 
to check the marriage registers for a remarriage. Consider a move away from a previous home also.  

Old maids and spinsters-These ladies that never married are extremely important because they might 
acquire wealth and the will that they left to dispose of their estate will mention, by name and possibly 
location, their heirs. These heirs, likely nieces and nephews, will help one re-create a family tree.  
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