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What will be covered?

v Genealogy basics for anyone 
v US records & who creates & keeps them
v Good general resources
v Archives/Libraries/Historical Societies
v US Censuses 
v US Birth/Marriage/Death Records 
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Why do people do genealogy?
1. Curiosity…
2. To pass on an understanding of ancestors. 
3. To preserve family, local, cultural, ethnic 

traditions and stories for the next 
generations.

4. Family medical history.
5. To join a surname, lineage or heritage 

society.
6. To solve family mysteries.
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At the very least you will want to find and 
record, for as many people as possible in your 
family tree, this data:

1. date and place of birth
2. names of parents
3. date and place of marriage
4. date and place of death
5. names and birthdates of children

Basic Genealogy
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Begin by writing down everything you know about 
your family:

• Names
• Dates of birth, marriage, death
• Places of residence
• Stories of emigration and travel
• Occupations
• Family myths and mysteries
• Anything else that occurs to you

Even if all you have are rough dates and more 
questions than answers, it’s a place to begin. 

Start with what you know
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This is a good time to use a blank Family Group 
Sheet and a Pedigree Tree…use a pencil!

These are handy ‘thinking tools’ and they are useful 
when you approach other members of the family for 
more information. 

Be sure to note if you are unsure of any fact – this 
will help guide your discussions with family 
members and to choose which ‘fact’ to begin 
searching for.

Use FGS & Pedigree Trees
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• Talk to your relatives – do this sooner rather than later! If no 
one in an older generation is left, try any older siblings or 
cousins.

• Use FGSs, pedigree trees, family photos, etc. to kick start 
your conversation(s). 

• Have questions ready but don’t feel like you need to stick to 
them if the conversation is flowing. 

• Ask ‘open-ended’ questions – ‘What do you remember 
about our grandfather?’, etc. 

• Take notes or better yet, record the interviews if that’s 
comfortable.

• Go back for more…people often remember the good stuff 
after you are gone! Visit them again.

Interviewing Family Members
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Generally, you’ll want to try and find as a beginning 
point, BMD & census records for your ancestors 
and anyone else on your tree that is of interest. 
It’s best to start as close to the present as 
possible and work your way back in time. 

This way you can usually verify facts (and that you 
are finding the ‘right’ people) with your memories 
and records or by checking with other family 
members.

Searching for Records
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Finding Information

• Most family history data sources are created as 

a result of people dealing with government or 

the church. 

• Consider who created the record and why.

• Think about life events (BMD), buying land, 

going to school, etc. 

• Use CyndisList and FamilySearch Wiki to learn 

more and to find a source.
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Search the Internet
I typically type a person’s name and profession 

into Google just to see if anything pops up. 
However, DO NOT take any of this information 

as 100% accurate, even if it comes from 
published sources. 

Be especially wary of online family trees as 
many of them are un-sourced and often 
cobbled together and contain inaccurate 
material. 
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Federal Government Records
Records to be found at this level:
v Military
v Federal census
v Federal land transfer to individuals
v Naturalization (post-1868) but with lots of 

exceptions
v Immigration–customs & immigration passenger 

lists
v Federal court cases
v Social Security death index
v Passport applications
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State Government Records
Records to be found at this level:

v Military (State militias - largely Civil War and 
pre-Civil War)

v State censuses
v Naturalization
v State court cases (including divorce)
v BMD records (but check county & city as 

well)
v Probate (do check county & city as well)
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County Government
America’s 50 states are divided into more than 
3,000 counties. 
Their duties can include:
v Vital statistics (BMD)
v Probate courts (wills are dealt with largely at 

County level)
v Welfare
v Administration of education
v Police and court services
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Good General Resources

v National Genealogical Society -
www.ngsgenealogy.org/
Courses, publications, conferences/events.

v USGenWeb - http://usgenweb.org/
How-to, online resources and help. 
Information at State and County level

v Cyndislist – www.cyndislist.com
Fabulous lists of genealogy specific websites.

http://www.ngsgenealogy.org/
http://usgenweb.org/
http://www.cyndislist.com/
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Cyndislist.
com

16
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Major USA Databases
v AmericanAncestors.com - BMD, tax lists, town 

records, probate [New England focus]

vAncestry – Federal census, passenger lists, 
passport, naturalization, BMD.

v FamilySearch.org – Federal and State census, 
BMD, passenger lists and much more.

v Fold3.com – military records, passports, 
Federal census.

v FindMyPast.com – Federal census, Catholic 
records, BMD, PERSI and much more. 

17
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Federal Research Sources

Library of Congress – www.loc.gov

The largest library in the world…many online 

databases. Their American Memory section -

is especially rich in maps, immigrant diaries 

and much more.

National Archives (NARA) - www.archives.gov/

Online databases, how-to information for 

genealogists, place to request military service 

records, land records,1940 census and much 

more…
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LOC: Sanford Fire Map for Brooklyn, NYC from 
1908…shows type of construction of buildings!

24
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State Research Resources

All States will have State Libraries, State 

Historical Collections and/or State Archives. 

Many have digitized resources available.

Get beyond just using data bases such as 
Ancestry or FamilySearch as they don’t 
include everything!
v Digital State Archives – great links here…

www.digitalstatearchives.com/

http://www.digitalstatearchives.com/
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Oregon Historical Society
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Censuses
The best way to place a person in a certain 
place at a certain time…

Federal Census – taken from 1790-present. 
v Used to apportion number of 
Representatives and Federal taxes to the 
States. 
v Mandated by the US Constitution.
v Taken every 10 years.
v Accessible from 1790-1940. (72 year privacy 

limit)
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Federal Census Issues

v Enumerators simply wrote down information 
given to them by head of household. No proof of 
data required.

v In most years, all persons temporarily absent on 
a journey or visit were to be counted with the rest of 
the family in their usual abode.

v 1790-1840 – name of head of household only 
with numbers of others in household.

v 1890 census records were largely destroyed by 
fire.
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1860 Federal Census

Census form from Ancestry.co.uk
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1920 Federal 
Census

Census form from Ancestry.co.uk
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State & Special Censuses
State censuses were often taken in years between 
the federal censuses. Collected data such as:
v agriculture and taxation assessment
v tallies of school-age children and potential 
school populations

There were also special Federal censuses:
v 1890 special census of Civil War Union veterans 
and widows of veterans
v Slave censuses of 1850 & 1860 
vMortality schedules listing persons who died in a 
given year.
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Iowa State Census - 1885

Image from FamilySearch.org
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Where to find Census Records

v FamilySearch - www.familysearch.org

Federal censuses (1850-1940), State censuses 

(many States & dates).

v U.S. GenWeb Census Project –

www.us-census.org/search.html 

Transcribed Federal censuses (1850-1920).

v Fold3.com – 1860 &1930 Federal censuses 

are complete, 1900-1920 are being worked on.
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Where to find records
v Ancestry (worldwide version)
Federal censuses from 1790-1940 plus a 
‘substitute’ collection for 1890. Slave censuses, 
mortality schedules, and a few State censuses.

v Cyndislist – has a great list of censuses 
available at different websites.
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Birth, Marriage, Death

The term in the US is ‘Vital Statistics/Records’. 

v States track this information but events are 
registered and certificates are usually granted 
at the County level. 

v States began keeping these records at 
differing times; many from the late 1800s but 
not all until 1919. 

v Look for the office of ‘State Bureau or 
Division of Vital Records’.
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BMD Records
v There was no national standard for what 
these records contain until 1900. 

v Birth and marriage records are often much 
less informative than UK records. Try to get a 
long birth certificate if available. 

v Death certificates are second-hand sources 
of birth information so must be treated with 
caution. But they are often quite informative!
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Birth Certificates
‘Short’ birth certificates have very little information 

– name, sex, parents’ names, date and place of 
birth. 

Many states will only issue short birth certificates.

‘Long’ birth certificates have more information on 
the parents – occupations, length of marriage, 
residence address and more.

40
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‘Standard’ Birth 
certificate  

Arizona State, 
1936
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Marriage Records
Marriage records often contain the license, 
certificate and the license of record on one 
sheet. 

Federal censuses from 1900 & 1910 asked 
‘years in present marriage’ and 1870 & 1880 
asked, if married within the census year, what 
month the marriage took place. 
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Marriage 
Record - 1922  
Tucson,
Pima County, 
Arizona
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Death Records
v Death certificates often have much information 

on the cause of death, time of residence and 
parentage. 

v The Social Security Death Index (SSDI) is a list 
of deceased persons holding a SS number 
whose death was reported to the SS 
Administration. Very useful but limited. 

v Monumental inscriptions – the FindAGrave and  
BillionGraves webpages are great sources.

45
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Arizona Territory

Death Certificate 
1910
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Social Security Death Index
Name: Paul Blount
SSN: 546-34-3507 
Last Residence:
92037 La Jolla, San Diego, California, United 
States of America
Born: 8 Oct 1895
Died: Nov 1980
State (Year) SSN issued: California (Before 
1951)
Ancestry.com. Social Security Death Index [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: The Generations 
Network, Inc., 2008.
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How to find BMD Records
It helps to know the state and probably the county 
where your ancestor lived to track down their BMD 
records. 

Check census records first to find out where 
someone was born, they are also a good indirect 
source of birth and marriage dates.

Order copies of certificates directly from the State 
or County – don’t go though a ‘middleman’ 
www.cdc.gov/nchs/w2w.htm

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/w2w.htm
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BMD Sources
FamilySearch.org - 311 individual databases with 

BMD records.

Ancestry is adding BMD data to their service and 
currently has thousands of locations across the 
USA represented. 

FindMyPast has increasing numbers of BMD from 
across the US as well.

Some states are digitizing their BMD information 
as well. Arizona is an example – check 
Cyndislist for pointers to State level resources.

52
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County Clerks & Courthouses

You may just need to contact the County Clerk 
for a copy of your desired B, M or D certificate. 
Especially true for records pre-1920 and 
marriage certificates.

You will have to pay a fee for the service, which 
will vary by county. You can usually do this by 
post but you can go in person as well…a great 
holiday idea!
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v Genetic testing can help determine 
relationships and ancestral origins.

v Tests genetic material from living people to 
determine close matches.

v A variety of tests are available.
v Best used in conjunction with document based 

research.
v Be aware that you might discover unexpected 

relatives! Consider testing quite carefully…it 
can have consequences for your entire family.

Genetic Genealogy - DNA Testing
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Tests match 
results to 
others who 
have 
tested.

Reasonable 
reliability to 
4th cousin 
level.
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Tahitia McCabe’s 
autosomal bio-
geographical test 
results from the 
company FTDNA
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My old 
Ancestry bio-
geographical 
results
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Looking for George and Alma
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Tracking George & Alma down

22 October 1930 – departure passenger list S.S. 
Majestic. Southampton to NYC.

28 October 1930 – USA arrivals passenger list S.S. Majestic. 
Transit list to Shanghai, China 
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George emigrated to 
Australia at 19!

1919 voyage London to 
Melbourne

This opened up the 
possibility of finding 
Australian records…

REMEMBER TO 
REVISIT DATABASES
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National Archives of Australia’s 
name search found:

George’s attestation paper –
1920

Father’s name: James Wilson 
Hunt

Record shows George serving in 
Royal Air Force for 1 year…

SEARCH ARCHIVE 
DATABASES

© Commonwealth of Australia (National Archives 
of Australia) 2017.
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British Royal Air Force, 

airmen’s service records 

George’s record – 1918

Mother’s name: Elizabeth 

H. Hunt

I now have mother and 

father’s names!

This will allow me to order 

a birth certificate and 

trace his family back in 

time.

FOLLOW ALL CLUES
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Alma off to Hawaii 
in 1924

Did she meet 
George there 
or elsewhere?

George worked as 
a clerk at a 
sugar 
plantation in 
Hawaii. 

They moved to 
Shanghai 

Alma taught & 
George was a 
government 
clerk
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Alma and George at Hanapepe Falls, Hawaii
‘at the end of an eight mile hike…’
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Happy Hunting!
I hope you enjoy your research. 

Remember to keep checking online resources as 
new data sets are added seemingly every week. 

Don’t forget to use physical archives and libraries 
as well. Not everything is online! Why not visit 
when you are on holiday?
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