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Getting Started with 
Your Family History

Learn the Basics

Kathleen Murray

Topics

1. Gathering Information 
2. Information Types & Sources
3. Recording Information
4. Documenting Sources
5. Vital Records
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GATHERING INFORMATION 
Family Information, Interviews, & Collaboration
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Family Information
• Gather documents, photographs, records, 

& artifacts from family members
– Offer to copy & return
– Scan, photograph, or transcribe on the spot

• Call family members: Voice & video
– In lieu of face-to-face interviews

• Send letters & email messages
– Track your correspondence

Correspondence Log

• Physical and electronic correspondence
– Record of what was asked of whom
– Supports follow-ups with non-respondents
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Family Interviews

• Interview several relatives
– A more comprehensive picture emerges
– Conflicting views can be sorted out

• Create a comfortable atmosphere
– Select convenient time & quiet location
– Use:

• Photos
• News articles
• Documents
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Family Interviews

• Keep the conversation on track
– Establish goals
– Prioritize questions

• Request permission to record
– Label audio/video file & transcript 

• Date, location, person(s)
– Offer copies of recording and transcript

77

Question Guidelines
• Ask simple, short questions

– What were the maiden names
of George Wilkes’:

• Mother, Irene G. Wilkes?
• Spouse, Bettie Ann Wilkes?

• Elicit memories of an era
– What brought the family from Arkansas to Chicago?

• Avoid questions with yes or no answers
– Are all the family buried in Burr Oak Cemetery?

• Restate responses
– “Let me be sure I understand . . .”
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Collaboration

9

____________
You

__________
Father

__________
Mother

___________
Grandfather

___________
Grandmother
___________
Grandfather

___________
Grandmother
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Collaboration

“Since the information in [family trees] is contributed 
by the public, it is the responsibility of those who use 

the [information] to verify its accuracy.”
- FamilySearch.org

DISCOVERING INFORMATION
Vital, Census, Court, Church, Military & Other Records

1111

Family Information
• Interviews

– Recordings, transcriptions, notes
• Documents

– Letters, funeral cards, family histories, news clippings
• Photographs

– Studio, amateur
• Recordings

– Audio & video
• Artifacts

– Clothing, medals, jewelry, furniture, toys

12
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Key Record Types

• Vital Records
– Birth, marriage, divorce, & death certificates

• Census
– Federal (1790 – 1940) & State

• Legal Court Records 
– Naturalization petitions, tax records, deeds of 

trust, property titles, mortgage certificates, & 
contracts
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Finding US Records
• Vital Records

– State, county, or district where the event occurred
– CDC – Where to write for vital records

• Census Records
– FamilySearch.org
– ancestry.com
– HeritageQuest database 

• Court Records
– Locality where the event occurred

Important Record Types
• Church Records

– AKA: Sacramental records
– Baptismal, confirmation, marriage, burial

• Military Records
– Pension files, draft registrations, service records

• City Directories
– Census “alternatives” for missing years

• Newspapers
– Historical & current
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Finding Records
• Church Records

– FamilySearch.org - https://familysearch.org
• Military Records

– Fold3 - http://www.fold3.com/
• City Directories

– Ancestry.com - http://www.ancestry.com/
• Historical Newspapers

– Library of Congress: Chronicling America -
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
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Archives & Libraries

• National Archives (NARA)
– Resources for Genealogists

• Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission (TSLAC)
– Genealogy Resources

• Dallas Public Library
– Genealogy Section
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May offer primary and secondary source materials online and offline.

RECORDING INFORMATION
Pedigree Charts & Family Group Sheets
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Building your Pedigree

• Pedigree Chart
– AKA: Ancestor Chart & Family Tree
– Record of direct ancestors
– BMD information for 3-4 generations

• Work backwards
– Start with yourself
– Move back in time for each generation

• Events – Dates - Locations

Record of births, marriages, & deaths (BMD)
for your direct ancestors

20

1
_________________
Your Name
Birth; Location
Death; Location

2
_________________

Father’s Name
Birth; Location
Marriage; Location
Death; Location

3
_________________

Mother’s Name
Birth; Location
Death; Location

4
_________________

Grandfather’s Name
Birth; Location
Marriage; Location
Death; Location

5
_________________

Grandmother’s Name
Birth; Location
Death; Location

6
_________________

Grandfather’s Name
Birth; Location
Marriage; Location
Death; Location
7

_________________
Grandmother’s Name
Birth; Location
Death; Location

Pedigree Chart

Pedigree Chart
• Date format

– Day Month Year
– Example: 14 May 1880

• Place names
– City, county, state, country
– Example: Dallas, Dallas, Texas, USA

• Female names
– Maiden surnames
– Example: Winny Williams (not Winny Lowe)

2121 22

Family Group Sheet

• Family Unit
– Husband, wife, & their children

• Information for husband and wife:
– Date & location: BMD & burial
– Names of their parents
– Additional marriages

• Information for couple’s children:
– Date & location: BMD & burial
– Spouse’s name

23

Contains family unit information for each 
pedigree ancestor.

Family Group Sheet

• Other information
– Residences
– Occupations
– Church affiliations
– Military service

• Identify source for each item of information

24
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(partial)

DOCUMENTING SOURCES
Source Citations & Standard Formats
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Sources v. Information
• Sources

– Documents, photographs, recordings, 
publications, registers, artifacts, people, websites

– Original sources: Most authoritative
• Materials in their first oral, written, or recorded form
• May be copies of originals on microfilm or in digital files

– Derivative sources: 
• Materials that have been copied, abstracted, 

transcribed, or summarized from existing sources

27

Sources v. Information

• Information is contained in sources
– Primary information: Carries more weight

• Written or created:
– At or about the time in which an event occurred
– From contributions of people with firsthand knowledge of 

the event

– Secondary information
• Written or created:

– A significant amount of time after an event occurred
– Contributed by someone not present at the event

28Each piece of information within a source has to be 
evaluated separately.

Source Citation
• Publication information

– Author, title, publisher, & publication date
– Series & roll/item number for microfilm

• Where  & when information found
– Repository name & address (NARA)
– Website name, address (URL), & date accessed

• Other details
– Page number, entry number & date
– Copyright information

• Critical when you publish your research
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You can only accurately cite record that you 
have viewed for yourself. 30

1 Fireman George Wilkes, 51, Dies. April 14, 1970. Page 4. 
Accessed September 5, 2012. Obituary, Chicago Daily Defender.

6 Arkansas, Marriage Certificates, "Arkansas, County 
Marriages, 1837-1957," index and images, FamilySearch 
(https://familysearch.org/pal:/MM9.1.1/N9MM-12B : accessed 22 Sep 
2012), Giles Wilkes and Mary Joyce, 1886. 

13 Ancestry.com, Tennessee State Marriages, 1780-2002 
[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA, Ancestry. Operations Inc., 2008. 
Record for Geo W Lowe and Winny Williams. 
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Documenting Sources in 
Genealogy Software

31

Citation Standards

• Standard formats for each item of 
information

• Applies to genealogical publications –
including your “working documents”:
– Pedigree charts
– Family group sheets

3232

Elizabeth Shown Mills

Mills, Elizabeth Shown. 2009. Evidence explained: citing 
history sources from artifacts to cyberspace. Baltimore, 
Md: Genealogical Pub. Co. 

VITAL RECORDS

33

Birth, Marriage, and Death Records

Vital Records

• Issued by a government entity
• Provides proof of a major life event
• Types of records:

– Birth Certificates
– Death Certificates
– Marriage Records
– Divorce Records

34

Birth Records

• Maintained & distributed by state agencies 
responsible for vital statistics or vital records

• Registration in US began in late 1800’s –
early 1900’s depending on the state
– Earlier records are available in some locations

• Delayed Birth Records 
– People born prior to mandatory birth registration

• To qualify for benefits of Social Security Act of 1935

35

Death Records
• Required by States

– Late 1800’s & early 1900’s
• Maintenance & distribution

– State Bureaus of Vital Statistics
– Certified copies of certificates

• Discovering clues
– Obituaries
– Social Security Death Index (SSDI)
– Find A Grave (http://www.findagrave.com/)

36
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Marriage Records

• Usually began when counties were organized 
• Usually on county level in 19th century
• Family History Library has microfilmed most 

counties and is in process of putting them on 
FamilySearch.org

• Sometimes found in newspapers and have 
been abstracted 

37

Divorce Records

• Jurisdiction to issue divorce decrees
– State legislatures until mid 19th century 
– States and counties thereafter

• Divorce records can help clarify 
marriages and half-siblings
– Two marriage records for one person

• Did first spouse die?
• Did first marriage end in divorce?

38

Obtaining Vital Records

• VitalChek Network, Inc.
– Order online
– Cost
– Addresses

• Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC): State-by-state guide
– Cost
– Addresses: Internet & offline

39

Access to Vital Records

• Access Varies by Jurisdiction
– Privacy years prior to public access

• Birth: 75+ years
• Death: 20+ years
• Marriage: 50+ years

– May be limited to direct-line descendants
• Child, grandchild, great grandchild of the person

40
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CLOSING

4343

Documentation
• Correspondence Log

– Record of letters, inquiries, and responses
• Pedigree Chart

– Record of ancestors from whom you descend
• Family Group Sheet

– Family unit record for each pedigree ancestor
• Source Citations

– More evidentiary weight given to:
• Original sources & primary information

– Needed for every item of information on sources

4444
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Conflicting Information

“There are times when no matter how many 
information sources you search, you cannot find 
consistent records verifying an event. When this 
happens you must build your case based on the 
preponderance of evidence you have collected” 

- Sipe, p. 16

Sipe, Karen V. 1998. Genealogy made easy. Mineola, N.Y.: 
Dover Publications.
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Online & Offline Sources

• Vital records are generally accepted as 
original sources with primary information
– Provide proof of births, marriages, & deaths
– Contain a wealth of family information

• Good research concepts & practices apply 
to all family history research activities
– Online  and offline (physical) information
– Genealogists work in both environments

Transcription Errors

47

“Indeed, we all need to be reminded to not be 
mislead by the Internet or by transcribed records. 
Always look at the originals! You can do that either 
in person or by viewing images online or on 
microfilm. The lesson is to never depend upon what 
someone else transcribed.” 

- Dick Eastman

Eastman, Dick. “A Case Study: Don't Believe Transcribed 
Records.” Dick Eastman. Eastman's Online Genealogy 
Newsletter, 28 September 2012. 
http://blog.eogn.com/eastmans_online_genealogy/2012/09/a-
case-study-dont-believe-transcribed-records.html : 2012. 48

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License. 
To view a copy of this license, visit: 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/ 
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Creative Commons
444 Castro Street, Suite 900
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Thank you!

http://dallasgenealogy.org


