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Twenty Top Tips from Family Tree Magazine 

 

 

Beating Brick Walls 

1. Can’t find your ancestor’s Social Security record? Until 1951, the system didn’t cover 
the self-employed, temporary government workers, farm laborers, domestic workers 
such as maids, workers in US territories, or overseas employees of American 
companies. Railroad workers were covered separately under the Railroad Retirement 
Board (the first three digits of their Social Security numbers range from 707 to 728). 

2. Even if you live far from your ancestors’ town, consider joining the area’s 
genealogical society. Members probably know where to find all kinds of local records. 
What you need may even be in the group’s library. 

3. If you’re floundering in your search for a female ancestor, don’t rule out the possibility 
of multiple marriages and burial markers. If she was a widow, perhaps she was living 
with her children in the year you can’t find her in the census, or maybe she’s recorded 
under her maiden name 

4. You may be too close to a research brick wall to view it objectively. Trade problems 
with a friend and try to find her missing information while she tries to find yours. This 
brings a fresh look to a frustrating situation, and it’s fun to help someone else. 

5. Collect information about siblings in each generation. Knowledge of brothers and 
sisters is important, especially as you study immigrant ancestors of pre-20th-century 
generations. Siblings sometimes moved in groups and witnessed legal documents for 
each other. 

6. Cross-reference city directories with the census. Be sure to check directories for the 
year before, the year of and the year after the census to see if your ancestors moved 
during this time. Keep in mind that information you find in a 1910 directory was compiled 
the previous year, 1909—before the 1910 census came calling. 

7. To avoid the pitfall of merging two or more same-named people into one, assume 
that at least two people of the same name lived in a given town. Land and tax records 
are important documents for sorting out people of the same name: No two people 
owned the same property, nor would they be taxed on the same possessions. 

8. Charting what you know about a problem ancestor through the years, by making a 
chronology, can help solve your research puzzle. Start with the earliest date you have 
for a person and then list everything you know about him or her and the immediate 
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family. Include your speculations but make these clear by highlighting them or adding a 
question mark. 

9. Plugging historical events into an ancestor’s personal timeline helps you see his or 
her life in a broader context. When you compare general history with family history, you 
may discover that a gap in an ancestor’s life story was filled by a trek westward in 
search of gold. You may uncover a connection between the flu epidemic in 1918 and 
the deaths of family members that year. 

10. When you’re at your wits’ end, try these measures: Organize and re-examine your 
records, write a research report on the steps you’ve taken and records you’ve found, or 
focus on another branch for a while. 

  

Uncovering American Ancestors 

11. The inaccuracy of early maps and land grants often created land disputes in New 
England’s Colonial era. At one time, Connecticut and Massachusetts both claimed part 
of Rhode Island, so records from the southern part of that state can be found in all three 
states. Most New England states had similar boundary disputes with their neighbors. 

12. The settlement pattern of the South can help you trace your family’s migrations. 
Think of it like genealogy: The Carolinas settled Georgia and (with considerable aid 
from Virginia) Tennessee. The other states of the lower South were the “children” and 
“grandchildren” of the Carolinas, Georgia and Tennessee. 

13. You’ll find deeds in county courthouses, except in New England states, where 
they’re typically in town halls. Clerks generally recorded these in ledger books, including 
an index of each volume. Note that the books contain duplicate deeds—the original 
deeds went to the landowners. 

14. Beware of boundary changes and other historical twists in tracing your Southwest 
ancestors. For example, the Nevada counties of Carson, Humboldt and St. Mary’s were 
enumerated with Utah Territory in 1860. In New Mexico, the 1860 US census covered 
only the area south of the Gila River. In Arizona, the original 1864 territory was divvied 
up into four counties. 

15. Stumped? Try hitting the big city. For example, if your family was in the Midwest 
during the 1800s and you can’t find them, look in Chicago. Many of our ancestors were 
drawn to cities for jobs, to be near relatives or the train station, or simply to sightsee. 

16. Your ancestors may have gone someplace else to get married (or unmarried). Think 
of the hordes of couples attracted to Nevada to elope or divorce. So many Californians 
crossed the border for this purpose, the California State Archives maintains microfiche 
records of Nevada marriages and divorces. Washington residents often get married in 
Idaho, which offers lower fees and less paperwork for marriage licenses. Cross state 
lines to break down your brick walls and check neighboring counties where ancestors 
may have gone. 

17. Family historians often assume freed slaves took the surname of their most recent 
slaveholder. But the surname might have belonged to a prior slaveholder (the first, the 
favorite or the longest), or the slaveholder of a parent or guardian, or it may have 
another source. 
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18. Veterans’ pension records may hold clues to your African-American ancestors: More 
than 250,000 slaves and free blacks fought for the Union in the Civil War. Applicants 
were required to prove their identity, so you’ll find their date and place of birth, as well 
as marriage records and names of parents and children. 

19. Typically, larger plantations kept meticulous records regarding expenses for slaves’ 
clothing or medical care. Slaveholders’ manuscript collections of account books, 
business and personal papers can prove valuable resources. Check the manuscript 
collections of city, county or state historical or genealogical societies, state archives, 
and public or university libraries. 

20. Have you come across acronyms such as AF&AM or FAAM, or a compass and 
square symbol in your research? You probably have a Freemason in the family. If your 
relative’s lodge still has records from his lifetime, you may be able to get his application. 
Keep two things in mind: First, a man could petition a lodge for membership after he 
turned 21, but he usually didn’t do so until he was in his 30s. And prior to 1900, the 
application probably won’t include parents’ names. 

  

 


