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7 GOLDEN RULES

If you're new to family history, these
principles will help you get the most
from your pursuit

WORK BACKWARDS
Whatever you do in your research, start with yourself and work
backwards, generation by generation, ensuring that you have
verified your sources at each stage.

BE ORGANISED & HONEST
You must be systematic and organised -
you'll collect a lot of information. Start with

asimple filing system using A4 binders with
loose-leaf pages and subject dividers, and
an index card file for each of the family
names/members and events. Have
somewhere to keep certificates and other
documents. While your record keeping
may be methodical, to be truly worthwhile
itmust also be honest. There are always skeletons in the
cupboard to a greater or lesser degree - do not ignore them.

Assemble all the information you can from relatives, Gather
together - or take copies of ~ all the available birth, marriage and

0 START WITH YOUR RELATIVES

death certificates of family members, or ask for the approximate f P A B g e e o Dot Py
dates of birth, marriage and death. Talk to as many relatives as ~— e = e
possible, including the eldest. They will all have information; some T - — 3
that they 'l readily tell you, though they may be reluctant with B e T" = i
revealing certain events. Make comprehensive notes. A5 L e et A
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An early decision needs to be made on where to concentrate your
researches, Don't aim to research your total ancestry - the data 2 E
could soon overwhelm you. It's better to start with yourself, moving ST
toyour parents and grandparents, then choose a branch to follow.

Surnames are usually derived from one of four basic roots: a
place, occupation, froma patronymic relationship, or nickname.
The less common the name, the easier searches {usually] are.

9 UNDERSTAND SURNAMES

CLASSES & SOCIETIES
It's always worth joining a family history society - or more
than one. You'll get a good grounding in the essentials of family
history research and you maywell meet people with a similar
interest and drive. Check the full list of family history societies with
the FFHS, at www.ffhs.org.uk

USE TECHNOLOGY
Using technology is not a necessity, but
itcan be a great help. A computerisan

efficient tool for storing, copying, sharing and : : =
presenting data, and - along with wordprocessors, email, Internet, ~ 1
scanning and printing - there are programs specifically designed 7 i
to helpyou draw up and publish your family tree and history. The
Internet is home to a great deal of useful information.
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any family historians
are used to working
on paper with no

help from their computers, and
draw their family trees on rolls
of wallpaper. This is OK, but
redrawing diagrams and
rewriting notes to accommodate
new family members can waste
time as well as introducing
errors. What's more, keeping
track of the all-important
sources of the information can
become a nightmare.

Family tree software — which is
only a specialised database - can
overcome all of these problems. It
can remember everyone you tell it
about, together with all their
personal details and especially
their relationships with each
other. And that's not just ‘nuclear’
relationships such as parents and
children, but widely separated
ones, even unto the fourth cousin
five times removed. It does this in
specialised notes or database fields,
although many packages will
accept free-form notes as well. It
can record baptisms, schools
attended, occupations, military
service and so on. Some software
is intelligent and will alert you to
mistakes — like entering someone’s
birth after their mother's death,
for instance. You can search your
data too, from simple searches for
names to sophisticated searches
using multiple parameters.

And when you want to get
all this information out,
genealogical software can
produce organised lists in
chronological order from the
oldest family member to the
youngest (or the other way
round), without making any
mistakes or mixing anyone up.
Some programs can take your
briefest details and produce
intelligible sentences and some
can go further and produce
multi-page books. And, of
course, most software can
produce charts of some sort,
identifying either ancestors or
descendants and laying them
out graphically so that the
relationships between the
generations are immediately
apparent. Many can produce
drop-line descendant charts
(what most people think of as a
family tree) even if it spreads
across reams of paper. And your
software can do these things over
and over without making mistakes
or forgetting anybody.
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Adding your pictures

A picture is worth a thousand words, so preserve your family snaps for posterity
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[1 ] Most genealogical software lets you add pictures
{and sounds and videos) to your data. Pictures can
adorn your screen displays, be added to your reports
and charts, and sometimes printed as picture galleries
or scrapbooks. Scan your pictures and name them with
the date if you know it so that they appear in order.
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[2] Like other packages, Generationsenables you
to add single or multiple pictures to each individual,
selected from your picture directory. You then choose
one picture to be the primary or preferred image to
appear on that individual's printout. Sometimes you
can have different pictures for reports and charts.
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[3] It doesn’t matter what size the image is, the
software will reduce or enlarge it to fit the space it has
allocated. With image-editing software [sometimes
supplied) you can crop unnecessary space and adjust

brightness and contrast to suit.

There is software to suit every
pocket and level of capability,
from cheap to expensive and from
basic to complex. Cheap isn't
necessarily simple, nor is complex
necessarily expensive. If you're
new to genealogy or computers
you might want to test the water
first with an inexpensive package.
You can always move up when
you're ready for more power. You
can manage this in two ways.
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DESTINATION: With most software
- this is Cumberland Family Tree-

you can choose the name and folder,

or directory, for your data files

Some software from the same
publisher will share the same
program file format. GSP, for
example, will sell you its Times
Family Tree for £9.99. When you
outgrow that you can move up to
its Family Tree v3 at £19.95 or its
Family Tree Genealogy Suite v4 at
£49.99 using the same data files.
Alternatively — and this works with
almost every software package —
you can export your data from
your old package in a file format
called GEDCOM (GEnealogy Data
COMmunications) and then
import it into your new package.
GEDCOM is a dedicated format for
genealogy data transfer developed
by The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-Day Saints (the Mormons).
GEDCOM files appear with the
file extension .GED. Be warned —
there have been several versions
over the years and you might lose
some data if your software only

[4] Mostsoftware lets your carefully chosen (alright,
sometimes you have only one) picture illustrate your
display and editing screen, not only helping to identify
your family but to bring them back to life for you.

knows an older version, but it's
still better than re-keying
everything in again.

Almost all genealogical software
is PC-based and can be used with
neatly all Windows operating
systems. Don't rely on it working
on the earliest Windows 3.11 or
the latest Windows XP. Check
with your supplier. US-based
Apple Mac users have two or three
software packages they can use,

| but those are withering away, with

Genealogy.com (owners of Mac
versions of Family Tree Maker and
Ultimate Family Tree) having
announced that they would
develop these titles no further. In
the UK you're limited to only one
— Reunion. This shares ancestry
with the Generations series, so
check our reviews of those. You
could, alternatively, use a Mac
emulator on your PC.

Every package has its strengths
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