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An introduction to genealogy software

Just to glance at the list of family tree software packages available can be daunting in the extreme. What
do they do? Here' s some practical guidance from James Taylor

Many amateur family historians are used to
working entirely on paper with no help from their
computers at all. They draw their family trees on
rolls of wallpaper and their only concession to
computer assistance is keeping their curling and
creased notes in the box the monitor came in. This
isOK, but redrawing their charts and rewriting
their notes to accommodate new family members
can waste alot of time as well as introducing
errors. What’s more, keeping track of the all-
important sources of the information can become
anightmare.

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 like parents and children, but
widely separated ones, even unto the fourth cousin

five times removed. It doesthis mostly in
specialised notes or database fields, although most
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 accidentally entering someone’'s
birth after their mother’ s death, for instance. Y ou
can search your datatoo, from simple searches for
names to sophisticated searches using multiple
parameters.

And when you want to get all this information out
to awider audience, 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 the
traditional drop-line descendant charts (what most
people think of as afamily 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.

There is software to suit everybody’ s pocket and
everybody’s capability, from the cheap to the dear
and from the basic to the complex. Cheap isn't
necessarily simple, nor is complex necessarily
expensive. If you're new to genealogy or new to
computers you might want to test the water first
with an inexpensive, or even free, package. You
can always move up when you're ready for more
sophistication. Y ou can manage this in two ways.
Some software, even from different publishers
will share the same program file format. You can,
for example, download the free but aging Personal
Ancestral File (PAF) from the web pages of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
(sometimes known as the Mormons). If or when
you outgrow that, you can move up to the more
modern and more versatile Ancestral Quest at
about £19 and carry on using the same files.
Alternatively — and this works with almost every
software package — you can export your data from
your old package in a special format called
GEDCOM and then import it into your new
package. GEDCOM, which stands for GEnealogy
Data COM munications, is a dedicated file format
for genealogy datatransfer, developed by the
Mormons, recognised by its .GED file extension.
Unfortunately, there have been several versions
over the years and you might lose some data if
your software only 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 nearly all Windows operating
systems. Don't rely on it necessarily working on
the earlier Windows XP or the latest Windows 7.
Check with your supplier. Apple Mac users used
to have two or three software packages they could

use, but those are withering away. In the UK you
were limited to only one — Reunion —which
shared ancestry with the Generations series. Now,
though, publisher Avanquest in the UK is offering
aMac version of its Family Tree Maker.

Every package has its strengths and weaknesses.
One might make it easy to add notes on the
sources of your information, another might be
better at producing charts and reports, while a
third might offer more opportunities to use the
Internet for research or to publish your own data
files. Decide what you want from your software
and make your choice accordingly. How will you
know? Quiz one of the specialist suppliers. You'll
find them advertising in all the leading family
history magazines. And read the reviews. The best
sellers seem to be Family Tree Maker, Family
Historian, and RootsMagic.

Starting a File

Most software —thisis The Master Geneal ogist — lets you choose
the name and destination directory or folder, for your data files.

Y our software will probably allow you to have
more than one family tree, though not necessarily
open at the same time. Each family tree will need
itsown ‘file’, although some files are a collection
of separate components. Plan to get organised
before installation by setting up separate folders
for each file. When the software asks where you
want to create your file, point it a the right folder.
Each family tree file should have a different —and
meaningful — name. Windows now lets you use
long names, so you could have afile called, say,
The Smiths of Aston Manor, with no problems.
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Ancestral Quest provides atypical individual data entry screen

Most genealogy software gives you some sort of
‘index card’ screen on which to enter your facts,
and will probably set up the first one for you after
installation. You'll need to know names, of course
(maiden names for women), dates and places of
birth and death, and possibly the same for baptism
and burial. The place data you enter for an
individual may be used by the software as part of
amaster list of locations. Y ou therefore want it to
be specific enough to be informative (town and
district, say) but not so specific asto be unique (so
no house numbers unless lots of your relatives
were born in the same house). Marriage
information (where, when and whether) might be
entered on the individual’ s screen or separately
dependent on the software. Y ou can often also
enter details for parents and children on the same
screen. Entering data for siblings usually means
moving to the parents’ screen and entering them
as children. Aslong as you remember to use the
right screen, your software will always preserve
the right relationships between family members,
no matter how far flung.

Adding Events

Some of the ‘events’ in aperson’slife, like birth,
marriage and death, you will have already entered
as part of the Family Record screen. But there are
dozens of other events you can record too. You do
thisin two ways. You'll probably find that you
have a screen for individual notes for every family
member. Thisisideal for recording information

such as anecdotes, family legends, and other data
that doesn’t easily fit into a specific category.
However, your software will probably allow you
to use dedicated Events screensthat let you enter a
description, a place and a date (and sometimes a
note).

Like most other packages, The Master Genea ogist |ets you pick
from a prepared list of events

The more sophisticated software may also
assemble the words you enter into an intelligible
sentence. For example, for occupation you might
enter ‘timber carter’, ‘Bedford’ and ‘1914’ and the
software will construct the sentence ‘In 1914 he
was working as atimber carter in Bedford’. Some
software lets you change or completely override
the sentence constructed. As well as occupation,
events can include adoption, cremation, education,
emigration, military service and others. Y ou may
also be able to create your own.

Adding Sources

Sources are very important in genealogy. They're
your proof that what you say happened actually
did happen. In software terms, sources are notes
added to an event or fact to validate that event or
fact. In reportsthey appear as footnotes or
endnotes. Unlike other entries, sources are
independent of individuals or families, although
once created they can be attached to any
individual’ s events. Some software, like Legacy,
gives you multi-form entry screens that guide
what you put in and then format what you print
out. In real terms, sources are either personal or
documentary.
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Family Tree Builder gives you separate data entry screens for each
source type, with provision for your own notes.

The most obvious example of a documentary
source isthe birth certificate. This can be entered
as a master source, copying its content in as much
detail as you want. You can then attach this source
to the child, his place of birth, the father, his
occupation, the mother, her occupation (if any),
her place of birth, her usual address, the
informant, and the informant's address, among
others. And remember, the source only hasto be
entered once. Other source documentation can
include baptism, marriage, divorce, death, burial,
probate, census, property, military, and
employment, as well as histories, letters, diaries,
and biographies.

You'll no doubt acquire alot of information by
letter or word of mouth from relatives and others.
Record the sources of these aswell. So if Aunt
Alice tells you that Granddad was in the army but
you have no other confirmation, record the fact
and cite as a source something like ‘ Alice
Scroggins, personal recollection’. That way you'
always know where your information came from.

Navigation

Navigation here means moving around your
family tree from one person to another. Most
packages have an alphabetical index, also known
asa‘picklist’ that you can call up and from which

you can select the person you want. Some also
have an interactive pedigree screen, where you
can change to a view of another person’s details
by clicking on their name. Y ou can usually get to
an editing screen as well. Some software shows
siblings and children and clicking their button or
tab takes you to their individual screens. There
might also be a search menu item and some
packages have bookmarks and hotkeys. Whatever
the particular system used, it’s never a problem
finding, and moving to, the people you want.
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This pedigree screen in RootsMagic | ets you navigate around your
family tree just by clicking on any name. Double clicking opens up
that person’ s data entry screen

Printing Reports and Charts
There is a school of thought that contends that all
the work you put into researching and compiling
your family history iswasted if you don’t share
the results with others. Not all genealogy software
excelsinthis. Quality of output can vary from
basic to excellent and if well-laid-out printing is
important to you check with your supplier which
is his best product for that purpose before parting
with your money. Most reports that can be printed
can be viewed on screen as well.

Reports generally fall into four categories,
Ancestral, Descendant, Statistical and
Adminigtrative. The content of most reportsis
obvious from their descriptions but one of the
standard ancestral reports which you may not have
heard of isthe Ahnentafel report, which lists the
ancestors of an individual in a narrative format,
but only includes the birth, marriage and death



information. There’ s also the Modified Register
report, a narrative report that lists an individual’s
descendants with or without notes and events
listings. Some programs can produce their own
narrative descendant reportsthat can track all a
person’s descendants, and their spouses, printing
all associated facts, events, notes, and even
photographs. If this interests you, look for Family
Tree Maker, Family Historian, and Legacy. The
first two can aso produce indexed ‘ books
combining different reports and charts.

Famity Group Sheet 26 Dec 2010

Family of John David FORD and Emma MOORE

Hushand Joln David FORD (1858-1920)
Witk Erama MOORE (1862-1927)
Children: Florence fnnie FORD (1883-1948)

Alice Adeline FORD (1885-1961)
William FORD (1383-1391)
Beatrice LilyFORD{1891-1953) Ly
Ellen FORD) (L392-1960)
William Frank FORD (1897-15L5)
At Henry FORD (1899-1963)
Lewis Edward FORD {1901-1935)
Marisge 10 pr 1382 Aston Brook, Birmingham, Werwickshire

Hushand: John David FORD
Hame John David FORD
k]

Sex: -
Father. James FORD (18317-) f'
Mother My BIRT(-) o
Birth 187ul 1258 Glowest!
Death 26 Tan 1920 (age 61) Biningha, Warwickshire
e
o
Tof Dard
FORD
FordlD (2)

‘Wife: Emma MOORE

HNare: Erama MOORE

Sex: Femals

Father: Jokn MOCRE (1837-1901)

MNother: Sazah BUMPHRIES (1838-1902)

Birth 9 Aug 1362 London?

Death 26 Jan 1927 (age 64) Binuingham, Warwickshire

ChiMd 1: Florence Annie FORD

Hanue Flozence bamis FORD
Sex: Femals

Spouse 1 Lewis Artiow LAUGHTON (L87%- )

S pouse 2 Alfied George HALL AM (1268-1931)

Buth 7 Jan 1883 Binuinghar, Warwrickshire’

Death 6 Apr 1948 (age 65)

Oceupation 1901 (age 17-18) tyre worker, Bimeinghin, Warwickshined L 1orence

Most software can at least produce a Family Group Chart. Thisis
Family Historian's, which can include parents and children, all
facts and notes, together with sources.

Charts show the relationship between your family
members in agraphical way. The best-known is
probably the drop-line descendant chart, the one
everybody pictures when you say family tree.
Almost all software can produce these on-screen.
Printout can be something different, spreading
across reams of paper you have to glue together.
To tame your charts, investigate Family Tree
Maker’ s book-format which not only saves paper
but links each page. A popular ancestor chart is
the Pedigree.

Other reports and charts variously available can
include calendars, maps, relationship charts,
scrapbooks (photographs) and blank forms for
research purposes. You may have some control

over what goesin. There is aso third-party
software to draw charts.
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The drop-line descendant chart isthe most familiar in the UK.
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A timeline helps to put your relatives' livesin context



Tutorial 1

Adding your pictures

A pictureisworth athousand words, they say, so preserve your family snapsfor posterity

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 be printed as picture galleries
or scrapbooks. First collect and scan your pictures.
Keep them together in the same directory so that your
software knows where to find them. Y ou might find

it easier to find them if you title them with surnames
followed by first names(s) then the date of the event
if you know it so that they appear in order
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Like many other packages, Family Tree Maker lets you
add single or multiple picturesto each individual, selected
from your picture directory. Y ou 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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Most software 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



Tutorial 2

Designing your charts

Graphic charts can use alot of paper. Customise your chartstoinclude only the people and infor mation you want

Y our software will probably let

you produce ancestor and
descendant charts for your

chosen individual. Y ou might
also be offered Hourglass charts
(ancestor and descendant) or All-

in-One (which shows

everybody). Descendant charts
offered by some software are
merely descendant reports with
boxes drawn round individuals.
The most familiar isthe drop-
line descendant chart where you
can control the information and

individuals to be included
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Fan trees are an interesting variant on standard ones, and they can include the same information (but not
usually pictures). Thisis Family Tree Maker’s ancestor fan tree before any style changes
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Family Tree Maker can apply different backgrounds to your tree. It also has what it calls its * book-style’
format where the tree is drawn on consecutively-numbered pages with pointers to continuation sheets for
every branch. This makes considerable savings on paper and fits the program’ s indexed book.




Software Title Product Detailson the Web Price
Family Historian http://www.my-history.co.uk £36
Family Tree Legends www.familytred egends.com Free
Family Tree Maker v11 www.my-history.co.uk From £19
Legacy Deluxe 4 www.|egacyfamilytree.com From Free
Persona Ancestra File vs www.ldscatalog.com Free
RootsMagic www.geneal ogysupplies.com £40

The Master Gened ogist Gold Edition www.whollygenes.com From £38
The Master Genedogist Silver UK Edition www.whollygenes.com £22
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