
IT’S EASY TO TELL someone
embarking on their research to
keep the basics of research in

mind. You should check out
books of abstracted or tran-
scribed data, and be aware of the
ever increasing availability of
digitized material and online
databases. Thoroughly document
successful research as well as
dead ends. Check all evidence
and presumed “facts” against
original documents. And, per-
haps most importantly, create an
easy to use system of organizing
and storing the material you col-
lect.

And, over the course of more
than 20 years of research experi-
ence, there are some additional
lessons that I would like to share
with you — whether a novice or
experienced researcher. 

START EARLY. IF YOU CAN’T START
EARLY, AT LEAST START!
All too often, I discovered new
relatives just before or after they
died, thought of questions when
I could no longer ask them, or
learned of a former ancestor’s
employer only to discover that
the personnel records had just
been destroyed the previous year.
I found houses that had just been
torn down, or attics and base-
ments where documents and
photos were held had been dam-
aged in storms and so on! All lost
opportunities that were once
within my grasp. 

Don’t wait! Even if you don’t
know exactly what to ask or what
information you need, just get-
ting started is key. If you are a
typical genealogist, once you get
a question answered, you realize
you have about 10 more and you
are off and running!

LISTEN TO YOUR RELATIVE’S
STORIES!
When I started, I wrongly
assumed that I would be able to
learn so much more from paper-

work than from the people. I
have since learned that in one
conversation, you can learn much
more than you can from hours of
slogging through documents. 

Yes, grandma has told you
the story of her father’s emigra-
tion many times, but do you
recall the details? I can tell you
from personal experience that
even weeks later, when I
reviewed my chicken-scratch
notes from those conversations, I
could barely decipher the intrigu-
ing notes I had made. I know that
I didn’t listen as closely to each
subsequent re-telling, certain that
I already knew what she was
going to say.

In later years, I realized that
in each re-telling, she mentioned
different details — now mostly
lost due to my inattention, horri-
ble notes and her dementia. I
needed to do a better job at
recording what I was told, pro-
cessing it and asking clarifying
questions!

SEARCH OUT AND COMMUNICATE
WITH ALL FAMILY LINES!
When I started, I focused solely
on querying my grandmothers
about their respective families. In
both cases, with deceased grand-
fathers, I also relied on them to
tell me about their spouse’s fami-
lies. This worked well on the
maternal side.

On the paternal side, my

grandfather died when my dad
was two. My grandmother then
re-married, moved quite a dis-
tance and essentially lost touch
with her first spouse’s family. She
always told me that my paternal
great aunts were deceased. 

You can imagine my surprise
when, in the late 1980s, I learned
that one of those paternal great
aunts, Anna, was still living in
the home she had purchased in
the 1930s. Here was a living per-
son who was part of my great-
grandfather’s family! Fortunately,
I was able to visit with Anna sev-
eral times before she died — she
shared stories and photos of her-
self, her parents, my great grand-
father, my grandfather and even
a bit about my dad as a young
child. She also wrote me letters
about her memories, and put me
in touch with other extended
family members.

You are not limited by who
your family has remained in con-
tact with! Seek out distant
cousins for all your family lines.

LOCATE AND COMMUNICATE WITH
EXTENDED FAMILY!
Don’t let circumstances or
serendipity guide you! Actively
look for extended family mem-
bers.

On my maternal side, my
gran eventually put me in touch
with her two surviving cousins,
Auntie Edith (Nelson cousin) and
Jack (Taylor cousin), both in their
80s. For several years we enjoyed
a wonderful long-distance corre-
spondence relationship. Jack and
I shared research notes, while
Auntie Edith and I swapped sto-
ries and tales! They were both
very interested in the family and
its history; not a priority for my
gran!

Everyone lived different
lives, and remembers different
pieces of the shared puzzle of our
common ancestors. For example,
Auntie Edith’s mother was very
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close to the Nelson family,
whereas gran’s mother was not.
Auntie Edith had photos of her
cousins shared holidays, and had
many tales about people who
were just “names” to my gran.
Jack provided a similar perspec-
tive on the branch of the Taylor
family who left the Manchester,
UK, area.

Similarly, for a recent client
project, my client contacted a dis-
tant cousin and learned that the
cousin had her mother’s old
address book. Based on the
names and addresses found in it,
we were able to learn about four
previously unknown siblings of
her grandmother.

So, as you learn about a fami-
ly, look into each person, research
others on the family tree who are
not in your direct lineage and
learn what you can about them.
You, too, may be surprised to
find a distant great aunt still
alive who has a key that will
unlock more of the family puzzle
for you.

LOOK BEYOND BLOODLINES
Look beyond family! After all,
just like you, your ancestors did
not just hang out with family.
After spinning my wheels on sev-
eral families, I contacted the
churches that they had long-time

connections to. From one, I
received a letter from an old
parishioner who remembered my
Barna ancestors, though had
nothing good to say about my
grandfather Malecki. He even
had a photo of Wasyl Barna and
his son marching in a parade, the
only surviving image I have of
them. When another parishioner
shared her memories, I learned
about my great-grandfather,
Ernest Taylor. When not an
accountant, he was a Baptist min-
ister, and stayed with this
woman’s family on weekends
while he was preaching. 

Remember to also look up
old friends (e.g., I received won-
derful photos and tidbits from a
childhood friend of my mom’s),
places of business (e.g., I received
my grandad’s complete employ-
ment history in UK banking), fra-
ternal and social organizations
(e.g., Russian Aid Society in
Salem, Massachuetts) and so on.
You never know what great
memories someone may have of
your ancestor! So, scour the earth
for distant cousins, friends and
acquaintances; they all help fill
out your ancestral puzzle!

ASK PEOPLE ABOUT THEMSELVES!
Interviewing someone, whether
on paper or in person, is an art.

This was not something I was
adept at and, in hindsight, I real-
ize that part of that was my lack
of understanding. I didn’t know
what questions, or what answers,
would really be important.

When I look back over the
questionnaires that I sent to my
grandmothers, I’m sure they
must have felt they were under-
going an inquisition! I asked
them for facts and details, mostly
about their parents and grand-
parents and long-deceased ances-
tors. I never asked them about
themselves! 

A few years ago, my daugh-
ter did a family history project.
She interviewed each of her sur-
viving grandparents via e-mail.
She asked questions about
favorite foods, memories of
growing up, what subjects they
liked, what they did for fun, did
they date, etc. Essentially, she
asked them about “them”; they
all responded enthusiastically
and she got a great collection of
human-interest stories! These are
now stored next to the “docu-
mented” family histories, and
they are actually a more interest-
ing read! I wish that I had done
that with my mother, aunts,
uncles and grandparents.

Facts are something that, as
researchers, we have a good
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Left: The author’s only photo of her ancestor Wasyl Barna, obtained from
a parishoner at Wasyl’s church. Above: A Nelson family holiday; the
author’s Aunt Edith, third from the right, supplied details about the

Nelson branch of the family.
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chance to locate and document.
Personal memories, family stories
and lore are the fabric of our
ancestors’ lives, and we are much
less likely to find these except by
asking living people!

COLLECT PHOTOS! 
Collect a copy of anything you
come across, whether you know
how it fits in or not. I have some
pictures that my gran had from
my grandad’s side of the family.
None of them were labeled. Now,
at least, we have preserved them
and I have shared them with oth-
ers. Who knows when I might
stumble across another photo of
that individual with a different
group of people or in someone
else’s collection.

In fact, this happened to me a
few years ago for a different fam-
ily. I got in touch with a distant
cousin, and we shared digital
versions of our photos. We had
no photos in common! And, by
sharing all the photos, we were
able to confirm some identities in
what we had considered our
“mystery” photos. For example, a
Taylor cousin had a photo of my
great-great grandfather Samuel
Taylor, but he didn’t know who
that was until I shared my photo!

Besides using documents and
photos to describe our family

members, by collecting and copy-
ing these items, we have insur-
ance against them being lost. We
can make sure that these images
and documents are preserved. 

Water damage to an attic in
my grandmother’s house
destroyed the majority of the
photos she was storing there —
these included those of my father
as a child, her as a child and
young woman, of her marriage to
my grandfather, her parents,
grandparents and probably other
extended family also. All gone! It
took us 20 years to find an image
of her grandmother.

DON’T ASSUME THAT THERE ARE NO
DOCUMENTS!
I learned shortly before she died
that my gran had the Taylor fam-
ily Bible. Since I had been corre-
sponding with her and interview-
ing her when visiting for years,
and the Taylor family was a large
focus of that, I was surprised to
learn about the Bible. I then
assumed she had shared what
was in the Bible and, while she
was alive, never asked for copies
of its pages. I made a faulty
assumption.

I spent about 10 years work-
ing with another researcher to
determine the parents of James
Taylor, the hatter. Eventually, we

had a pretty good collection of
documents, had finally figured
out when he died, where he was
buried, etc. A few years after my
gran died, I asked my uncle to
copy the personal pages of the
Bible, just so I could have a copy
for my file. He also copied some
loose papers that were stored in
the Bible. I discovered the
death/burial card for James and
some other cemetery documents
for other individuals. The good
news is that they confirmed our
hard research. The bad news was
that with this information, we
could have spent a lot less time
researching James, and focused
on other, equally deserving fami-
ly members!  

Always ask relatives what
records or documents they may
have, or if they have boxes in the
attic from another relative. Do
ask for copies of any documents
they might have. Don’t assume
that just because you haven’t
heard about something, it doesn’t
exist, or, even if you know about
it, that it might not have some
surprising information in it!

LET PEOPLE KNOW THAT YOU ARE
RESEARCHING
There is a good chance that there
are others out there trying to
research some of the same fami-
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The author helped a distant cousin solve a mystery by sharing a copy of a photograph, left, of her great-great-
grandfather, Samuel Taylor. By comparing the two, her cousin was able to identify the previously unknown 

relative in his photo, right.
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lies as you. If everyone were to
communicate who, what, when
and where they are researching,
you’d have a better chance of
finding a distant cousin! Here are
two examples in which this has
happened to me.

My dad’s cousin remembered
that I was doing family
research. When he was
contacted about his
ancestry, he put them in
touch with me.
Ultimately, our com-
bined research identified
the numerous half-sib-
lings of the family, sur-
viving cousins in the
Ukraine and it resulted
in my grandmother
receiving part of an
estate — the only US-
based surviving cousin.

Someone researching the
Burdasz family in Pennsylvania
contacted me about a query I had
posted about the Burdasz-Barna
family in Massachuetts. Besides
the name Burdasz, the village
name of Deszno caught his eye.
Ultimately, he had an uncle who
traveled to Poland, whose
research helped both of us.

By working with others
researching the same extended
family, we all ended up knowing
more than if we worked alone!

Partner as much as possible —
share stories, photos and
research.

CONCLUSION
As you can see, much of my
advice is not about the mechanics
of doing your research, it’s about

capturing the stories, looking
beyond the obvious, creating a
more complete and 3D version of
your ancestors. As you gather
stories, you learn about new
places to research, acquire sub-
stantiating documentation and
you learn more about your ances-
tors. Much of what I have talked
about revolves around a few
themes — search for people, sto-
ries, documents and photos.
Don’t stop at your immediate
family, or even extended family
— research into ancestral com-

munities!
To really paint an interesting

and accurate portrait of a person
or family, one needs to capture
lots of little details and consider
multiple perspectives — the same
can be said for starting out on a
new genealogy research project.

Look everywhere… you’ll find
some pleasant surprises along the
way!
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A card in the family Bible gave the exact date of death and place of burial for 
James Taylor.

Diane L. Richard has been
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more than 20 years. She cur-
rently does professional
research in North Carolina,
and can be found online at
www.mosaicrpm.com
/Genealogy.
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What do you do when you
hit the proverbial brick wall?
The Sleuth Book for
Genealogists by Emily
Croom will invigorate your
genealogical research,
helping you to determine
your research goal, organize
what you know, practice
"cluster genealogy" research,
and document your research.
Case studies and research
examples throughout the

book illustrate genealogical sleuths in action, taking
you step by step through the process of solving
frustrating research problems. Appendixes include an
introduction to genealogy fundamentals and a practical,
detailed guide to citing your sources. $40.95 ppd. from
Genealogical Publishing, 3600 Clipper Mill Road, Suite
260, Baltimore, Maryland 21211. Telephone: 
1-800-296-6687, web: www.genealogical.com.

How do you approach the
unique challenges of African-
American genealogy? Join
expert genealogists Franklin
Carter Smith and Emily Anne
Croom to explore successful
strategies for getting started
and moving beyond the
basics. A Genealogist's
Guide to Discovering Your
African-American
Ancestors is unique because
it includes methods for

successful research in slavery-era records as well as
strategies to help you identify your ancestors'
slaveholder and slaveholding family. Case studies from
various states and time periods tell the stories of real
families whose lives were recorded in public records
that you too can use. $40.95 ppd. from Genealogical
Publishing, 3600 Clipper Mill Rd, Ste. 260, Baltimore,
MD 21211. Telephone: 1-800-296-6687, web:
www.genealogical.com.

If I Were - DLR.qxd  11/27/2008  2:37 PM  Page 4


