I was at a standstill coming up with a topic to write about for this month’s Aitionn. It is too long since the AGM, and we are now in the “dead” season for Celtic festivals around here. Oh, what to do?? 
Then I picked up my latest copy of American Ancestors, the latest publication of the New England Historic Genealogical Society (NEHGS). In it was an article entitled, “Avoiding Common Pitfalls in Family History Research.” I pay to be a member of NEHGS because I have over a hundred ancestors who were part of the Puritan Great Migration (PGM) in the early 1600’s, plus several Mayflower passengers, ancestors of U.S. Presidents, Revolutionary War combatants, Salem witches, the first officer killed at the Battle of Concord Bridge (Capt. Isaac Davis), and others who were instrumental in the early days of America.
I speak of these ancestors with pride, as I do my other ancestors (26,000+ at last count) in my personal database. My outlook on what genealogy entails has been determined by my  research. The primary job of a genealogist is that of the family historian, regardless of how large the family is. I have always been interested in history and politics, so I guess genealogy came to me as just another topic of interest to pursue. 
I have found there are two types of genealogists. One type, I’ll call the “Sourcerers,” are data-driven. They need to have birth, marriage, and death certificates to validate their ancestors’ existence. They need to find land deeds to prove their ancestors had a place to live and raise their families. ANY form of data that proves so-and-so did such-and-such is the goal.
The other type of genealogist I’ll call the “Collector,” as in “collector of names.” I am a proud Collector. I love it when I have a date, or a source, or can in some way prove who and what my ancestor was, but that’s not my driving function. I am more concerned with simply noting an ancestor existed, whether or not I can prove it at the moment. Let me explain.
When I started my quest in the early 1990’s, an old-timer told me, “You won’t find an ancestor easily unless they were royalty, owned land, were a member of a church, or were in the military.” I have since added someone who is “historically-significant” to that short list. The problem, however, is that not everyone who goes through this life will necessarily fall into one of these five categories. For example, those who die young, die unmarried, or are simply female oftentimes go unnoticed and are felt to be unimportant to many researchers. 
That’s where the Collector comes in – EVERY person who is known to have lived deserves their place in the family the genealogist is researching, regardless of how much is known about them. If I make a person’s name available for other researchers to find, and perhaps research themselves, that may be the best I can do. I don’t have the right to ignore their existence simply because I don’t have a hard fact to prove they lived. Too many people have been forgotten to history just because the researcher didn’t have a fact to include for them, forgetting that someone else may have it.
Before I return to the article I spoke of earlier, let me say one more thing. As the Clan’s U.S. Genealogist, I am dedicated to helping you explore your lineage as a member of the Murray family, or one of its allied families. Read that last sentence again. I will help you EXPLORE your heritage, but I will NOT do it for you. I will share my knowledge, experience, tips, hints, tricks, resources, advice, etc. to help you find out more about your family. My chief task, as I have shared with others, is to create a historical archive of the family that can be accessed by you should you be interested. 
To that end, I have collected and scanned every family tree and other sources I was handed by Steve Murray-Wolf in the beginning over six years ago, and continue to this day with the family trees you send me. I am slowly working on an index that will make the information more usable, but I have over a thousand trees to work with. I have also been busy with Cyndie, my wife and the Clan’s graphic artist, in researching information for the printed banners you can buy to adorn your tents, brochures you can hand out as conversation starters, and the like. One example is the heraldry banner created by a Murray cousin in Georgia. I created a genealogy to go along with the banner, including over 150 people who weren’t on the banner.
I know, you’re still hoping I’ll talk about the NEHGS article. Well, it looks like it will take at least a couple installments, but if The Aitionn can fit it in, you will read it in the newsletter. Because of what I’ve read, and the tips included in the article, I will also try to distribute by other means. It would make a good brochure to hand out to people in your tent – Yes, I think I’ll make a brochure! 
The topic of the article is “The Genealogical Research Process” and will include my take on five steps of research: 1) Identifying what you already know; 2) Deciding what you want to learn from your research; 3) Identifying and find any sources you have to help you begin; 4) Conducting your research – the hardest part!; and 5) Analyzing what you find during your research.
We’ll talk again. All the best as we enter the holiday season.
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The Genealogical Research Project
Step 1 – Identify what you already know
Start with your immediate family. If you are lucky enough to have them, your parents can share information about your grandparents. You may also be lucky enough to have one or more grandparents still living who can tell you about your great-grandparents. That’s about it for most of us, though. If your parents have passed, then we have to start looking for information elsewhere.
Do you have photographs, letters, diaries, or perhaps a family bible somewhere in the family? If you intend to be the “Family Historian,” now is the time to start collecting all this “stuff” from everyone else. They may or may not be willing to pass it on, but you can at least get copies. Get as much as you can and put it all together in one place so you don’t have to run around looking for something you can’t find. Above all, try to find out who everyone is in the photographs you have. I have drawers of photos full of people I don’t know (and probably never will).
Talk to all the people in your family. Record what they tell you as you talk to them. Go into what will actually be an interview with a set of questions you can find online in several places. Above all, ask the same basic questions of everyone you’re with. All the other stuff you talk about with them is extra research, and you may not know you can use it until much later. That’s why you record the conversation.
While you’re working, start filling out the various genealogy forms you can also find online. You will need demographic data for as many ancestors as you can – birth, death, marriage, locations, children, siblings, etc., and the forms organize all that for you so you can refer to them as you work. Some of the information comes from your conversations, some from other sources and, sadly, some information you will never know.
Mistakes are part of the process, and you will make them. Not talking to someone who is alive now will be a regret later. I have dozens of those, leaving me with few anecdotes about my extended family. Holiday gatherings are good places to begin the interview process, even if you begin with the whole group and schedule individual meetings for later. 
You will undoubtedly find you have some “source documents” in your collection. These include birth, death, and marriage certificates, divorce decrees, land titles and deeds, wills, and other legal documents. This is the “water of life” to the “Sourcerers,” but if all you have is a name and an unproven fact or two, include the person anyway. You don’t know what you might find out later, and by then you will have forgotten who that person you ignored way back when was.


Step 2 – Decide what you want to learn from your research
I can’t explain my goals to you in a meaningful way. Because of my background in history and the number of brick walls I’ve run into over the decades, when things get too difficult, I find myself going down a lot of rabbit holes. I know a lot of useless stuff about a lot of useless things because I couldn’t find out something about someone I was researching. 
Starting out, however, goals can help keep you on track. Simply deciding you’re going to include all the parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters, and everyone’s kids in your research qualifies as a goal. One you will find you have to refine over time, but still a direction you intend to go. You will need at least a birth date or a death date on each person – another goal to work for. What’s important to you that makes you go to the effort of researching your family? Another goal! You’ll find them if you think about them, even if you don’t always follow them.
Another thing I screwed up on when I began was ignoring some of my family members in an attempt to accurately document my direct lines. I have literally spent years going back to fill in the aunts and uncles, siblings, and their children to fill out the family. You may also find clues to your direct line as you research the ancillary lines.
Doing all your research online is much easier than ever before. It’s also more fun than wading through musty old boxes, but you will find it wastes a lot of time and yields little in the way of useful knowledge much of the time. Knowing exactly what you’re looking for (your goal) will make your online work much more productive.
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Step 3 – Identify and find any sources you have
“Newbies” I talk to proudly let me know how much information they’ve found online; then they tell me how much they couldn’t find. Online resources are available like they’ve never been available before, but they aren’t the solution to consistent research. Any number of sources for information exist, but many are very expensive and quickly drain your wallet if you don’t research on an ongoing basis. Others are free, but oftentimes you get what you pay for. You have to weigh the value of your research and decide how much money (and time) you’re willing to spend.
Before you rush online, go back to the stuff you’ve collected from all your relatives in Step 1 earlier. I recommend you spend some time with the stuff you have on-hand and begin to hone your skills at building your family records. Start filling out the family tree forms, then decide how you’re going to organize and file everything you have so you can find it when you need it.
As you go along, make a list of questions you need answers to. These may be general in nature – how things work, who might have information, do you have to travel to get the information, etc. – or they may be specific to a particular person – you know when they died but not when were they born, more information about their extended family, their occupation, their residence, and more. 
This may sound difficult, and it is. This is probably the most difficult of the five steps I’m outlining here, after Step 4 - Research. This is where I start to get help requests when you begin to hit your “brick walls.“  Think of this step as the ultimate test whether you really want to be the Family Historian or not, because this is when most people give up and quit.
Step 4 – Conduct your research
You’ve been through the stuff you’ve collected, you’ve got your list of questions, you’ve started to put names to faces in photos, you’ve looked at maps where your relatives lived, and so on. Now it’s time to go online.
Anything you find about yourself or a relative is a potential source, so document them so you have them later. If you think you need help, look for a genealogy research log form while you’re online. I don’t use them myself, but they work like a diary, allowing you to note everything you find as you go along. After you’ve been through a few hundred, or a few thousand, ancestors, you can look quickly and determine exactly what you don’t know and have to find. At the beginning, a research log will help get your mind working the way you need it to work.
If you find yourself researching multiple online sites, you’ll begin to see some of the same names over and over. The dates, locations, spellings, etc. may vary a bit, and you need to note those things on your log. There are any number of reasons (besides simply being the WRONG person) that a name might change. The same with locations, as names, boundary lines, and borders change over time. Many dates are estimated (look for ca XXXX for circa XXXX, about XXXX, before XXXX, and after XXXX). All of these differences make it necessary for you to do more research to determine you’re working with the RIGHT person. DO NOT trust anything online until you’ve verified it yourself. Note it as a potential issue in your research log, and move on. 
One caveat here – differences exist online everywhere you look, but the same imprecise information can come from those you interviewed when you first started. No one has perfect recollection of past events but, as the genealogist, you have to be as accurate and precise as you can be with the information you are collecting.
There are books and articles all over the Internet about “doing research,” so I will stop here. You need to do some research to really understand how difficult good research is.
Step 5 – Analyze what you find during your research
Join at least one online site and post your family tree. This is the simplest way to share your research so others can see it and perhaps add to it. Such things didn’t exist when I started (at least not affordable ones) so I have a personal database I still maintain as I work, along with two personal websites to house some of the information I don’t mind sharing. I also have trees on two paid sites and have contributed thousands of ancestor profiles (especially Murrays) to a large free site.
Regardless of how you get online, there are ways for other people doing the same thing to see you and contact you. Some will ask questions about the information you’ve posted, some will offer to share information and, yes, some will ask you to do their work for them. 
There is also the topic of DNA. I got two DNA tests years ago so I could compare the ancestry percentages each test found, and also to give me a general idea of how well my research was going. A couple times a month I get a list of “relatives” who share parts of my DNA. I haven’t done much with most of them, however, because most of them aren’t actively researching their families, so really have little to offer me for my research. Many people you run across during your research are the same – you may share a few facts and then never hear from them again. Remember, they’re on their own quests.
How to write a family history is the topic of another article at some point, but just being online and having the ability to send someone there to see what you’ve done is a big reward. A family history will eventually be written based on the information you’ve collected in your research, but it’s possible you’ll never write one.
Genealogy research is rewarding, and fun, and energizing, and a positive experience in a lot of ways. It is also frustrating, aggravating, hard work, and a log of negative things. Most people find it difficult to get past three or four generations of ancestors (approximately 25 years per generation). You will need at least five or six generations to get “across the pond” when your relatives emigrated to the U.S., Canada, Australia, or wherever else. 
Another warning I have to share is simply that YOU may be totally on your own as you do your research. There are a lot of people who don’t care and won’t help you, some who refuse to help you for any number of reasons, and some who won’t share what they have, or actually destroy information so you can’t have it. These all affect your success back in Step 1. You work with what you’ve got and just build from there. Good luck!
