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Genealogy, the study of information about ancestors, has become increasingly popular over the last ten years especially with the advance of the internet and programmes such as “Who Do You Think You Are?” 

This has fuelled the attraction of genealogy for many people as it is so much more than an attempt to collect names; it is a unique opportunity to learn more about someone and to discover how they lived. 

Your ancestors were part of communities, working and interacting with other individuals. This is what makes family history so much fun. 

Where to start

It is important that you have a definite set of questions or an aim in mind to focus your research. This will help you to decide on what to do next at various stages in your research, such as whether you fill out one branch of your tree first or whether you look at filling out certain periods of time. 

The first thing to do is to collect the basic biographical details about the person. The events that are shared by everyone - birth and death - are the best place to start. 

In many cases marriage will also be on the list. By compiling a skeleton of facts centred on these events from legal or parish records you can then continue to flesh out other aspects of that individual's history.
We have these records because, due to massive population expansion in the 19th century, civil registration for births, marriages and deaths was introduced in England and Wales in 1837, 1855 in Scotland and 1864 in Ireland. It became a legal requirement for every birth, marriage or death to be officially registered and a certificate issued as proof.

Before this date, other records exist that contain information about these events. Usually these would be the registers of baptisms, burials and marriages that were maintained by each parish. It is important to know how to use these records to make a satisfying family tree, but you need to record the simplest information about your family first.

When starting to create your own family tree, the first thing is to talk to as many family members as possible. This way you can obtain the crucial first-hand accounts, memories and stories that will set you on your way, especially from older generations. 

They can often provide you with details of names, dates, and key family events - although you should never take anything at face value, as it will be your job to investigate family myths. You may uncover skeletons in the cupboard as well - sometimes the most interesting part of your researches.

Once you have collected as much background information as possible, you are ready to start searching for more concrete evidence. You will be looking at birth, death and marriage certificates, parish records, and wills left by your ancestors - among other things. Most of your research will take place in archives, local studies libraries or specialist family history centres.

Work from known facts and move backwards from the most recent piece of information

Where to go next?

There are many established professional organisations for genealogists of all levels of experience. One of the most important is the Society of Genealogists.

Family-history societies can also provide a ready-made support network of other genealogists working in your area

Family History Centres, maintained by the Church of the Latter Day Saints, store printed or microfilm copies of genealogical sources

Family history fairs are a popular way of finding out more about genealogy and are designed to allow researchers to meet representatives from major organisations.

The internet is a major source of information for family historians. Here you'll find advice about how to get started, and sometimes useful pre-researched data. Many genealogists use the net to share their research results.

Family history isn't something that can be done in one afternoon!

Tips for researching your own family history:

· Start with your present family and work backwards. The most valuable resource you have is your own family. Talk to your close family and relatives for names, stories and a place to start.


· Write down everything you find out and use official documents to confirm it. People's memories can play tricks and you don't want to start out with inaccuracies.


· Find out whether there's a family Bible, or whether anybody has newspaper cuttings of significant events. Quite often these will note important anniversaries and occurrences.


· Obtain copies of birth, marriage and death certificates from your local register office. It helps if your family all stayed in the same place as local record offices will only hold information relevant to that area.

· Record where you find information and where you have searched.


· Create a chart entering dates and places for each person - this helps you to construct your family tree. 

· You can also use websites such as “Findmypast” or “Genuki” which can also give you access to census information. Many genealogists also use the net to share their research results.

· If you get really stuck you can also get assistance from professional researchers.

· And finally… remember that family history isn't something that can be done in one afternoon!
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