
 TALK TO BE GIVEN 20 JULY 2013: GENEALOGY AND THE INTERNET

1. Ken Maniha: I’m a professional genealogist doing work for clients.  I have a PhD 
in sociology from the Univ. of MI, and have been a faculty member at Florida 
State Univ. I retired from Federal Service and teach a course called American 
Heritage through Genealogy for the Lutheran College Consortium. I’ve also 
taught genealogy courses for George Mason OLLI. 

2. Introduce the subject matter: make distinction between genealogy and family 
history. Genealogy is the science of kinship determination placed in a specific 
time and locality.  It’s me, my parents, their parents, their parents with the dates 
and places they lived. That’s what I mean by genealogy.  Family history puts a 
face on these kin related people, makes them real by exploring their relationship 
to the larger community and society, the economy, religion, social movements, 
and so forth.  

3. Genealogy is an evidence based, evidence driven discipline.  Evidence is the life 
blood of genealogy, but evidence is the good, the bad, and the ugly of research 
and not all evidence is created equal.

4. Lets take a look at what I call the  evidence paradigm.  The evidence we pursue 
and use in genealogy partakes of three dyads. Any piece of evidence is 
primary/secondary, direct/indirect, original/derivative. What I want to do here is 
to sensitize you to what it is we are trying to find about our ancestors and whether 
or not we can rely on what we find. 

5. If I have a question: “Who is the father of John Doe?” and I find a document like 
a birth certificate that says Harry Doe is John’s father, that is a piece of direct 
evidence: it answers the question directly.  An indirect answer might be that I find 
a deed listing John Doe and his brother James Doe, and another document that 
says James Doe is son of Harry Doe.  Thus we can with fair, not complete, 
certainly conclude indirectly that Harry is John’s father.  

6. A piece of information is primary when it is recorded by a knowledgeable 
eyewitness or participant in that event, or by an official whose duties require him 
or her to make an accurate record of the event when it occurs. Think of your 
mother giving the recording clerk the information that appears on the birth 
certificates that everyone in this room probably has.  Secondary information is 
supplied by someone who was not at the event and may include errors caused by 
memory loss or influenced by other parties who may have a bias or be under 
emotional stress. Think of a wife supplying information to a clerk about her 
husband’s early life for his death certificate.  The death certificate is primary as to 
the death, but secondary in its other pieces of information.

7. A source is original if it is the first written statement, photograph, or recording of 
an event. Subsequent copies are derivatives and may be reproduced by hand, 
machine, camera or scanner: they may be reproduced on paper, in microform, as 
photographs or digital images, or in any other medium that records the image 
whether transcribed by hand or technology. We frequently have to work with 
copies of documents, even ones produced by authorized clerks, but these copies 
are suspect because of error proneness.



8. Thus what I call the Gold Standard of genealogical data would be direct evidence 
that is primary and original.  All evidence is not created equal, and the evidence 
we are forced to use is not always of Gold Standard quality, but we have a 
standard by which we judge all of the evidence we collect in order to pursue our 
goals in genealogy.  That’s an introduction to what it is we are looking for.  Now 
we’ll concentrate on how we find it, and this is where, soon, computers and the 
internet will enter the picture. 

9. How are people approaching this passion they have for genealogy and family 
history?  With enthusiasm to say the least. Genealogy is second only pornography 
for number of hits by category, according to Bloomburg News.  I didn’t make that 
up. It has not always been so. 

10. The explosive growth of genealogy as a pastime and hobby (often obsession) 
seems to me to be synonymous with the growth of the internet.  Let me try to back 
up that statement.

11. Let’s take a quick look at the history of genealogy as it applies to evidence 
gathering. Genealogy is actually an ancient subject of inquiry.  There are king 
lists for most of the ancient empires which show the succession to the throne of 
sons of fathers in an unbroken stream. This is all about establishing and declaring 
legitimacy of succession to the throne.

12. These ancient genealogies mostly bear one important thing in common: they are 
formulated with an agenda. Some of you may be familiar with the genealogy of 
Jesus in the Gospels.   In the case of the Jesus genealogy, the gospel writer wants 
to show that Jesus as the promised Messiah of the Jewish people fulfills one 
important criterion: he is a descendant of King David.

13. Moving into the Middle Ages, we find a large group of genealogies being 
formulated in order to show right of families to the lordship of the manors which 
they control.  Again: genealogy with an agenda, that agenda being the right to 
control the principle means of wealth in Medieval society: Land.  

14. You may be wondering what any of this has to do with the subject you are 
interested in, the internet and computers.  We’re getting there.

15. How was the evidence for these old genealogies collected and who controlled 
access to that information?  Surely we are talking about a tiny elite that was 
literate, well connected to the seats of power, and working in the cooperation and 
sanction of kings and lords.  

16. Fast forward to the United States of the 19th century.  Genealogy began to be  
popular mid century.  There is a reason why, I think.  It started with the affluent 
families of New England and Virginia about the time the large waves of 
immigration began.  As the affluent American surveys the “riff-raff” (as they saw 
the new arrivals) coming into the country, he or she wants to feel superior by 
virtue of the fact that their families were “present at the creation” of the society, 
as it were.  It’s genealogy to prove the right of honor and pride of place and 
chronology. To be regarded as a “First Family” of the new nation. During this 
period we get the rise of the lineage societies: Sons and Daughters of the 
American Revolution and the Mayflower Descendants Society. Could descent 
from Mayflower passengers be the functional American equivalent of noble birth?



17. This 19th and early 20th century genealogy was practiced by professionals (not 
elite scribes and clericals working for kings, but middle class professionals 
working for commoner, but affluent families).  

18. From this point, we are now in a situation where genealogy is practiced as one of 
the top hobbies of millions of Americans and these people are the descendants of 
common people, who farmed and fished, and pioneered, and not just of elite or 
affluent families.  Genealogy is open and popular with people of all walks of life 
now. 

19. Here’s a difference between the Medieval genealogists and the 19th  and 20th 
century  genealogists: the latter have access to public data theoretically available 
to all, and not just charters and manuscripts languishing in royal archives that can 
be accessed by those working for their owners.  

20. And here is where we open the modern era on two fronts: a). the sheer production 
of data relating to the common man and woman has exploded since the 16th 
century.  Records are no longer kept ONLY on kings and lords, but now are kept 
on virtually the entire population.  This of course means the proverbial Everyman 
is a subject of genealogy and not just the well born.   And b). the records needed 
to prove genealogical relationships are largely public records again theoretically 
available to all who can and want to access them and are willing to follow the 
rules of access. 

21. I hope you see where this is going in relation to the internet, but we’re going to be 
very explicit about it momentarily.  

22. However, pre-internet genealogy could be very taxing. I remember when I lived 
in Michigan during my graduate school days taking a trip to the National 
Archives in DC,  to examine the census records of 1850 PA.  The bound census 
schedules were sitting in volumes on shelves around the room. I mean the 
originals.  That sounds easy enough (not the case anymore, I assure you), but I 
had to get to DC in order to consult them.  

23. True enough there were many publications that abstracted and transcribed 
information from old records, but again this was a spotty and uneven activity in 
its infancy.  And it was difficult to find libraries that carried this kind of material 
routinely.  

24. Mostly one had to schlog through court house archives in country areas, and given 
that this is a mobile society, the chances are the records you wanted lived in areas 
very far away from your residence.  

25. Fast forward again to the internet era.  Much of what was previously available 
with great difficulty, now was put on the internet in html format, and then 
increasingly in digital form, and was searchable.  Let me repeat: the material 
evidence used for genealogical determinations was not only on the internet, but 
was Searchable!  This is very important as a step forward for genealogy.  

26. And it brings us to the main subject of this talk: wide spread, easy access to 
billions of pieces of data pertinent to the determination of kinship relations of 
millions of ordinary people living today.  

27. I said billions of records, and if I am to believe the claims of the major private 
enterprises selling genealogical information to the public, billions is literally true.  
Consider the census.  It is one of the primary tools for gen. analysis.  It started in 



1790, and has been taken every decade since, the last one being 2010 – one in 
which every person in this room should be recorded.  The census is taken on 
forms that constitute a line per person.  From 1790-1840, only the head of the 
household appeared by name on a line (along with an enumeration by age and 
gender and condition of servitude for the rest of the household). Since 1850, every 
person in the household gets a separate line by name.  I tried an estimate of the 
number of data points available potentially in the censuses from 1850 – 1940. I 
started with 1850 because the count was unambiguously the count of actually 
enumerated persons, and ended with 1940, the last decennial census to which the 
public has access. It amounts to over 675 million data points. An average person 
has about 5 censuses that he can potentially show up in, although for early years 
you’re doing good if you can find a person once in his lifetime. I think if I were to 
add the named persons in censuses from 1790 – 1840, I would approach a billion 
data points.  Bear in mind that every data point, even multiple “Takes” on the 
same person, can tell you something genealogically. Such is now available online, 
and searchable due to the diligent efforts of transcribers and indexers.  

28. Consider another example.  You probably have heard about or perhaps your 
families directly experienced the massive immigration to this country in the latter 
part of the 19th and the first quarter of the 20th centuries.  U.S. authorities were 
dependent on passenger manifests prepared by private clerks working for 
steamship companies in order to control who came into the country.  Those data 
entries on ship manifests are very useful for genealogy.  They have been 
microfilmed and many are digitized and on the internet.  Just a hint of the scope 
of these data: the peak year of immigration to the U.S. was 1907, when about 1.7 
million people came in. In the 1910 census, there were about 13.1 million foreign 
born in the population. Theoretically, many of those people appear on ship 
manifests. Work on these documents is on-going, but has been virtually 
completed for the peak years of entrants at Ellis Island (1892-1922).  

29. Another example: draft registration for 1917-18 and 1941: these draft records 
made on each of about 34 million men who registered for World War I and about 
10 million so far and counting for World War II have been digitized and indexed 
and are available on the internet.  Again: tens of millions of records.  

30. Same can be said for the Social Security Death data base: transcribed and 
available in the millions. These records as they appear on the internet contain 
usually the birth and death dates of recipients. 

31. Family Search announced July 3 2013, that they had posted on their website 
12,471,468 digitized records and 37,649, 871 transcribed indexed records.  That’s 
one site, on one day.  Family Search does this frequently, (seems to me at least 
once a month) but of course not everyday.  These and transcribed and digitized 
records are good solid primary pieces of genealogical evidence.  

32. I can go on and on: what I’m trying to do is demonstrate the availability of some 
of the large databases in searchable format on the internet in order to assess the 
seemingly inflated claim that there are billions of pieces of information available 
as genealogical evidence.  If you do the math you can see it’s true. 

33. And if it’s true: IMAGINE THAT! Billions of pieces of information about our 
ancestors available in searchable form from the convenience of our desktop. 



That’s the magic of the internet.  We commoners are not totally dependent on 
royal archives closed to all but a few elite literate people working under royal 
patronage.  Or even the inconvenience of extensive travel to court houses and 
archives.  

34. Let me give you an example of the latter problem solved.  Much of Virginia’s 
genealogical history resides in county records in our state.  Some of these records 
go back to the early 1600s.  To be sure Virginia’s records have been devastated by 
disaster, fire, and war, but many tens of thousands still survive and heretofore 
have hidden in court houses both famous and remote.  The Library of Virginia in 
Richmond has gone county by county and microfilmed every record still extant in 
county archives.  Several thousand reels of microfilm covering probate, marriage, 
custody, taxes, militia, and many other life events are available to patrons of  
public libraries for free.  It is for the most part no longer necessary to travel to 
remote or even near Virginia county courthouses to examine records for 
genealogical purposes.  Microfilm was in a sense the pre-internet boon to 
genealogy. As such microfilm still is a sort of intermediate step to final 
digitalization for the internet.  The will is there: all it takes is time and money.  
I’m confident it will be done.  For now, it’s important to notice the intermediacy 
of microfilming programs as steps toward maximal availability and use of data.

35. In that regard, and as a harbinger of the future, let’s consider the Family Search 
website of the Church of Latter Day Saints aka Mormons.  Their site has been up 
for awhile and contains millions of records of all sorts, but a few years ago they 
started a beta program of digitalizing slected reels of microfilm in their collections 
and posting them on the internet. The Holy Grail of databasedom is a situation 
where you have available the actual record image, and the database as a whole has 
been prepared by indexers and transcribers so that the database is searchable.  The 
big ones I mentioned above are just that.  The Family Search beta project 
digitalizes records so that the originals are available online, but they are not 
searchable.  There are massive volunteer projects sponsored by the LDS to 
transcribe and index various databases from the convenience of one’s desk or 
laptop computer. 

36. I want to give you a personal story about the use of these records.  For years I had 
tried to get access to the church records of the town from which my great 
grandparents immigrated over a century ago.  But without result.  One day I 
decided to explore this so-called beta site, and to my astonishment found that the 
LDS had digitized church records of baptism, marriage, and burial starting in 
1530.  I started to construct the family tree I had been wanting for so long, and in 
no time had ancestors back to the 1580s.  But OMG was it a job, one that goes on 
to this minute.  In most cases it’s page by page by page of the records.  The bad 
news is that I can’t search; the good news is that I can enlarge the actual image of 
the record for easier reading, and I can snip and print individual entries in the 
records pertaining just to my ancestors.  All for free, and at my desk.  But you see 
that it’s an intermediate step to the Holy Grail: searchable, digitized records.  
That is the true potential of the internet for genealogical research.

37. And this example gives me the opportunity to point out that the digitization of 
genealogically relevant records by organizations such as Family Search makes it 



possible to conduct, as I have, family research in reverse – that is, to follow our 
ancestors from their entry into the United States BACK across the ocean to their 
homelands and from there continue the march backward in time.  The LDS beta 
project of making European primary records available on the internet has just 
begun and does not cover very many areas yet. This program courtesy of the 
internet means that it becomes possible in some instances to conduct research in 
records that are not just hundreds of miles away, but thousands of miles away, not 
just in remote U.S. counties, but in other countries.  Thus the relentless drive of 
the internet and your very own personal computer. 

38. Literally every day thousands of records are being put up on the internet. And the 
big databases I named for you above, the census, passenger records, social 
security, draft registration, are the tip of the iceberg.  Local historical and 
genealogical societies have projects to post their region’s records on the internet. 
There are huge projects to digitalize newspapers (a significant source of 
genealogical data via birth, marriage, and death announcements) that are available 
free and for purchase on the internet.  Libraries and archives are digitalizing 
books containing genealogical data and many of these are also searchable. Google 
books is an example.  Library Archive is another and free.  These developments 
are very welcome and promising.  

39. Much progress toward what I have called the Holy Grail (digitalized and 
searchable records), but just the tip of the iceberg, has been so far accomplished.  
This effort is on-going and significant in the history of genealogical research on 
the internet.  I want to emphasize the internet as a giant step in the 
democratization of genealogical research for the common man.  

40. Something I haven’t mentioned about research on the internet is its potential to 
foster communication among the members of an interest community.  There are 
many blogs that provide for reader feedback, and Q&A formats pertaining to 
genealogical problems so that help can be sought from others who may have 
answers to genealogical questions you are asking.  

41. We’re also starting to see a spate of small but sophisticated apps coming to the 
market. Here’s the latest example I’ve heard of.  When one doesn’t have direct 
evidence of dates, it is frequently the practice to impute dates preceded by 
“about,”  “before”, “after” based on customs we have observed.  For example, if 
we know a woman married in 1750, but we don’t have a birth date for her, we can 
impute one based on the idea that she would have been on average about 20 years 
old – the age for female marriage in that time and place.  The app will take an 
entire family tree, which can contain hundreds of people, make those imputations 
for you, and load them into your database.  The app is called LiveHistory.  We’ll 
see more and more of these – all the market will bear – in the future.  

42. BUT       What is the next BIG thing, though?  That is, the next big thing using 
computers in genealogical research?  One answer to that question is “Transitive 
Conclusion Trail.”  This is a software app just developed which when presented 
with a piece of genealogical information, searches for a link to that datum 
elsewhere, incorporates what it finds elsewhere to make a smart connection 
somewhere else, and so on in transitive mode all over the internet, and all the time 
collecting, collating new information in order to find MORE information related 



to the original datum, until it presents an exhaustive pile of related data – all the 
time based on what it was first presented.  For example, just one simple 
application: if I give the app a person in a census, it will immediately collect all 
entries for that person in censuses before and after the one I presented, it will 
collect parents, household members such as siblings in all previous and 
subsequent censuses, it will look for birth information based on the age of the 
person I start it out with, and meanwhile, will look for newspaper references to 
that person and his or her family.  Anything that’s on the internet will go through 
the apps smart filters, be analyzed, evaluated, and used for further collection. 
Here’s an amazing feature: during the process checks are made to insure the lack 
of contradictions, and conclusions are made only if they are statistically solid.  
The app produces “confidence scores” for the information package it concludes 
with.  Now if I have convinced you that there ARE literally billions of records on 
the internet, this little app utilizes to the fullest what computers can do. We have 
moved beyond the production of the Holy Grail (digitized searchable data) and 
have moved into smart search and analysis of almost exponentially growing 
databases that may soon be too wieldy to deal with without the help of smart apps 
to broker the mass.  The computer age is fast arriving in genealogical research.

43. Having extolled the possibilities and wonders of the computer and the internet in 
genealogical research, I need to warn you that we’re not dealing with magic 
bullets; it is still necessary to use creativity and ingenuity and schlogging through 
records to achieve goals. But in this age, the task has never been easier.  


