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Online Sources and other Cyber considerations

Have a presence on the internet.

People tend to concentrate on looking for others. Chasing up the records and so forth. It is worth considering putting the boot on the other foot. People may be looking for you, or for someone in your family. But if you are not there, they won't find you, nor you them.

Consider putting up some sort of presence on the internet linked to your family history. If you feel up to it, a website can be a great investment and great fun. If you think that is too complex you could start a blog. You can run a blog for free, and the blogging company will do almost all the technical work for you. Then, you are somewhere out there when people come looking. Three quick examples of how this has served me:

1. I got a message left in my website guestbook from a Marie van Thiel in Bavaria. She turned out to be a cousin who used to live down the road from me but whom I never met. Her brother had Googled his grandmother “Tess Fitzsimons” and got one hit – me. There before him  was one side of his family set out in detail and going back generations.

2. I got an email out of the blue one day from a lady who was living on the old homestead in East Limerick. She thought we were related, and so we were. Through her I was able to push my father's side back from 1860 to 1789, and, through various siblings along the way I was able to add a whack of new branches, all over the country.

3. I got an email from a Garry Rankin, who wondered if we were related to each other and to Bono. My great grandmother was a Rankin as was Bono's mother. This provoked me into searching out Bono's ancestors with some very interesting results. Fortunately we turned out not to be related.

Use Google and the like.

Don't underestimate what you can get from the more common search engines. Hack at them at regular intervals. Two examples:

1. I put “Medlar” into Google and came up with a reference to a women's historical archive which referenced the arrest of a Miss Middler in 1923 at an address that sounded familiar. This led me to the Military Archive in Cathal Brugha barracks, and those of you who were here this morning will know the priceless material that came out of that visit.

2.   In the same context, I wanted to find out who lived in 82 Falls Road, Belfast, in 1923. I Googled it but any of the online street directories referred to other years. However, I came across a Belfast Forum which I joined and put my request. A very obliging member did the lookup for me. In return I recently did an RIC lookup, upstairs here, for another member of that forum. Their ancestor turned out to have been an Auxiliary, stationed in Wicklow, in 1921, who was dismissed from the force, tried and convicted of murder and executed. That was an eye-opener for me as I thought those guys, along with the Tans, just did what they liked.

Join a Forum, or two, or three.

There are lots of Forums out there. Some are specifically devoted to family history (or genealogy as they are likely to call it) but many are local forums which have genealogical sections. Two examples:

1. The Belfast Forum, above, and

2. The Ballinasloe Forum. I had already traced accounts of the drowning of my uncle in Ballinasloe, when I found this forum. Members are very active and obliging. I was able to fill out a lot of local colour as a result of discussions here. Some members put up relevant old photos of the town. Others fleshed out the dangers of the river in which my uncle had drowned.

Check out public photo archives.

The National Library photo archive in Temple Bar has some very big collections, the most famous of which is probably the Lawrence Collection. Lawrence has photos of almost every public spot in the country – scenery, buildings, people etc from the end of the 19th and early 20th century. Always worth a visit. If your building is not specifically targeted it may turn up in an incidental corner of another photo. The collections are quite well indexed and well worth exploring.You can do an initial exploration online.

Hack at the Newspaper archives.

The number of newspaper archives coming online is increasing by the minute, and the their search engines are being refined. Hack at them. Milk them for everything they've got, and then milk them again. What was not there, or was not accessible, yesterday may be there today. Also if you are dealing with a relatively uncommon name you may well get a manageable set of very relevant results.

While I'm on about newspapers, there is something else you can do. Just read them. You can get a great feeling for a period, a day, a week, a month, a year, from just browsing through the newspapers. This may give you a greater insight into what your people were dealing with, how their view of the world was formed, what else was going on at the time. It might even spark off a few ideas in you head of completely new avenues to pursue.

Maps

Stare at maps. There are hidden worlds in maps, and some of these are being made more explicit by the excellent historical maps and overlays on line from the Ordnance Survey.

Local History Societies

Some of these have material online, or at least a contact number. Your relatives may not have been famous enough for these societies to have written them up, but they may figure in the background, even implicitly. Example:

1. My great-grandmother was in service to John Barrington, soapmaker and twice Lord Mayor of Dublin. There is a certain amount written up on the family, but the Foxrock Local History Club led me to a lot of background material which shed more light on him.

Parish Records

There are various online resources for searching parish records. These may be the Roman Catholic Heritage Centres in your case. They can be useful but you should always remember that they are working from transcriptions and the transcribers were not always scholars (more likely FÁS trainees). They may miss or misinterpret stuff from a lack of familiarity with the local society or through time pressure on them to produce results. Always, where you can at all, go to the original records. You have time to pore over these; you know your family, and possibly the local area; and you have the motivation. I have personal experience of finding a family member who had been misreported and who turned out to be an invaluable piece in a larger jigsaw.

Civil Records

Equally, you should get “certs” from the civil indices for the most important people in your research. They may show you incidental pieces of information which could even escape you on a first reading. Pore over every detail. Example:

1. The death of my great grandmother was reported by a William Mortimer (son). I had never heard of him.When I looked him up I found he was born on the same day as my grandfather. So they were twins. And there was a time of birth given for him. So I went back and looked again at my grandfathers birth cert, and sure enough there was a time given for him, and I had missed this detail the first time round. The time is recorded for multiple births so that the eldest etc. can be identfied subsequently.

Sources in combination (online &/or offline)

Take your sources where you find them. Combine online and offline and thinkthe person. Example:

1. Thoms and Civil Birth Records. John Burgess lived in Lorne Terrace (children born there). It was a good quality house (observation + RV). His father, Christopher Burgess was the ratepayer (Thoms). This suggested a “company house” and this was confirmed when John disappointed his father by joining the British Army in 1915 and the wife and kids were thrown out of the house. I subsequently discovered that there had been serious family bitterness over this.

Offline

Memoriam Cards [RC only?]

Just a few comments on some offline sources. You will have been alerted to family photos, perhaps, but don't forget the memoriam cards. My granny had a box of these which wouldn't any longer fit in her overstretched prayer book, and they were a treasure trove. You can get names, addresses, ages and often photos on these.

Walk the walk.

If you know where people lived. Go and have a look. Take photos. You can sometimes get a new perspective on things by just standing where they stood, even if their house is now a car parking space or part of an office block. Sometimes you realise that places you thought were further away from each other are actually quite adjacent.

Read my Will.

Some wills read like novels. Get hold of any you can. They can be full of generosity or plain spite.

Speak to relatives

People usually leave this until the relatives are dead. Because you are likely to be coming at this work in your later years, even “present day” relatives may have gone the way of the faithful. So, collar as many relations as you can as early as you can. Be as blunt as you like, short of putting them off you. You will later regret that you didn't ask them the hard or the potentially embarrassing questions.

Presentation

Give some consideration to how you would like to present your material. It is all very well doing the hard graft and coming up with tons of information, but if you are going to share it, either with family or with the wider world, it will have to be made interesting to others apart from yourself.

My own preference is for a website/blog format. Compared to writing a book, which involves a cut off date, a website or blog can be continuously updated. 

I am interested in writing, taking photos, hacking at puzzles and computers. So, for me it all comes together. But don't underestimate the value of trying to present your stuff to others in the most interesting way possible. Committing to print also imposes a huge discipline, provokes new avenues of enquiry, and means your legacy will be easily accessible to those who follow.

Tour of my Family History Page

Full page: themes down centre, news at left, links at right

PDF: particularly for trees – print to one page

Cameos: can be used to focus disparate but related information

Single “issues”: drowning (in Cameos), Somme, RIC etc.

Photo sequences: where they lived – can be fun

Google Maps: can be (i) easily updated without having to redo, as would be the case with hardcopy maps. Also (ii) scalable and can (iii) show stuff in various combinations.

Email address: dont put up your email address as you will be spammed. You can do the following: (i) poduibhir[at]yahoo[dot]com, (ii) sign up for a guest book (eg Bravenet), or (iii) use Javascript

