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Identifying females is one of the hardest challenges genealogists face.

It might be that only the first name and married surname are known. Or perhaps a
daughter disappears from census records and it is not known whom she married. The
biggest obstacle when researching women is that their name changed when they
married. This is compounded by fewer records. Before the 20th century, women did not
have the same rights as men and, therefore, they generated considerably fewer
records. Although few research problems are as difficult as finding the identity of
females in our family history, there are records and strategies that can be used to
overcome the challenges.

Often the answer to identifying a woman can be found in the records of her husband,
son or brother. Men owned the land, they ran the businesses and their lives were
recorded in more detail than women'’s. Look for clues about women in the records of
the men in their lives.

Records relating to a child’s birth, marriage and death will often give the mother’s
maiden name. Even a child’s name can be a clue about a mother's maiden name.
Children are often named after grandparents, uncles and aunts. A clue to a maiden
name might be in a child’s unusual first or middle name when the name is typically a
surname.

Women can be found as witnesses on records. Marriage, baptismal and other legal
documents are all examples of the types of records a woman might have witnessed.
Making a connection between the woman witnessing the event and the names in the
documents can lead to finding a woman'’s identity.

Some records that can be useful in finding female identities are:

1. Marriage records are the most obvious place to look for a maiden name and names
of parents. This could be a civil marriage license or bond, a church marriage record or
marriage announcement. If the name of parents is not included, be sure to check the
marriage records for all known siblings, since they might have information not included
in the record for your direct line.

2. Death records usually include the maiden name of the deceased. They also might
include the mother’'s maiden name. Again, checking for all the siblings of your direct
line will increase the odds of finding the names of parents.

3. Church records usually list the maiden name of the mother in the baptismal record
and the maiden name of the woman in a marriage record. A closer examination of
church records will reveal that women were often withesses for the baptisms and
marriages of close family members.

4. Land records frequently show the passing of land ownership from one generation to
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the next. These records provide the names of wives and married daughters, and in
some cases, the names of the daughter’s husband.

5. Wills and probate records are one of the most useful records when looking for a
woman'’s identity. Parents usually named each child in their will and it is common for
each child to receive a portion of the estate. A woman also could have been named in
the will and probate of grandparents and other relatives. Married names are usually
used, and the name of their spouse also might be listed.

6. Pension files might include the maiden name of a pensioner’s wife. They also can
include affidavits from close family members who might be related to the wife. Widow
pension files should have the maiden name in the proof that the woman was married to
the pensioner.

7. Obituaries frequently list the maiden name of females or give the names of their
parents. Additionally, a married name will be given when a woman is listed in her the
obituary of her father, mother or sibling.

8. Letters and diaries can be a source of information about females and their families.
These are usually found in family records, either immediate family or that of a collateral
line.

9. Census records are easily accessible and are full of information on female
ancestors. Although census records do not ask for a maiden name, they give many
clues about a woman'’s origins. It is common to find children living with parents directly
after they marry and for parents to live with married children as they age.

10. Cemetery records might list maiden names and they often hold clues about a
family. People often bought cemetery lots close to other family members or bought lots
large enough to accommodate extended family members. Look for the relationship
between the deceased and the owner of the cemetery lot, which may be listed on the
cemetery record.

Females make up half of our ancestry, yet they are often neglected. Be sure you don’t
shortchange the females in your family just because the research takes a little extra
effort.

Organizing Your Family Files

Are you having trouble keeping track of all the family information you've gathered?
Even with a small family tree, that file folder you began with can start to overflow with
notes, copies of documents, and family photos.

There are four simple ways to keep your papers from getting the best of you.

Put Everything in One Place

Designate a place in your home, whether it's a binder or filing cabinet, and keep all of
your papers together. Start by grouping what information you have by surname and if
you have already done some research you may want a separate folder or binder for
each surname, folder or binder for each surname.

Once you've got your family names in order, the next step is to look at what kinds of
information you have. You may want to go a step further and organize your files by
individual families. You May also choose to separate what you have by the type of
information. For example you could have a section within that surname for pictures,
certificates and reports.

Keep Your Filing Up to Date

Once you have your files arranged in a way that works for you, you now have to keep
them in order after a return from a research mission. Try to get your new information
catalogued and filed as soon as possible. If your trip has resulted in a folder full of
census photocopies, label them according to your system and put them in the
appropriate surname folders. You may want note your new documents that they
haven't been analyzed yet in order to keep them separate from other information
you've already found and reviewed.

The step above is particularly important if you don't have time to review what you've




found right away so that you will know where to start when you go back to your
research later on. This way you will have all of your new information with the family it's
about.

Correspondence

Genealogy is a collaborative effort. Whether you're writing to a cousin or to a records
office in another country, it is crucial to track all of your pending information requests.
Keep copies of all the letters you send so that you will have a record of the information
you requested, when, and if you paid for it. Keeping a log of your correspondence can
tell you, at a glance, which of your requests have been answered or are still
outstanding.

Stay Flexible

The way you research today may not be the way you research six months or a year
from now so it is important to stay flexible about your filing system. When you started
your research journey you may have been researching a single family line and today
you find you are tracking a dozen different surnames. If your system becomes
unwieldy, revisit the way you deal with the information you uncover. Keeping your
hobby fun and not frustrating may be a simple as knowing where to locate a particular
document in the paper trail for your family.
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