BY SEAN P. EGEN

ILLUSTRATIONS BY JULIE GELBART

—
| -, - We can change our friends,
LLFFET LS, colleagues, and acquaintances
a5 oflen s our hairstyles—

bt farmily is forever. Like it or
nod, whiayon are today 3s due in large part towho your
Famnily was, or sl 15,50 [ looked at my assignment o
write about using the Tntemel to research, lecate: and
stay in touch with family as not only @n opporunity o
leam about a subject [ Knew nothing about, bul alsoa
chance o perhaps betler understand mysell,

As a bachelor whio lives 1200 nuiles from his family,
aceasionally screens calls from his mother (sorry
Mom), and only knows his ancestry as far back as
his grandparents: the notion of using the Internet for
[amily matters was pretty new to me. What 1 soon
discovered, however. was just what a powerful wol
the Intermet is when it comes (o tracking down your
family and cultivating family relationships.
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THE THREE Rs
OF CULTIVATING
FAMILY ON THE
INTERNET

he whole notion of tracking down my family tree had
always conjured up images of long hours sifting through
books in musty record halls, knocking on doors in quaint
villages back in the old country, and searching for faded names on
weathered tombstones in rustic cemeteries. While your search may
ivolve these things, I quickly learned there are so many online
resources at your disposal that the majority of your research can be
conducted from the comfort of your own home. Just entering the
word “genealogy” into the search engine from my Personal Start
Page (start.earthlink.net) yielded over 1.6 million matches alone.
Clearly, there was no shortage of online resources dealing with this
popular hobby. The problem was where to begin,

Since I was completely green on the subject, I decided to first see
what the experts had to say. There are many excellent resources on
the subject of genealogy available online, including Getting Started
in Genealogy and Family History (www.genuki.org.uk/gs) by Phil
Stringer, and the companion Web site to the PBS series Ancestors,
hosted by Brigham Young University (www.kbyi.orglancestors),
which also features streaming video clips from the show. You can
even take free online classes taught by professional genealogist
Diana Muir at www.rootsweb.com/~genclass.

Three key pieces of advice kept popping up in my research: (1)
Set goals for what you hope to learn about your family and stick
to them; (2) Keep things organized, preferably with a good
genealogy software program (see p. 22); and (3) Start with what
you know and work backward. The Internet may be a great
resource for tracing your ancestry, but it can’t begin to compete
with the detailed family knowledge possessed by actual family

members. The experts all seemed to agree: pick the brains of your’

family and friends first, then use the Internet to go back in time
and help fill in the blanks.

DIGGING FOR ROOTS & e o st i

If an actual family member is one of the best resources for
gathering ancestral information, it only seemed logical that an
actual person who'd used the Internet to trace his roots would be a
great resource for better understanding thar process. Enter Dr
James Boyle, an acquaintance of one of my editors. He knows a
thing or two about genealogy, having spent the past 10 years
researching his family tree. Boyle has managed to amass a
database of names and dates made up of over 40,000 relatives-—
over 10,000 of whom he collected with the help of the Internet.
Sometimes devoting up to 30 hours a week to his hobby, Boyle was
able to trace his Scottish roots back to 1780, and his English roots
back even further. Says Boyle, “Once you get into genealogy,
you're not likely to get out of it. It’s like smoking—the going can be
a little tough at first, but once you get the hang of it, it’s addictive.”

Before the Internet, according to Boyle, the process of tracking
down one’s genealogy included a lot of letter writing followed
by frequent periods of downtime waiting for responses, which may
or may not have contained leads. But with the Internet, there are
plenty of resources that can yield instant results, as well as message
boards and other online forums where you can post queries and
exchange information (more on that later). Méssage boards, says
Boyle, are a key part of the process. Because there are so many
people out there looking (genealogy is purported to be the number
one hobby in the world), many leads will likely come from other
searchers who have come across the information you're seeking.
Boyle adds that the proeess is not necessarily about searching for
and finding mysterious pieces of missing information, so much as
it is piggybacking on groundwork laid by others—then verifying
the information to be accurate: “Information is posted by human
beings, so it may not be 100 percent accurate. You need to verify
the accuracy of information for yourself, as best you can.*

Ealloont ELINK 19




Armed with m;-f:w knowledge and a few recommencded
sifes, T decided 1w get my feet wet First stop: RoofsWel
iwowwsrpoisweh.com), which claims to be the Webl's oldest ancd
largest free gencatoey site: I typed my maternal grandfather’s
first indtial and last name ingo approgiate felds and clicked on
Search. One click of & monse instanly searched oves 20 genealoey
databases, Surname Helper a search enging Tor surnames; listed
28 results for my grandfather™s surname, One ol Bem was for
Clnisted Coonty, Minnesota, where T knew my srandfuther was
feom. A click on the Link mstanthe took me o the Cinsted County
Gensdogy (wwnarootsweb.com/~maalmsie) page. From

bicgraphics. deeds, wills, bible recoeds,

Ezens, but there were 29 Eoens on e World Family Tree, T
was beginning o believe that maybe even I eould pal topether
& family tree.

My next siop owas the rencalory Web site hosted by g
mroup with a longstanding tradition in American senealoey,
FawiivSearch (www familysedrciorg ). hosted by the Mormon
Chureh, gives wou access o the vast ancestral records of the
church, And vouw don’t have 1o be Mormon o mse —ics
gvailable w both LS members and nonmembers alike.
This time a search of Grandpa Egen's name yvielded over 80
results from five different databases—one of them dating back

and help, as well as a place 1o provide

thers T could search through messaze boards i'eamrigg_ toe 1G5T! The site also comtained onling research guidunce

and more—all specific o Olmsed
Clounty, What would've taken several
fetters and multiple phone calls oaly a
few short years agocould now Be done
inn Four clicks. .1 was fmpressed.

Mext, I went 1o '
Anvestrycom (wew
ancesirv.con) and did a
searchoon my o paternal
grandfiuther this time. Five
databases were searched,
with positive results under
bioth Cenans Records and
Social Securiry Dearly Indey (5501,
The SSDI dawbase contains the
records of people who died angr
1962 who were assigned
Social Security numbers g whose deaths
lave been repored oo the LS, Socidl Security
Administration. It containg over 83 millon names. A click
o 1B link confirmed Grandpa Egen was one of them My
research had indicared census records could also be valuable |
spurces of information for piecing rozether family mees, ol
clicked the Census Records link. A match in the Missour ceisis
records between 1830 and 1870 resulted, However, o actually
ook ar the information, T was required o becomes a member for
a nominal fes,

I'd discovered an importanl Fict about tracing your
senealogy onfine—not all of the information out there is free.
However, acconding o Dr Boyle. spending 4 few dollars can
many tinges beowell worth dt—especially when you're first
starting out. It can give you access to valoable information that
may sdave you me and money in the long run. 1 noticed
Ancestmicom also contained Tinks to Eeen missage boards and
the fren branch of the World Family Tree, both of which allow
decess for free. There weren't any messages posied by fellow

feedbock and shure your
riseareh with others.

Since Dro Boyle had
emphasized the imponance

of message boards in the
search process, I decided
ter have @ look around ong of
the better ones. GenForum

an Grenealfoey oo W
gerealogv.com)  containg
message boards for topics
based on region (both
“ mational and intemational),
eeneral gensalogy. and for just
dbhout every concevabie surmme,
Unfortunately, Eeed wasn't ong of
them. “Then [ remembered that my grandmothar had
once tald me the spelling of our last name had been changed
from B-C-aA =N 1o B-G-f2-MN when our familv arrived an Elis [sland
from Ireland. T changed the "™ toan “a” reentered my: search and
hingo—ithers weare plenty of messazes posted under Sgan. The
prjerity of them were asking for leads inhnding long-lost Egans.
I wias, however, pleasanty surprised w0 see there were also a fow
answers o posted gueries—several of them quite promising. 1t
looked like Dr Boyle way right—message boands were s pretty
good way o fnd answers to guestion marks and roadblocks in
your family tree research.

[ reentioned that my family caneé inta this country throigh Ellis
[sland. "'m nat alone. [n facy; berween T892 and 19727 over 22
million people came hrowgh Ellis Bsland and the por of Maw York,
Yoo can search for passenzers who came through Ellis Tsland
between these vears al The American Fannily Seunigretion Histony
Center site fwwwiellisisfandrecords.org ). A quick search reveualed
that 21 Egens and 3,385 Egans pussed through Ellis [sland between
those vears. Undoubtediy, a few of them were from my tribe.

SO RELIMNK oo aartnlink: rnebivdink



‘There are also several other passenger registry search sites on the
Enternet wou can vse to find information, such as fwig s Ships
Transcribers Guild (istgrootsweb.com). This site is sponsored by
EoorsWeb and links to Ancestrycom and the Ellis Iskand site; T
was learning something ¢lse about genealogy on the Internet.
Most of the sites seemed to recognize the importance in sharing
informanion, so they frequently link o other usefol siwes, T couldn't
help bt feel they were actually moting for me o suceeed in my
sedrch, .owithout regard to which particolar site fot me ahead.

1 wars miore than a lidle impressed at the goantity and quality
of the gencalogy resources available online. It was prety clear
that the Intemet conld get just about anvone pointed in the right

direction in his or her search, But most of the sites Ud found dealt

look to the Internet, of course: The Internet is not only
S—— - —_— a great pesource forowacking  down

primarily with BEuropean immigration,
and European immigration is
fairly well documented. What
about Asian, or African, or Native
Amgericans? Or what about those
wha were adopted? | wondered ™8
il there were any online resources
aviilable for these people?

The answer is-a resounding “yes!
Take Cyndi's List of Genenlogy Sites
it e Interret (wwweyndislisi
eom ), for exarnple. This helpful
site links looover 97000 o
genealogy-related  Web sites!
Clicking on Topical fnder frony the i
e’y homepage gives you a choice of |2
categorical indexes, one of them being: Etfnic Groups
& Pegple. Under this category you'll find links for vintually every
ethnic group. Under the Records category you'll find adoption
links to aid adopted individuals in their scarch efforts.

Dwas convinced. Clearly the Tnternet is a grea: aid in helping 1o
assemble your family e, But T couldn't stop thinking about
something else D Boyle had told me—that the satisfaction and
joy derived in putling together your family tree is only part of the
fun of genealogy. Much more of the fun comes from rescarching
the times ard places uncovered in your search, to help you better
undersiand your ancestors,

Another job tailor-made for the Internet. T could search: for
Books on the Irish Potato Famine on Amoazomcom (www.amazon,
cont), check out & histosical map from Maps of freland (www.
irelandstory.cont/iap_frdex.tmiy, research my family’s coat
of arms at beslh Coas oof Arms (wwwirishsyeames com
coatsafarms/gmiim ), learn sbout Celde symbols and their
meanings al Celifc Symbols Meaning & Myholory (www
shetlandpiper.com/Celiicisymbol hom{)—the  possibilities were
endless! But Hrse, Tneeded o stan putting tosether my family ree.

FINDING YOUR FAMILY

Locating MIA family with the help of the Internet
kay. so vou've made a pretty good dent in your family
tree and in the process vou've uncovered a few long-lost
relatives you never knew cxisted, Maybe they have some
critical information that'll help you trace your family tree back a
few mere generations. Or maybe you just want to say “hey” to
your uncle-once-removed in Peoria (vow never know when you're
going to need a place o stay in Minois) Sohow dovou e sbout
lovating heretofore unknown: relatives or known relatives: who
seem o have dropped off the fice of the Eanh? Why,

deceased members of your family ree,
| it's helpful in locating living famuily
| (and friends) as well.

! Cine of the gquickest and easiest
resources for finding & family
member 15 right off of your

Fersonal Start Page: At the

top of the page, just click on

Wihire Pages under the heading
Connece. Wext, type in the name
of the person you're looking for

and select @ state or provinee and 2

countey, Then click the Find FPeople
button. A page with phone nomber
and address search results for the

criteria you entered will then appear Al the top
af this page are links for searching the yellow pages, emsil

adddresses, und reverse directory lookups—where vou have 4
phone pamber but don’t have u name. Once you find an

address, just click on Maps & Directions for a detailed map

of exactly where the person you're seeking resides,

There are many other fre¢ peoplesfinding résources also
available on the Intemet. Not all of them use the same databases,
sodf you don’t have much lock with one, giving one of the others
atry could yield differcnt results. & few of the piore popular
choices are Yohoo People Searcl (peaple yathwo.com), AnyWho
Uy wlan com), Swiichboasd com (wwwswitchboard.com),
and WhoWhere (www.whowhere lycos.com). For a listing of
search cnigines that covers miost of these and more (over several
dozens of them in all), go (0 GoGenem com (Fogettenm.com/
people-phone-emeail o),

The relatives you're searching for mav not necessarly be
located in the United States. No probiem. Thers are also plenty
of international people-linding search engines ondine. You can look
up listings for Europe, Asia, Africa, and elsewhers at Fresaliy
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