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Context helps genealogists answer the questions of how our ancestors acted and why they acted how they did. 
History is looking at the big picture. Genealogy is micro-history, looking at individual people during historic events 
to place them within the larger story. Why do people do the things they do? 
 
Actions and behavior all occur in context: 
 -Historic  -Personal and Personality -Religious -Social  -Economic 
 -Legal/Legislative -Community/Locality  -Ethnic  -Occupation  
 
Think about your ancestors’ lives from multiple perspectives: social history (daily life), community networks, 
architectural history, occupational history, and economics. Even if you can’t find records that specifically address 
your ancestor, can you use the records that do exist to make reasonable hypotheses about the life of an ancestor? 
 
How do you start to put your ancestor in historic context? 

• Craft a timeline for your ancestor. Plug the records you have into the timeline and make note of the people 
with whom he or she interacts. Tip: Try to have information for every year the life of the ancestor you are studying. 

• Put together a web or mind-map of those connections and begin to discover your ancestor’s social 
community.  

• Create a map using Google Maps or Google Earth to track the movements of your family or related groups. 
• Use the Cluster/FAN Genealogy principle to create a web of people that interact together. 
• Utilize a list of interview questions and see if you can fill in the blanks of your ancestor’s life via the records 

you already have. Are you overlooking details in the records because you are looking for the answers to 
other questions? 

 
When you have done this for commonly utilized “genealogy” records, move on to records that are more commonly 
used by historians and other researchers. 
 
In order to utilize the historical research you uncover, you have to have documents and data to reinforce the 
research. You don’t want to write the wrong story for your ancestor! The research you uncover has to match your 
ancestor’s story. History is the tapestry on the wall, but if part of that tapestry doesn’t match the others, it is a 
problem for your genealogy. You have to look at every piece of evidence, figure out why it is there, and what it 
means in the larger picture. 
 
Underutilized genealogical sources: 

• Subject reports by State Historic Preservation Offices and architectural historians, graduate student theses, 
journal articles—both scholarly and genealogical, blog posts by “amateur” or local historians. 

• National Register nominations—look for historic district or individual buildings in the county or city in 
which your ancestors lived. 

• Photographs, aerial photographs, paintings. 
• Books—County histories, architectural and clothing pattern books, directories, general history. 
• Subject timelines and timelines by year. 
• Maps—historical and modern, birds-eye, Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps/State Insurance Maps 
• Historical artifacts—within the family, in museum collections, for sale on auction sites 

• Antiques Roadshow! 
• Historic Markers—both the markers and the research completed to write them. 
• Postcards  
• Newspapers: look at obituaries, news articles, and advertisements. 
• Walking tour brochures for communities 
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• Historic home tours 
• Letters, Diaries, and Memoirs—within the community and travelers through the community 
• Oral histories - of people in the neighborhood, not just your ancestor 
• Bibliographies 
• Laws 
• Documentaries - Ken Burn’s The Civil War for example, but be aware of biases 
• Music and popular culture 

 
Even if you can’t find information about your ancestor’s specific home, if you can find a history of the town or 
community AND figure out when your ancestor moved to the area, you may be able form a hypothesis about what 
kind of home he or she lived in. That, in turn, can lead to information about the running of the household. What 
were their occupations? What were the family’s finances like? Did the women dress in new silk and velvet gowns in 
the latest styles, or did they wear cotton and linen hand-me-downs? 
 
Don’t overlook research: Examine blogs and articles in journals for potential research subjects. Check Worldcat and 
JSTOR. JSTOR offers options to read articles online, download articles, and completely subscribe to the service. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, JSTOR upped the number of articles available to read per month for unaffiliated 
users to 100, so you will never be without reading material!  
 
For example, if you have Irish roots in New York City prior to the American Revolution, you may be interested in 
an article titled “Ireland, New York, and the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World” by Thomas M. Truxes in the 
American Journal of Irish Studies from 2011. (http://www.jstor.org/stable/41604764)  
 
If you are doing work on slavery in the American south, you may want to examine the article titled “Taxes and 
Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South,” by George Ruble Woolfolk in The Journal of Southern History from 1960 
(www.jstor.org/stable/2955182). While the analysis may not match current standards, it could lead you to more 
research. 
 
ALWAYS EXAMINE THE FOOTNOTES FROM THESE ARTICLES! They will lead you to more 
research. 
 
Where do you find the research? 

• Public Libraries, Academic/University Libraries, and their websites 
• City/County/State websites 
• State Historic Preservation Offices (SHPO) 
• State Department of Transportation 
• National Park Service website 
• Historical Society files, websites, Facebook 
• Blogs 
• Topical websites 

 
Pitfalls to Avoid:  

• Make sure the context you research actually applies to your family. 
o Just like research for correct lines of family tree. 
o Painful to have to “chop” off a tree limb or a family story. 

• Avoid presentism and judgement. Judging our ancestors for their actions based on current mores does no 
one’s history justice. 
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Various Resources: 
Virginia K. Bartlett, Keeping House: Women’s Lives in Western Pennsylvania, 1790-1850, Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania 

and the University of Pittsburgh Press, 1994. 

Carolyn Earle Billingsley, Communities of Kinship: Antebellum Families and the Settlement of the Cotton  
Frontier, University of Georgia Press, 2004. 

Lloyd Bockstruck, American Settlements and Migrations: A Primer for Genealogists and Family Historians, 2017. 

Kathleen M. Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in Colonial Virginia, 1996. 

Sharon DeBartolo Carmack, Madame Restell: The True Story of New York City’s Most Notorious Abortionist. Her Early Life, Family, and 
Murder, Scattered Leaves Press, 2023. 

Ava Chamberlain, The Notorious Elizabeth Tuttle: Marriage, Murder, and Madness in the Family of Jonathan Edwards, New York 
University Press, 2012. 

John Philip Colletta, Only a Few Bones, Direct Descent, 2000. 

Jackie Craven, “Guide to American Homes, 1600-Present,” About.com, 
http://architecture.about.com/od/housestyles/tp/housestylesindex.htm.  

William Dollarhide, Map Guide to American Migration Routes, 1735 – 1815, 1997. [Updated versions below.] 

William Dollarhide, American Migration Routes, Part 1, Indian Paths, Post Roads & Wagon Roads, Family Roots Publishing, 2022. 

William Dollarhide, American Migration Routes, Part 2, Stagecoach, Steamboat, Canal & Early Railroad Routes, Family Roots 
Publishing, 2022. 

Joan Druett, HEN FRIGATES: Passion and Peril, Nineteenth-Century Women at Sea, Simon & Schuster, 1999. 

“Early American Furniture,” Old House Online, 2014,  http://www.oldhouseonline.com/category/old-house-
directory/furniture/early-american-furniture/.  

Early American Life magazine, http://www.ealonline.com/.  

Nicole Eustace, Covered With Night: A Story of Murder and Indigenous Justice in Early America, W. W. Norton & Co., 2022. 

David Hackett Fischer, Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America, Oxford University Press, 1989. 

Gerald Foster, American Houses: A Field guide to the Architecture of the Home, Houghton Mifflin, 2004. 

Henry Glassie, Pattern in the Material Folk Culture of the Eastern United States, 1971. 

Betsy J. Green, Discovering the History of Your House and Your Neighborhood, Santa Monica Press, 2002. 

Michael Grossberg, Governing the Hearth: Law and the Family in Nineteenth-Century America (Studies in Legal History), The University 
of North Carolina Press, 1988. 

“History: America: Immigration & Migration,” Berkley Library, University of California, 
https://guides.lib.berkeley.edu/history/us/immigration.  

Hugh Howard, How Old Is This House? A Skeleton Key to Dating and Identifying Three Centuries of American Houses, 1989. 

“Immigration: Primary Source Collections Online,” Newton Gresham Library, Sam Houston State University, 
https://shsulibraryguides.org/c.php?g=86715&p=558222. 

Cyndi Ingle, Cyndi’s List, http://cyndislist.com.  

Judy Jacobson, History for Genealogists: Using Chronological Time Lines to Find and Understand Your Ancestors, Clearfield Company, 
2009. 

Rosemary Troy Krill, Early American Decorative Arts, 1620-1860: A Handbook for Interpreters, 2010. 

Jack Larkin, Where We Lived: Discovering the Places We Once Called Home – The American Home from 1775 to 1840, The Taunton 
Press, Inc., 2006. 
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Kent Anderson Leslie, Woman of Color, Daughter of Privilege: Amanda America Dickson, 1849-1893, The University of Georgia 
Press, 1995. 

Library of Congress – Prints and Photographs Online Collection, http://www.loc.gov/pictures/.  

Sally Light, House Histories: A Guide to Tracing the Genealogy of Your Home, Golden Hill Press, 1989. 

Virginia McAlester, A Field Guide to American Houses: The Definitive Guide to Identifying and Understanding America’s Domestic 
Architecture, Alfred A. Knopf, 2013. 

Elizabeth Shown Mills, Evidence Explained, https://www.evidenceexplained.com. 

Elizabeth Shown Mills, historic Pathways, https://www.historicpathways.com/about.html.  

Elizabeth Shown Mills, Isle of Canes, Ancestry.com: 2006. 

National Park Service, National Register of Historic Places, http://www.nps.gov/nr/. 

Mary Beth Norton, Separated By Their Sex: Women in Public and Private in the Colonial Atlantic World, Cornell University Press, 
2015. 

Diane Rapaport, The Naked Quaker: True Crimes and Controversies from the Courts of Colonial New England, Commonwealth Editions, 
2007. 

Judy G. Russell, The Legal Genealogist (blog), https://www.legalgenealogist.com.  

Claudio Saunt, Black, White, and Indian: Race and the Unmaking of an American Family, Oxford University Press, 2005. 

Christina Schaefer, The Hidden Half of the Family: A Sourcebook for Women’s Genealogy, Genealogical Publishing Company, 1999. 

Katherine Scott Sturdevant, Bringing Your Family History to Life through Social History, Betterway Books, 2000. 

John Styles, The Dress of the People: Everyday Fashion in Eighteenth-Century England, Yale University Press, 2007. 

John Wood Sweet, The Sewing Girl’s Tale: A Story of Crime and Consequences in Revolutionary America, Henry Holt & Co., 2022. 

That’s My Old House, http://www.thatsmyoldhouse.com/.  

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 1785-1812, 1991. 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New England, 1650-1750, 1991. 

Joseph E. Walker, ed., Pleasure and Business in Western Pennsylvania: The Journal of Joshua Gilpin, 1809, Pennsylvania Historical and 
Museum Commission, 1975. 

Census of Population and Housing, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html. [PDF census statistical reports for every 
census since 1790.] 

Google Books, http://books.google.com.  

Internet Archive. http://www.archive.org. Also utilize the Wayback Machine, which takes a snapshot of most webpages through 
Internet history; URL of the website you are trying to access is needed. 

HathiTrust, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/mb. Another collection of digitized books. 

FamilySearch, Books, https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/.  

Topographic maps from the United States Geological Society: http://ngmdb.usgs.gov/maps/TopoView/. [Current and 
historic.] 

Genealogical webinars at FamilyTreeWebinars, https://familytreewebinars.com.  

Texas Roadside Parks Study, https://ftp.dot.state.tx.us/pub/txdot-info/env/toolkit/420-14-gui.pdf. 

Antiques Roadshow Episode Containing information about the Civil War military family artifacts: 
https://www.pbs.org/video/mcnay-art-museum-hour-1-cgrqga/ 

My catalog of books at LibraryThing: https://www.librarything.com/catalog/stargategirl82  
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