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Introduction

To successfully research women:
1. Understand which records to search. 
2. Find records for her FAN Club, especially

closely related men.
3. Apply correct research strategies. 



Why are women harder to find in 
the records?

• English common law was followed by many U.S. 
colonies.

• This meant married women were covered under 
the legal status of their husbands. 

• For most of her life, the records were not listed 
under her maiden name.



Why are women harder to find in 
the records? 

• Widows, divorced women, and single women had 
their own legal status and may be easier to find.

• Many legal rights varied for women, including:
• custody of their children

• inheritance

• voting rights

• entering into contracts

• citizenship



Choosing Which Records to 

Search First

Don’t take the shot 
gun approach!

Search for a specific 

event in a specific 
location!



“Find a Collection” on 
FamilySearch Records

Where to 

Find the 

Information

Tip: Keep a list of 

name variants in 

your research log.

People spelled 

phonetically and 

there are often 

indexing errors, like 
r and n.



FamilySearch Catalog



Where to 

Find the 

Information

Ancestry’s Card Catalog



Where to 

Find the 

Information

findmypast Record Sets



When researching women, 
timelines are critical.

Which years and which 

two locations should be 

searched for Rebecca’s 

marriage?



Records which may contain women

Always ask yourself: 

“Which records are most likely to be successful due 
to record content and ease of access?”

PHASE 1: SEARCH IN THESE RECORDS:

🠶 Vital Records

🠶 Census Records

🠶 Family Trees

🠶 Cemetery Records

🠶 Probate Records

🠶 Social Security

🠶 DNA Testing



Using vital records to find a maiden 
name: 

• Find birth/marriage/death 
records for her, her spouse, and 
each child.

• Check availability in the 
FamilySearch Wiki by searching 
for the [name of state] and birth 
or marriage or death. 

https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Main_Page


Vital Records - GENERAL PRINCIPLES

Marriage records start 

when the county 

began (or the town in 
New England).

Birth and death 

certificates usually 

began in the early 
1900s.

“Ohio, county marriages, 1789-2013,” entry for 

Thomas Watt and Elizabeth Gorby, 1871, 

Hancock County, Ohio, FamilySearch, 
(https://www.familysearch.org/ : June 2016.) 

https://www.familysearch.org/


Finding Marriage Records:

• Check the county where 

1)the couple was first listed in the 
census 

2) where their first child was born

3) where the individuals lived before 
marriage. 

• Check several census records after 
1850 to determine her state of birth 
and check there.

• Look for marriage banns and bonds in 
earlier time periods.

“Ohio, county marriages, 1789-2013,” entry 
for Daniel Duer and Rebecca Paully, 1832, 
Trumbull County, Ohio, FamilySearch, 
(https://www.familysearch.org/ : June 2016.) 

https://www.familysearch.org/


Vital Records: Deaths 

Most states started keeping 
death certificates in the 1900s

Question:

• Can you use a death certificate 
to identify the maiden name of 
someone born in 1804 and died 
in 1894?

Death Certificate of Thomas Watt, 1914, 
from personal papers of Julie Stoddard.



Vital Records: Deaths 

Search Death Certificates for:

• Her

• Her Spouse

• Her children
• Especially for those deaths 

after the early 1900s.
180
4

“Missouri Death Certificates, 1910 – 1964," Certificate 

of Elizabeth Milham, 1914, Certificate #31892, Missouri 
Digital Heritage, (http://www.sos.mo.gov : July 2016).



Census Records
• Find a female in each census record she was alive.

• In 1850 and later, the U.S. census lists each person 
by name.

• From 1880 on they listed the person’s relationship to 
the head of household.

www.ancestry.com



Census Records (continued)

• If they were married after 1850, find the husband in 
a census just before he was married.

• Search for women with the same first name and 
of the right age who lived in the same or nearby 
towns or counties.

• See if she disappears from the census about the 
time of marriage.



Census Records

• After 1850, watch for other household members 
with a different surname.

Searching for the 

maiden name of 
Eliza Jane

www.ancestry.com



Census Records 

• Prior to 1850, look for possible families who lived 
nearby who had a female who was age 15-29



Census Records

www.ancestry.com



Census Records 

"Kentucky, County Marriages, 1797-1954," entry for William Combest, 
1822 FamilySearch, (http://FamilySearch.org : July 2016.

www.ancestry.com



Census Records

http://www.heritagequestonline.com

/hqoweb/library/help/censusbook/ 

Section%205.pdf See page 56

http://www.heritagequestonline.com/hqoweb/library/help/censusbook/Section%205.pdf
http://www.heritagequestonline.com/hqoweb/library/help/censusbook/Section%205.pdf
http://www.heritagequestonline.com/hqoweb/library/help/censusbook/Section%205.pdf
http://www.heritagequestonline.com/hqoweb/library/help/censusbook/Section%205.pdf


Census Records 



Census Records 

• Remember to look for state censuses as well. 

Check the FamilySearch Wiki for availability.

• Always view the original record for additional 
details that might provide evidence.

https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Main_Page


• Use these trees only as a suggestion 

to confirm with further research.

• Watch for those with documentation 

attached.

• Try these:

• FamilySearch Family Tree

• FamilySearch Genealogies

• Ancestry’s Public Member Trees

• MyHeritage Family Trees, etc.

Published Family Trees*



Probate/Estate Records
(wills, inventories, guardianships, etc.)

• Many probate files are getting every-

name indexes.

• Search for a daughter’s married name 

in online probate indexes.

• If you have a possible surname, check 
for probate records in the area.



Probate Records

Search for a daughter’s 

married name in online 

probate indexes

www.ancestry.com

“Kentucky Probate Records, 1727-1990,) entry for Samuel 
Combest, FamilySearch, (https://familysearch.org : May 2014).

Probate record:

https://familysearch.org/


Social Security Records

The Application for a 

Social Security Card 

(SS-5 Form) can 

include the full names 

of the parents. (Social 

Security Act passed in 
1935)



Social Security Records 

• Find Social Security Records:

• Ancestry ($): U.S., Social Security Applications and 
Claims Index, 1936-2007

• This indexes the SS-5 applications, as well as claims, 
so it includes the names of the applicant’s parents.

http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=60901
http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=60901


Cemetery Records
• Family members were often buried nearby!! 

• Find cemetery records:

• Find A Grave Index 

(secondary information except pictures 
of headstones)

• BillionGraves Index**

• FS Wiki: Other cemetery records

**The BillionGraves Plus version ($) 
shows locations of plots

https://familysearch.org/search/collection/2026973


• There are four types of DNA:

• Autosomal

• X-DNA

• Y-DNA (paternal inheritance) 

• Mitochondrial DNA (maternal inheritance) 

• “Shared Matches” is one of the most 
powerful DNA tools available. 

• Label and start grouping your DNA matches 

based on your Shared Matches and their 
trees.

DNA Evidence



Label and group your DNA matches 
1. Create a DNA group for each of your known

G-grandparents. 

2. Group those who show a “Common 
Ancestor” or who have large public trees. 

3. At the top of your DNA match list, start with 

your second cousins and add everyone else 
to a group.

4. Study your Shared Matches to know which 

group they belong to. 

5. If they have no known Shared Matches, 
create a new group titled “Unknown 1.” 



Use your DNA to identify a maiden name.
• Study the Unknown groups to find the most 

recent common ancestor.

• One of those common ancestors may be the 
maiden name of your ancestor.

• Always combine traditional documentary 
research with DNA evidence.

Other option: If you have a possible maiden 

name, search for the surname among your DNA 
matches to confirm the relationship.



• Obituaries

• Land Records

• Military Records

• Newspapers 

• Church Records

• Perform a Google 
Search

• City Directories

• Local & Country Histories

• Immigration or Naturalization

• Watch for Naming Patterns

• Research her FAN Club:  Family, 
Associates, & Neighbors

• Bible Records

• Court Records

• Manuscript collections

• Others

PHASE 2:  SEARCH IN THESE RECORDS:



Obituaries- could list a maiden name

• Check for obituaries of 

the person, spouse, 
children, or siblings.

• Find obituary records:

• FamilySearch’s “Find 
a Collection”

• Ancestry’s Card 
Catalog

• Newspaper sites

• Cyndi’s List: Obituaries
"United States, GenealogyBank Obituaries, 1980-2014," 

FamilySearch (https://familysearch.org : February 2020), 

entry for Ms Jean Elizabeth Mahoney Watt, Lowell, 

Massachusetts, United States, 13 Feb 2011.

https://familysearch.org/


Land Records

• Usually they just lists her first 

name and married name.

• Especially check Grantor 

records - when the husband 
sold their property.

• The wife often had to give 

consent to release her 
dower right (inheritance).

• Especially in early 
America.



Land Records- release of dower rights



Land Records-- clues to a maiden name:

• Watch for deeds for a small amount of 
money.

• She might inherit land from her father and will 

be listed by her married name with other 
siblings.

• Neighbors might be her relatives.

• Tracing land deeds through descriptions 
might lead to a maiden name.



Military Records

• Pension records typically provide the most 

genealogical information and can include 
the name of the wife or daughter.

• If the female ancestor you are looking for 

was born around the time of a war and up to 

20 years after, then check for a pension 
record for the father.

• Bounty land warrants can also list the name 
of the spouse or children.



Military Records- Pension Application

“Revolutionary War Pension and Bounty-Land Warrant 

Application Files,” John Dick, pension number W.8668, 31 
images; Fold3, (https://www.fold3.com : September 2016).



Military Records- Pension Application 
Family Bible page

“Revolutionary War Pension and Bounty-Land Warrant 

Application Files,” John Dick, pension number W.8668, 31 
images; Fold3, (https://www.fold3.com : September 2016).



Church Records

• Church records can be a great 

source of information, but can be 

hard to locate.

• As more get indexed, they should 
be moved up on the priority list.

• Check FamilySearch Wiki: United 
States Church Records.

• Search FamilySearch’s “Find a 

Collection” and Ancestry’s Card 
Catalog.

https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/United_States_Church_Records
https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/United_States_Church_Records


Finding clues to Eliza’s maiden 

name by researching all the 

children.

Naming Patterns

www.ancestry.com

www.findagrave.com



Strategies For Finding Women:
1) Research her FAN Club

1. 1. Review all your ancestor’s 
documents - view the original record 
when possible. 

2. 2. Create a timeline for your ancestor 
and include all details.

3. 3. Create a list of all known family 
members (include extended family.)

Research your ancestor’s FAN Club 

(Family, Associates, and Neighbors) Follow these steps:





Strategies to Use: FAN Club

Establish criteria for sorting your list for an order 
to research.  

1. Strength of the connection – potential family 
members can provide more evidence.

2. Frequency of connections – start with the 

people your ancestor spent the most time 

with (usually immediate or extended family.)

3. The quality of the source – how reliable is the 
information? 

(See Elizabeth Shown Mills, QuickSheet: The Historical Biographer’s Guide to Cluster 

Research (the FAN Principle)



Strategies for Searching Women

2. Analyze any records 
thoroughly
• Review documents you 

already have for every 
detail.

• Build a timeline as you go 

– include locations and 
the men in their lives



Strategies for Searching Women

3. Always look at original documents

Indexed and abstracted records have 
limitations:
1. They may not contain all the information,

examples: witnesses, informants, signatures. 

2. They lose the context of people around them,

examples: tax lists, grave plots, census records.

List every detail in each record
-Each person and their role, locations, occupations, 
signatures, economic facts



Strategies for Searching Women

-Age they could marry 

without parental consent

-Age they started paying 
taxes

-Consider the neighbors, 

witnesses, informants, etc
-Negative evidence 

(not in a census)

-naming patterns

4. Ask yourself about possible indirect evidence



Strategies for Searching Women

5. Understand the laws for that time and place
• If her husband sold land, did she need to release 

her dower rights?

• What were the inheritance laws at that time?

• What laws regulated if a woman could get a 
pension from her husband’s military service?

Tip: Google: Ohio compiled statutes 1830..1850

See “The laws of time and place” by Judy G. Russell | Aug 7, 
2017, www.legalgenealogist.com

http://www.legalgenealogist.com/


Summary

To successfully research women:

1. Understand which records to
search. 

2. Find records for her FAN
Club, especially closely
related men.

3. Use correct research 
strategies. 



Presenter Contact Information
Julie Stoddard, MSc, AG®

: ConnectTheBranch.com/presentations

: ConnectTheBranch.com

:ConnectTheBranch.com/blog 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/julie-a-stoddard-

accredited-genealogist%C2%AE-53935341/

:

Slides



Questions?
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