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Why are women harder to find in the records? 

• Under English common law, which many early U.S. colonies adopted, married women were covered 

under the legal status of their husbands. Because the men took care of many of the legal matters, the 

women were not always mentioned in the records. 

• If a married woman was mentioned in the records, for most of her life this would be under her married 

name, so it is harder to document her maiden name. 

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

• The legal rights which varied for women over the years include the custody of their children, 

inheritance, voting rights, entering into contracts or going to court, and citizenship. 

Interweave these three strategies to successfully find records for women: 
1. Search relevant records 

2. Search her FAN club 

3. Utilize DNA evidence 

 

Recap: “Finding Your Elusive Female Ancestors” and records most likely to name 

women: 
Records are listed in general order of priority, starting with the records most likely to be successful due to 1) 
record content and 2) ease of access. 
 
Best records to search first: 

• Vital Records 

• Census Records 

• Family Trees 

• Cemetery Records 

• Probate Records 

• Social Security 

• DNA Testing 
  

Finding Your Elusive Female 

Ancestors Utilizing DNA and  

Searching her FAN Club 
 

By Julie Stoddard, MSc, AG® 

See ConnectTheBranch.com for a copy of the slides. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.connectthebranch.com/presentations
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Best records to search second: 
• Obituaries 
• Land Records 
• Military Records 
• Newspapers  
• Perform a Google Search 

 

 
• Church records 
• City Directories 
• Local and County Histories 
• Immigration or Naturalization records 
• Bible Records 
• Court Records 

Other resources for researching women: 

Carmack, Sharon DeBartolo. Genealogist's Guide to Discovering Your Female Ancestors: Special 
Strategies for Uncovering Hard-to-Find Information about Your Female Lineage. Betterway, 
1998. 

Cyndi’s List. “Female Ancestors.” https://cyndislist.com/female/.  
Salmon, Marylynn. Women and the Law of Property in Early America. Univ. of North Carolina 

Press, 1992. 
Schaefer, Christina K. The Hidden Half of the Family: A Sourcebook for Women’s Genealogy. 

Baltimore, MD: Genealogical Pub., 2006.  
 

Using DNA to Identify your Female Ancestors 
Resources for Understanding DNA 

Websites & Blogs: 

• DNA Explained by Roberta Estes 

• The Genetic Genealogist by Blaine Bettinger 

• Your DNA Guide by Diahan Southard 

• International Society of Genetic Genealogy Wiki 
 

DNA Classes and Webinars: 

• RootsTech 

• Legacy Family Tree Webinars  

 

Julie’s “Beginning DNA” handout and slides: 

ConnectTheBranch.com/presentations 

 

 

  

https://cyndislist.com/female/
https://dna-explained.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://www.yourdnaguide.com/
https://isogg.org/wiki/Wiki_Welcome_Page
https://www.familysearch.org/rootstech/
https://familytreewebinars.com/
https://familytreewebinars.com/
https://familytreewebinars.com/
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/static1.squarespace.com/static/64248ee3f0351f03d4e6847b/t/646cc72311f2707da467b723/1684850469797/Handout+-+A+Beginner%27s+Guide+to+Using+DNA+to+Build+Your+Tree.pdf
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DNA Inheritance 

• There are four types of DNA tests: autosomal DNA, mitochondrial DNA, Y-DNA, and X-DNA. Each type of 
DNA has a unique inheritance pattern and can be used to research women.  

• The most common DNA test is atDNA, ex. Ancestry or MyHeritage.  
 

 
 

 

Mitochondrial DNA Inheritance 

• A mother passes mitochondrial DNA to all her children, but only daughters pass it on.  

• The closeness of DNA matches is based on how many mutations occurred. 

• Target test female-to-female lines of descent to research various lines.  
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X-DNA Inheritance 

• Women inherit the X chromosome from both parents.  

• Males only inherit the X chromosome from their mother. 

• The unique inheritance path can be helpful in solving research problems. 

• The X cM counts are different than autosomal cM counts. 

 
 
 

Y-DNA Inheritance 

• Only males inherit the Y chromosome 

• Find a male-to-male line of descent to test. 

• Especially helpful in distant genealogical brick walls. 

• Research closest Y-DNA matches (fewest mutations) to lead to more records to identify both men 

and women. 
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Autosomal Inheritance 

• Humans have two copies of each chromosome – one from the father and one from the mother. 

• The autosomal chromosomes undergo recombination during meiosis, meaning there is an exchange of 
DNA segments between the maternal and paternal copies of the chromosomes.  
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Chromosomes exchange segments during meiosis in a process called recombination.  

 

Each person inherits DNA from all  four grandparents, but due to recombination, they do 

not receive an exact 25% from each grandparent.  The more generations you go back, the 

higher the chance is  that you wil l  not share autosomal DNA with all  your 3rd cousins,  4th 

cousins,  etc.  
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Autosomal DNA Testing Comparison Chart  

Transfer your autosomal DNA to other databases that allow it to find more matches. 

 
Information from https://isogg.org/wiki/Autosomal_DNA_testing_comparison_chart    

 

Principles behind autosomal DNA evidence 

1. DNA Evidence Principle #1: The more cM a person shares with a DNA match, the closer the 
relationship is. 
a. The Shared cM Project on DNA Painter shows possible relationships. 

 

 
 

https://isogg.org/wiki/Autosomal_DNA_testing_comparison_chart
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The Shared cM Project on DNAPainter1  

• The Shared cM Project tool estimates relationships between two DNA matches based on the 

number of shared centimorgans in the match.    

o The number below the title of the relationship represents the average number of cM 

shared for the given relationship.  

o The two numbers below the average represent the range of possible shared 

centimorgans for a particular relationship. 

• Enter the number of cM you share with a match into the top box.  

• The Shared cM Tool highlights the possible relationships.  

 

 

 
  

 
1 Jonny Perl and Blaine Bettinger, “The Shared cM Project 4.0 tool v4,” DNA Painter 

(https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4 : accessed 4 November 2022.) 

https://dnapainter.com/tools/sharedcmv4
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DNA Evidence Principle #2: A genetic network is also called a DNA Shared Match Group.  

• The evidence is that they share a Most Recent Common Ancestor (MRCA).  

• The larger the genetic network, the stronger the evidence. 
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• A DNA Shared Match Group or Genetic Network can also be displayed this way. 

• The Most Recent Common Ancestor (MRCA) has been identified for this Shared Match Group. 
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What you should come away with: 5 DNA strategies to find more records/evidence.  

• Proving a hypothesis for a maiden name: search your DNA match list for those with that maiden name in 
their trees. 

• An unknown maiden name: Ancestry’s ThruLines or MyHeritage’s Theory of Family Relativity can suggest 
the maiden name for an ancestor. 

• Not certain if documents found relate to your ancestor: confirm the records with DNA matches who 
descend from siblings in that family. 

• An unknown parent/ancestor: building up trees for a Shared Match Group can lead to records or locations 
to focus on first. 

• An unknown parent/ancestor: The Most Recent Common Ancestor of a Shared Match Group could be the 
unknown ancestor. 
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FAN Club Introduction 

 

When researching ancestors who l ived in earl ier t ime periods or regions with few records,  

the lack of records can create a brick wall in the research. This necessitates expanding the 

research to the cluster of people connected with the ancestor: immediate and extended 

family members, fr iends,  associates,  and neighbors,  also known as the ancestor’s FAN Club.  

Cluster research pieces together addit ional records and evidence that can overcome the 

brick wall .  Cluster research leads the researcher to addit ional documents which may name 

the ancestor or provide indirect evidence that can overcome the brick wall .  This art icle 

addresses when to use cluster research, who is  in the ancestor’s cluster, how to organize 

the f indings, and the steps for cluster research.  

 

 

Identifying Members of an Ancestor’s Cluster 

 

Anyone named in the ancestor’s records is  part of his or her cluster.  “Family” in the FAN 

acronym is composed of three groups of people:  immediate family, extended family,  and 

others with the same or similar s urname who l ived in the same area. The ancestor’s 

immediate family consists of spouses, children, and stepchildren. Researching the extended 

family starts with the ancestor’s parents,  s ibl ings,  in - laws, grandparents, aunts,  uncles,  and 

step-relatives,  and expands from there. DNA research can help identify more members of 

the immediate or extended family.  
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Other famil ies with the same or a similar surname who l ived near the ancestor may be 

relatives,  especial ly when the surname is not common. Start with peopl e with the same 

surname who l ived in the same area of the town or county. Before extending the surname 

search further out, research the ancestor’s immediate and extended family members,  

associates, and neighbors.  Begin the surname study in census,  v ital,  p robate, and land 

records,  and then widen the search to other records available for that region and t ime 

period, l ike city directories and tax l ists.  

“Associates” in the FAN Club interacted with the ancestor but are not identif ied as 

relatives.  Examples of associates include witnesses at a wedding, informants for a death 

certif icate,  and executors and others l isted in probate records, such as debtors.  Other 

associates include signers of aff idavits for mil itary pension or bounty land applications,  

coworkers,  and individuals doing business in land records,  mil it ia groups, immigration 

records,  church records,  or court documents. Two reasons justify the effort spent 

researching associates:   

1. They may turn out to be family members  

2. They may provide context and indi rect evidence which uniquely identif ies the 
ancestor. 

FAN Club “Neighbors” l ived near the ancestor.  Census schedules, city directories, tax 

records,  and land records may name the ancestor’s neighbors.  Due to the high number of 

possible neighbors for each a ncestor, focus on close or known neighbors f irst.  

 

Organizing Cluster Research Findings 

 

The amount of research that needs to be tracked increases signif icantly when it  extends 

beyond a person’s immediate family. Keep records organized and searchable to make 

cluster research more manageable and effective. Two important organizational tools for 

tracking cluster research are a research log and the ancestor’s t imeline.  

Research Logs  

Use a research log to record the names and details in each record found as well  as al l  

searches performed, .  Keeping a log saves t ime in the long run, especial ly  when it  is digital  

and searchable. Research logs are more workable when they are narrow in scope, such as 

for an immediate family.   

Record al l details  in  the research log: occupations,  mil itary service, s ignature, physical 

features,  locations, other individuals (FAN Club) named in a record. L ist  any clues that 

could identify an ancestor’s economic standing, including the amount of land owned or 

taxes owed,  to help confirm his or her identity in other records.  
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View original records when possible.  They can reveal other details to dist inguish the 

ancestor,  such as signatures or the original order of a l ist .  When a l ist  is  alphabetized, the 

community context is  lost. For example, tax lists or petit ions may have been compiled by 

neighborhoods, cemetery records may show family plots,  and ship lists can reveal people 

traveling together.  Community context is  especial ly  important for cluster research.  
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Create a folder for FAN Club research inside the ancestor’s research folder.  As a new 

research log is  created for a FAN Club individual or family being researched, save that 

research log in the FAN Club folder.  If  a family t ie is  found between the ancestor and a 

member of the FAN Club, a new “individual” folder should be created under the relevant 

“surname” folder so that the log may be moved.  

 

 

Timelines  

Chronological  t imelines summarize the research recorded in the logs and are especial ly 

crit ical for cluster research. Creating a t imeline in Microsoft Excel (or other spreadsheet 

software) faci l itates the analysis of expansive amounts of information and al lows sorting 

on multiple columns. Excel’s  search function can highlight all  individuals with the same 

name. 

Before starting cluster research, create a t imeline to note al l  events and details in the 

ancestor’s l i fe.  Include information for extended family,  associates,  and neighbors by 

adding four columns to the spreadsheet:  Known Extended Family,  Possible Extended F amily,  

Associates &amp; Neighbors,  and Role in Document. (See figure 3.) To maintain the abil ity 

to sort each column, avoid creating merged cells.  When someone in the ancestor’s FAN 

Club is  identif ied as an extended family member or has a signif icant numbe r of records,  

create a separate research log and t imeline for that individual.  
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The Cluster Research Process 
 

Cluster research is an iterative process, meaning researchers need to cycle through 

repeated steps and refine the research plan as research unfolds and leads to new records 

with new information. As genealogists gain more experience with researching the FAN Club, 

knowing how extensively to apply a step and when to cycle back through the steps becomes 

more intuit ive.  

Step 1: Understand the locations where the ancestor lived  

Study the locations and jurisdict ions where the ancestor lived and learn what records are 

available for that t ime period. The FamilySearch Research Wiki is  a helpful place to start.  

Understand the county boundaries of  the location by using the Newberry Library’s “Atlas of 

Historical  County Boundaries.”  If  the ancestor l ived there before the boundary changed, 

search in the parent county. Sometimes duplicate records were made for the new county. 

Search online using the terms “historical  maps” and the location to obtain addit ional 

information about the area. County histories may identify the places of worship within a 

reasonable proximity to the ancestor.  

Step 2:  Add persons named in the ancestor’s records to the timeline  

Begin at the top of the t imeline and add family members,  associates,  and close neighbors 

named in the ancestor’s records. Include al l details that may serve as unique identif iers for 
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the FAN indiv iduals,  such as their role in the document,  occupation, l iteracy,  and economic 

indicators.  Include a theory for each person’s relationship with the ancestor: uncle, fr iend, 

church member. Family naming patterns can provide indirect evidence. A middle name 

could be a mother’s maiden name, or a pattern of names could match a possible extended 

family.  For records that include neighbors —censuses,  city directories,  tax records,  land 

records—start with adding just the names of known associates, rather than large numbers 

of neighbors,  to the ancestor’s t imeline.  

Step 3:  Prioritize the research order of family, associates, and neighbors 

in the timeline  

Priorit ize the research l ist  based on how frequently individuals appear in the ancestor’s 

t imeline and how strongly  connected their roles are. For example, a witness at a wedding is  

more l ikely to be related than the judge who married the couple. Consider if  the 

information is  rel iable. An extended family l isted in an unsourced family tree might not be 

accurate. 

After the immediate family,  the extended family should be the next FAN Club priority 

because their records are l ikely to mention the ancestor’s unknown relatives.  Next,  l ist  the 

associates and neighbors the ancestor had frequent interactions with,  such as a neig hbor 

who shows up in a census in Virginia and then Kentucky. This individual could be a relative,  

a close fr iend, or a member of the same church or ethnic group.  

As cluster research produces new records with new names to consider,  search the records 

that name neighbors for the new names. If  the init ial iteration of cluster research fai ls to 

answer the research question, add to the l ist  of neighbors by recording around fifteen 

famil ies l isted on each side of the ancestor in census or other records of the nei ghborhood. 
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Step 4:  Research the prioritized list and revise the priorities as evidence 

is analyzed  

Research starting at the top of the priorit ized l ist  and record direct and indirect evidence 

in the FAN Club research log for that individual.  Re -analyze the frequency and strength of 

connections based on new records and adjust the priorit ized l ist  accordingly.  The fol lowing 

examples demonstrate cluster research methodology.  
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Examples of FAN Club research to identify a maiden name  

1. In an ancestor’s census household, research people with a different surname.  

2. Check censuses for nearby famil ies with a female age 15 -29 with the right f irst 

name. Did she disappear from the census about the t ime of marriage?  

3. I f  a land deed is  for a small  amount of money or a token (ear of corn) from someone 

with a different surname, that may have been a member of his wife’s family.   

4. Cemetery records that show plot layouts can provide FAN names because family 

members were often buried near each other.  

5. I f  a woman was single or widowed, a male relative may have appeared for her in 

court as a witness or in another role.   
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 When considered alone, the above items of information do not prove that Sally Combest’s 

maiden name was Dick. Researching Sarah’s FAN Clu b, however,  identif ied records that 

contain indirect evidence of her maiden name.  

 
FAN Club Summary 

 

The nature of research women brings most researchers to a part of their pedigree that 

lacks the records needed to prove the next relationship. Researching an women’s  c luster of 

family,  fr iends, associates, and neighbors leads to addit ional records with new evidence. 

Applying cluster genealogy techniques in an iterative research process unlocks the path to 

discovering missing ancestors.  
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Conclusion: By researching the correct records, 

utilizing DNA research and searching the FAN 

Club, you will find success in finding your 

elusive female ancestors! 

 

 


