
By Julie Stoddard, MSc, AG®

Finding Your Elusive Female 

Ancestors, Part 2: 

Utilizing DNA and Searching 

Her FAN Club



Why are women harder to find in 
the records?

In the early history of some countries, 
women were covered under the 
legal status of their husbands.

This means married women were not 
always recorded in the records. 

For most of her life, the records

were not listed under her 

maiden name.



Interweave three strategies to successfully 

find records for women:

1. Search the correct records

2. Utilize DNA evidence

3. Research her FAN Club

The slides and handout are available on 

ConnectTheBranch.com/presentations



Recap of Part 1: Records most likely to name women

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

Best records to search first:

Vital Records

Census Records

Family Trees

Cemetery Records

Probate Records

Social Security

DNA Testing



• Obituaries

• Land Records

• Military Records

• Newspapers 

• Perform a Google 

Search

• Church Records

• City Directories

• Local & Country Histories

• Immigration or Naturalization

• Bible Records

• Court Records

Best records to search second:

Recap of Part 1: Records most likely to name women



Utilizing DNA to identify your 

Female Ancestors

DNA learning outcomes:

• All four types of DNA can be 

used to research women.

• Five DNA strategies to find 

more records/evidence for 

researching 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://dna-explained.com/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/
https://www.yourdnaguide.com/
https://isogg.org/wiki/Wiki_Welcome_Page
https://www.familysearch.org/rootstech/
https://familytreewebinars.com/
https://www.connectthebranch.com/presentations


2) X DNA

3) Y DNA

Four types of DNA, each with a unique inheritance pattern
and each can help when researching women.

1) autosomal DNA 

Credit: https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/    understanding/basics/howmanychromosomes/

4) Mitochondrial DNA

Credit: https://www.genome.gov/genetics-glossary/Mitochondria

Types of DNA

https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/understanding/basics/howmanychromosomes/
https://www.genome.gov/genetics-glossary/Mitochondria


Mitochondrial 
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. 

“Paths of DNA Inheritance,” The International Society of Genetic Genealogy 
(https://isogg.org/wiki/Paths_of_DNA_inheritance : accessed 27 June 2020.)

Mitochondrial path = pink

https://isogg.org/wiki/Paths_of_DNA_inheritance


X-DNA Inheritance

Blaine Bettinger, “Unlocking the Genealogical Secrets of the X Chromosome,” 21 December 
2008, The Genetic Genealogist (https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/2008/12/21/unlocking-the-
genealogical-secrets-of-the-x-chromosome/ : accessed 27 June 2020.)

Female X Inheritance Chart
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.

https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/2008/12/21/unlocking-the-genealogical-secrets-of-the-x-chromosome/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/2008/12/21/unlocking-the-genealogical-secrets-of-the-x-chromosome/
https://thegeneticgenealogist.com/2008/12/21/unlocking-the-genealogical-secrets-of-the-x-chromosome/


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.

Y-DNA Testing Candidate



Autosomal 
Inheritance

A person inherits about 25% from each 

grandparent and 12.5% from each great-

grandparent, etc. 

Grandparent

~25%

Grandparent

~25%

Grandparent

~25%

Grandparent

~25%

Father

50%

Mother

50%

DNA Test Taker

Not all your distant cousins will share autosomal DNA with you.



Autosomal DNA 

recombines (shuffles) 

each time a child is 

created.

Recombination is an 

exchange of DNA 

segments between the 

maternal and paternal 

chromosomes. 

Recombination



Where Do I Test? 

Company AncestryDNA 23andMe MyHeritage Family Tree DNA

Type of DNA 

test
Autosomal

Autosomal

X-DNA
Autosomal

Autosomal 

X-DNA

Y-DNA

Mitochondrial

People with 

atDNA tests 
(March 2023)

23,000,000 

people  

13,400,000

people

6,800,000

people

1,520,000

people

Upload DNA 

from other 

companies?

No No Yes Yes

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

TIP: Test your oldest possible relatives.

https://isogg.org/wiki/Autosomal_DNA_testing_comparison_chart


Fish in all ponds

Transfer your 
autosomal DNA to 
other databases that 
allow it.



Centimorgans

Segments of DNA are often measured in centimorgans (cM). 

• cM is not a measurement of length.

• cM is a measurement of genetic distance.

Private

Private

Living DNA test takers shown in this presentation consented to 
their data being shown or their names are changed/redacted. 



Principle #1: 
The more cM a person 
shares with a DNA 
match, the closer the 
relationship.

The Shared cM Project 
on DNA Painter shows 
possible relationships.

Average cM
Range of cM

Autosomal 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).

Larger genetic networks 
equal stronger evidence.

Genetic Network 
Autosomal DNA 
Evidence



DNA Shared Match Group 
= Genetic Network

A Group of 

Shared DNA 

Matches

The Most Recent 
Common Ancestor 
(MRCA) has been 
identified for this 
Shared Match Group. 

MRCA

Autosomal DNA 
Evidence



What you should come away with: 5 DNA strategies 
to find more records/evidence. 

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

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

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

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

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



DNA Strategy #1

Proving a 

hypothesis for a 

maiden name: 

search your DNA 

match list for those 

with that maiden 

name in their 

trees, especially if 

it is not a common 

surname.



DNA Strategy #2*

An unknown maiden name: 

Ancestry’s ThruLines or 

MyHeritage’s Theory of 

Family Relativity can suggest 

the maiden name for an 

ancestor.

Remember they both 

suggest possible relationships 

– verify everything!



DNA Strategy #3

Not certain if 

documents found for

a family relate to your 

ancestor:  confirm the 

records with DNA 

matches who 

descend from siblings 

in that family.

Documents confirmed 

everyone but Anna. 

DNA confirmed Anna.



An unknown 

parent/ancestor: 

building up trees for 

a Shared Match 

Group can lead to 

records or locations 

to focus research on 

first.

Watch for unique 

surnames or 

locations.

DNA Strategy #4



DNA Strategy #5

An unknown parent/ancestor: 

The Most Recent Common 

Ancestor of a Shared Match 

Group could be the unknown 

ancestor.

Documents found for 

Susannah Marcus named her 

parents. 

DNA can lead to more 

documents to research!



Principle #1: 
The more cM a person 
shares with a DNA match, 
the closer the relationship.

Principle #2: A DNA 
Shared Match Group 
shares a Most Recent 
Common Ancestor 
(MRCA).

Genetic Network 

Summary: DNA Evidence



Searching Your Female Ancestors’

Family, Associates and Neighbors 
(The FAN Club)

Also referred to 

as cluster research 

Elizabeth Shown Mills created the acronym, FAN Club. 
QuickSheet: The Historical Biographer’s Guide to Cluster Research (the 
FAN Principle), (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2012.)



Example for FAN Club research

What I started with End result after Fan Club research

Focused Research Question: Who was Nancy Polly’s mother?



Ohio. Probate Court (Trumbull County), “Ohio, Trumbull County, township maps, 1815-1923, images, FamilySearch (https://www.familysearch.org : accessed October 2014) image 48, map of Youngstown.

For years, the only names 

we recognized on this 

map were the two with 

arrows. 

FAN Club research 

revealed that surnames in 

red boxes are related.

The Pauly, Watt, and 

Gibson families were also 

located in the records of 

Northumberland,  

Pennsylvania.

1830 Youngstown, Trumbull, Ohio 

https://www.familysearch.org/


Who is in the FAN Club? Family

• Immediate family

• Extended family 

• Others of the same surname 

in the same location

“Pennsylvania Septennial Census, 1779-
1863," Ancestry (https://www.ancestry.com : 
accessed July 2016) database with images, 
entry for Widow McCormick.



Who is in the FAN Club? Associates

• Witnesses, informants, or who paid bond

• Executors and others listed in probate records, such 

as whom debts were paid to 

• Signers of affidavits for military pensions, etc.

"Kentucky, County Marriages, 1797-1954," database with images, FamilySearch, (http://FamilySearch.org : 
accessed July 2016), image 51, marriage for James Adams and Elizabeth Housman.



Who is in the FAN Club? Neighbors

• Those who lived nearby in census and land records.

• In earlier times, people would often migrate in groups. 

• They may turn out to be extended family. 

History of Centre and Clinton 
Counties, Pennsylvania, by John 
Blair Linn, 1883, p. 40-41



Organizing FAN Club Records

1. Use an organization system for your digital files

• Find one that works with how you think.

• By naming individual files as shown, the files are 

organized by year like a timeline.



Organizing FAN Club Records

2. Keep a research log- it saves time in the long run



Organizing FAN Club Records

3. Timelines are especially critical for FAN Club research 

to facilitate analysis and sorting.



The FAN Club Process

Step 1. Understand the locations and 
jurisdictions where your ancestor lived. 

• Find maps relating to that time period.

o Google: Trumbull, Ohio Map 1830s or 

“historic maps.”

• For U.S. locations, check Newberry Library’s 

“Atlas of Historical County Boundaries.” 



The FAN Club Process

Step 2. Add everyone from your ancestor’s records to the timeline.

• Include all details –

they may help you 

make connections

• Include their role in

the document



A. Strength of the connection 

Ex. A marriage witness is more

likely to be related than the judge.

B. Frequency of connections

Who shows up most often in 

the records?

C. 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)

The FAN Club Process

Step 3. Create a prioritized FAN research list using this criteria:



"Ohio, Trumbull County Records, 1795-2010," images, FamilySearch (https://familysearch.org : accessed 22 May 
2014), Tax records > Tax appraisements 1813-1819 > image 82 of 369; Trumbull County Courthouse, Warren.

The FAN Club Process

Step 4. Research the prioritized list from Step 3 and 

revise the priorities as evidence is analyzed



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

different surname. 

2. Check censuses for nearby families with a female age 15-29 with 

the right first name. Did she disappear from the census about the 

time of marriage? 

3. If 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. If a woman was single or widowed, a male relative may have 

appeared for her in court as a witness or in another role. 

Examples of FAN Club research to identify a maiden name



THE FAN CLUB PROCESS 

TIP: FAN Club research is often based on 

indirect evidence –

• Direct evidence states the 

information outright, such as a death 

date on a death certificate.

• Indirect evidence is information 

combined together to support a 

conclusion. 

Original Certificate in speaker’s possession



Research Question: An 1844 will in Pulaski County, KY, for Samuel 
Combest lists his wife as Sarah. Who were Sarah’s parents?

• Pulaski County1803 tax list: Samuel Combest and John Dick
both lived on Fishing Creek. 

• Pulaski County 1841 pension file: Margaret Dick, widow of 
John Dick, lists Sarah’s birth in 1778 in Chester County, 
South Carolina.

• The Descendants of Samuel Combest states that Samuel 
lived in Pulaski County, but was born in Chester County, 
South Carolina. 

Samuel and Sarah Combest had ten children. 
Three of them were named as follows:

• John Combest
• Margaret Combest
• Samuel Dick Combest



FAN Club Summary
By researching the FAN club of 

Nancy Pawley in Ohio, I was able 

to identify her mother and 

grandparents in Pennsylvania.

Steps to FAN Club Research

1. Understand the localities. 

2. Add everyone in the records to the 

timeline.

3. Prioritize who in the FAN Club to 

search first. 

4. Research the prioritized list and revise 

the priorities as evidence is analyzed.



Interweave three strategies to successfully 

find records for women:

1. Search the correct records

2. Utilize DNA evidence

3. Research her FAN Club



Questions?

See slides & handout at 

ConnectTheBranch.com/presentations
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