
 

Good morning. My name is Sue Swalwell and I began my journey into family history research in 1982 

when my parents sold the farm I had lived on all my life and I rescued a lot of family papers that 

were destined for the bonfire because my Dad believed them to be old rubbish. 

From then I drifted into the obsessive hobby of finding my ancestors but in the twenty minutes I 

have today there is not enough time to tell you the full story of that journey or indeed how it 

evolved into my Swalwell One-Name Study in 2012. That One-Name study and the expertise I have 

encountered via the Guild of One-Name Studies made me review the approach I have taken in the 

past to the research and question its effectiveness - I concluded that I am indeed an Imperfect 

Genealogist! 

 

 



This view of myself was confirmed when I read Helen Osborn’s excellent book, Genealogy Essential 

Research Methods, and found this description of what Helen believes to be the characteristics of a 

good genealogist. I must say that if you feel this describes you then you are probably in the wrong 

talk!  

This, however, does not describe me at all – I am not list person, I am not tidy and probably the only 

characteristic described that I can claim to possess is that of stubbornness. So, at this point I began 

to wonder whether I had chosen the wrong hobby and for a moment thought about taking up an 

extreme sport but that’s not in my personality either!  

So instead I decided that I would reflect on what I have done, confess my mistakes and share with 

you my thoughts on being a better genealogist if you are not blessed with the desired personality 

traits. 

 

 

So, if you recognise any of the traits portrayed in the approach illustrated here then I am hoping that 

you will find this talk useful!  

There are so many thing wrong with this approach … I am treating the process of research in the 

same way I would browse a magazine or do my knitting, i.e. slightly mindless and easily distracted by 

an interesting story line In Coronation Street. It is being used as another form of entertainment but 

the result of this approach is that I will often find myself still in this position at 1am in the morning 

having discovered loads about my 5C2R but having moved no further forward in answering the key 

question that I have been trying to answer for the best part of 30 years i.e. where was my 5xG 

Grandfather William Swalwell born & who are his parents!!!  

The truly embarrassing aspect of this is that all my professional life has been in research & I would 

never have dreamt of approaching that in the same way! So, what have my reflections of the 

approach taken to researching your family history lead me to conclude …well essentially that I need 

to be aware of the process of research & not just be reliant on my favourite website – however good 

they are. 



 

 

Well the first requirement of effective research is the need for focus. It was interesting that when I 

reflected on my experience I realised that my approach is very different when I have visited specific 

libraries, record offices and archives than when I am at home & on the Internet. The difference is I 

plan …. I think before I research …I think about why I am going there & what I want to achieve. 

The difference is when I am at home on the Internet …I go to my favourite search engine …. I go to 

my usual website and dive straight into putting William Swalwell into the research box yet again and 

hope that tonight the Eureka moment will happen! When it doesn’t I turn my attention to my 5C2R 

and find out all about him & his descendants until 1 am in the morning. 

 

 



When I am on the Internet I don’t ask the three key questions that I ask when I am going to the 

Archives. Those three key questions are: 

Who am I researching?  

i.e. the name & any variations thereof either in terms of forename or surname 

What do I know about them already?  

i.e. I distil into a timeline, a word profile or a mind map the information I know about the individual 

e.g.  key life events plus dates & places thereof, relevant family members, occupation, time frames 

that I know or have already proven 

What do I need or want to know about them?  

i.e. what information am I trying to find to fill the gaps in my timeline for the individual or what 

hypothesis am I trying to prove 

 

The problem with simply entering a name in the search box on the home page of a website as large 

as findmypast or Ancestry is that it simply returns too many results to digest in one sitting and you 

may miss the critical result for your ancestor sitting on page 23 of the results list without realising 

that he is sitting there under some misspelling. You will assume you have done a complete search 

when in fact it is only a partial one. 

Further records from the same area will be found on different websites, e.g. some of London 

Records are on findmypast, some on Ancestry so if you only search one website you are not doing a 

comprehensive search of the records that might contain your Ancestor. 

I don’t know how many of you search the catalogues as well as the websites. The National Archives 

Discovery catalogue and other catalogues for specialist archives and universities can reveal an 

unexpected location of records for information for your Ancestors or they reveal a detailed extract 

of an original document that has yet to be digitised or put on to the family history websites. 

The analogy of a jigsaw puzzle is often used to describe the family history research process and it is a 

good analogy but we are hampered in completing the jigsaw because not all the pieces are in one 



box and none of the boxes have the complete picture on the front of their lid …. Ancestry will have 

some of the pieces, findmypast others, The Genealogist others, the archives others and so on.  

So, make sure you search within the records on the website rather than the site overall. Use the 

Categories tab or the Card Catalogue on Ancestry or the A-Z list of Records on findmypast to 

undertake more focused research on the records that you believe will contain the info you need to 

answer your question. And if you only have half an hour focus on those records that have yielded a 

few results or if you have three hours switch off Coronation Street and focus on those records that 

have yielded more results. 

The analogy of a jigsaw puzzle is often used to describe the process of family history research and it 

is a good analogy but we are hampered in completing the jigsaw because not all the pieces are in 

one box and none of the boxes have the complete picture on the front of their lid…. Ancestry will 

have part of the picture, findmypast others and the archives others. 

So, make sure you search within the records on the website rather than the site overall. Use the 

Categories tab or the Card catalogue on Ancestry or the A-Z list of Records on my findmypast to 

undertake more focused research on the records that you believe will contain the info you need to 

answer your question. 

 

This of course requires an understanding of the record types that are available & I was rather slow to 

fully appreciate this … so my reflection would be 

- develop a good bookshelf of reference books e.g. Ancestral Trails by Mark Herber 

- join relevant societies e.g. family history societies, Society of Genealogists, Guild of One-

Name Studies, or Facebook groups & forums, sign up to newsletters … e.g. Genealogy in 

Time 

- take courses & attend seminars or webinars e.g. Society of Genealogists, Pharos, the Guild of 

One Name Studies, Legacy; explore the subjects covered on You Tube Videos including using 

Excel spreadsheets. 



- always read the small print on the websites re the background to & coverage of their records 

It is from others that I have learnt the most from in the last few years in terms of approach, records 

and less well known or new websites out there which have often proved to be gold dust. 

 

My final confession that I am loathe to admit to is the presence in my office of two box files full of 

loose sheets of fascinating information but no details as to where I found the information or indeed 

no heading as to which parish the baptism comes from or which archive or library I was in …. so, I 

can’t retrace my research steps so there is no hope for anyone else who wants to check out my 

research. 

I rather stupidly thought when I was starting out that when people talked about the importance of 

recording your sources & including citations in your research – it seemed to be important in terms of 

publishing a book or the like so I dismissed it as I thought well I am never going to do that this just 

for my interest so why do I need to bother! Well I now realise that: 

- it serves self-interest most to record accurately what you have done …. It is not purely for 

the benefit of others! It will stop you repeating the same search in the future or hours of 

tearing your hair out trying to remember where you got the info 

- publishing doesn’t simply mean writing a book as I thought but every time you share 

information with another person you are effectively publishing & broadcasting your research 

so you need to be able to cite your sources from day 1 

- citations give your work authority & credibility – it allows fellow researchers to decide 

whether to trust you research or simply to dismiss it 

So, I now keep a research log …. better late than never I suppose and I urge you to do as well. Mine 

is quite simple as the following slide shows 



 

This is one example produced as a table within Word but there are other options e.g. Excel 

Spreadsheet, Mind map, OneNote etc. 

The Principle is that it contains a summary or distillation of your existing knowledge and then needs 

to contain the following components: 

- Key Question: Requires definition and specificity e.g. a baptism 

- Record Definition: Define the record set that you need to access & record the details of the 

reference & title before you search … in the excitement of the search you may forget to do it 

because it seems like time wasted – you are therefore much more likely to record it 

accurately as part of your pre-search prep 

- Access Routes: Explore the alternative routes that you may have to that record BUT making 

sure that you understand the nature of the record that you are looking at i.e. is it an index, 

an extract, a transcript, a surrogate or an original 

- Record the results. The positive ones you will tend to do automatically BUT make sure you 

record the negative ones too!  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Mind you the research log isn’t much help if you can never find what you know you have! 

There will be times where you need to revisit & review what you know or make sure that you have 

extracted all the possible info from the documentation. You need to be able to find that page or that 

notebook to double check everything. 

My problem is I keep trying different methods of filing that I have read that other people have used 

e.g. 

.… filing by individual’s name. 

…. filing by a reference give to the document  

…. filing by type of document  

…. filing by place 

BUT my main problem is that I have never quite completed the transition from one system to 

another so there is always more than one system in place whether that’s on my laptop or in the files 

drawers and floor of my office. The result is CHAOS! 

So, think about the system that works for you AND stick with it …. time spent on this less than 

exciting subject at the beginning will save you days months & perhaps evens years of your life that 

can be wasted searching for the elusive note you made or the document you bought  



 

To summarise my reflections on the research process – it is a cyclical process but it shouldn’t involve 

repetitive searching of the same records in the same way …you won’t get a different answer……. well 

of course unless they have uploaded new records! 

My ultimate confession is that I skipped far too many of the processes on both the right & the left! 

The result of which has been unproductive searches! 

 

Of course, I don’t promise that if you take heed of what I have said today that this will be the 

outcome! And indeed, I suspect most of us family historians would be disappointed if this was the 

outcome! 



I, of course, am still an Imperfect Genealogist & you will still find me on occasion sitting on the sofa 

in front of Coronation Street with a glass of wine doing my family history but these days I try to use 

that time for e-mails, forum searching, reading newsletters etc. not research. 

 

 

I do think though I have learnt that a slow and steady approach to your family history research is 

likely to get you to the finish line first. And if I had started out like this 35 years ago maybe just 

maybe by now I would have identified William Swalwell’s birthplace & parentage! 

 


