FINDING FEMALE ANCESTORS IN U.S. GENEALOGY

Maiden Names, Women's Records, Coverture Clues & Free Research Resources Cheat Sheet

& HOW TO USE THIS CHEAT SHEET

Start Begin with what you know: every name she used, a time period, a place, religion,
spouse/children, and one research question.

Work free first Use free government, archive, library, and locality resources before paying for a
subscription or copy order.

Search indirectly When her own record is missing, search the husband, father, siblings, children,
neighbors, witnesses, ministers, and DNA match clusters.

Verify A maiden name from a tree, Al output, or unsourced book is a clue. Prove it with
records, correlation, and source citations.

@) FREE online @) Mixed / library @) Fee / subscription  In person / request
View from home, usually Coverage or access Paid database, Contact the repository,
no charge. A free varies by collection, membership, order fee, ask about appointments,
account may be library, location, or copy fee, or retail book. pulls, ID rules, and copy
required. image restriction. Verify current price. options.

{ Tip: Search for her under her own name, her maiden name, every married name, initials,
nicknames, and her husband's full name. Newspapers and deeds love 'Mrs. John Smith.’

/\ Don't miss this: married women are often harder to locate than unmarried women because
coverture and custom could hide them inside a husband's legal identity, tax status, citizenship, and
surname.
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f 1. WHY FEMALE ANCESTORS DISAPPEAR IN U.S. RECORDS

U.S. women were never one uniform legal category. Status depended on time, state, race, age,
enslavement/freedom, marital status, citizenship, property, religion, and local practice. For genealogists,
the biggest record problem is not that women did nothing - it is that record systems often preserved their
actions under someone else's name.

Problem What it means in genealogy

Coverture / feme

At common law, a married woman's legal identity was largely '‘covered' by her

covert husband. She was not enslaved chattel in every legal sense, but her ability to
contract, sue, control wages, sell land, or appear as an independent person
could be severely limited. Records may say wife of, relict of, Mrs. [husband], or
omit her surname.

Feme sole Unmarried adult women and widows often had more independent record

visibility: deeds, taxes, contracts, wills, court suits, licenses, naturalization
attempts, school/employment records, and head-of-household entries.

Name change

Marriage changed a woman's search identity. A widow or divorcee could
remarry, creating a second or third surname. Some records preserve maiden
names; many do not.

Property rights
changed by state

Married Women's Property Acts, earnings acts, homestead protections, and
state constitutions changed what women could own, sign, inherit, sue over, and
protect from a husband's debts. These shifts created new record trails.

Citizenship and
voting

Naturalization and suffrage laws affected whether women appeared in
citizenship files, voter lists, poll books, petitions, and organization records.
Before 1922, citizenship could be derivative through a husband; after 1922,
women had greater independent nationality.

Race, enslavement,
and exclusion

Women of color, Native women, enslaved women, and immigrant women faced
additional legal barriers and record fragmentation. Use community, institution,
labor, Freedmen's Bureau, tribal, church, and local court records alongside
standard genealogy sources.

¥ Tip: Ask 'What legal status did she have at this exact date and place?' A widow in 1870 may
appear where the same woman as a wife in 1860 disappeared.
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B 2. LEGAL SHIFTS THAT CREATED NEW RECORD TRAILS

Era

Colonial-early

|Turning point

Common-law coverture; feme

Records to hunt

Dower releases, deeds signed by wives,

scope and dates vary.

1800s sole/feme covert distinctions; privy/separate examinations, guardianships,
dower/curtesy; local custom and marriage settlements, equity/chancery cases,
equity exceptions. widow's dower allotments.

1839-early Married Women's Property Acts and | Separate property filings, married women's

1900s earnings acts passed state by state; | deeds/contracts, court suits, trustee records,

business/occupation licenses, estate disputes,
wage/property claims.

1862 and after

Federal and state land laws could
involve single women, widows,
heads of household, heirs, and
women with separate property
rights.

Homestead/land files, patents, final proofs,
heirship papers, tract books, county follow-up
deeds, mortgages, tax lists.

military, nursing, volunteer, clerical,
industrial, and agricultural service.

1869-1920 State and territorial suffrage gains Suffrage petitions, organization minutes, poll
culminated in the 19th Amendment, |books, voter registrations, school-election lists,
though barriers remained for many | newspapers, club records.
women.

1907-1940 Nationality/citizenship rules tied Declarations, petitions, derivative citizenship
many women's status to husbands, | clues, repatriation/oath records, passport files,
then gradually restored independent | alien registrations, court files.
citizenship.

1917-1945 World wars expanded women's Service files, Red Cross files, nurse records,

WAC/WAVES/SPARS/WASP context, draft-
adjacent family data, unit histories, newspapers,
photographs.

1935 and after

Social Security, employment,
benefits, professional licensing, and
modern vital registration created

more standardized identity records.

SS-5/Numident, claims, personnel files, union
records, teacher/nurse licenses, professional
directories, city directories.
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[y 3. RESULTING RECORD SETS: WHERE WOMEN REAPPEAR

Use this as a dashboard. Pick record sets based on her status at the time: unmarried, married, widowed,
divorced, immigrant, voter, landholder, pension claimant, church member, worker, or mother.

Record set |What it can reveal Where to look first

Marriage records

Licenses, bonds, banns, consents, returns,
church entries, registers, divorce files, and
remarriages can reveal maiden names, prior
spouses, fathers/guardians, witnesses,
ministers, and residence.

County clerk/court, churches,
FamilySearch Catalog, state
archives, newspapers.

Deeds + dower
releases

A married woman may appear to release dower
or homestead rights, often with a separate/privy
examination. These can prove a wife's given
name, residence, land connection, and
sometimes prior surname.

County recorder/register of
deeds, grantor/grantee indexes,
land books.

Married Women's
Property Act
filings

As states changed married women's property
rights, records may show separate property,
earnings, contracts, business licenses, court
cases, trustee arrangements, and separate
estate claims.

County deed books, court
minutes, chancery/equity, state
statutes, newspapers.

Separate estate,
trusts, marriage
settlements

Property protected from a husband's debts or
managed by trustees may identify the woman's
natal family, marriage terms, enslaved or
inherited property, and kin networks.

Chancery/equity courts, deeds,
probate, manuscript family
papers.

Probate + widow
records

Wills, administrations, inventories, dower
allotments, year's support, widow's election,
guardianship, estate sales, and partitions can
identify widows, daughters, married names,
children, and in-laws.

Probate court, county/state
archives, FamilySearch browse
images.

Military
widow/mother
pensions

Widow, mother, and dependent pension files
may contain marriage proofs, maiden names,
affidavits, children's births, death details,
residences, and neighbors.

NARA, Fold3, Ancestry, state
archives, pension indexes.

Naturalization/
citizenship

Before 1922, a woman's citizenship could be
tied to her husband; after 1922 more women
petitioned in their own names. Records may
exist under maiden or married names, or not at
all.

NARA naturalization guides,
county/federal courts,
Ancestry/FamilySearch.

Suffrage + voter
records

Petitions, association minutes, poll books, voter
registrations, school-election lists, and post-
1920 voter rolls can place women independently
in a community.

State archives, local election
boards, newspapers,
LOC/NARA, women-history
repositories.

Women's service +
wartime work

Nurses, Yeomen(F), Hello Girls, WAC, WAVES,
SPARS, WASP, Red Cross, defense workers,
and Women's Land Army participants generated
service, employment, membership, photo, and
newspaper records.

NARA/NPRC, state archives,
military museums, newspapers,
university collections.

Church + cemetery

Sacraments, membership transfers, pew
rentals, women's societies,
sponsors/godparents, burial registers, lot cards,
funeral home records, and obituaries can
connect maiden and married identities.

Church/diocesan archives,
cemeteries, funeral homes,
FamilySearch, local libraries.
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Record set What it can reveal Where to look first

Social Security Post-1936 applications may state birth SSA FOIA, Ancestry/MyHeritage
SS-5/ Numident date/place and parents' names, including SSDI abstracts, FamilySearch.
mother's maiden name. Privacy restrictions and
fees apply for deceased persons.

Newspapers + Social columns, club minutes, Chronicling America,

organization WCTU/DAR/church society rosters, school Newspapers.com,

records news, legal notices, obits, estate sales, and GenealogyBank, local libraries,
anniversary articles often preserve women's manuscript collections.

names and kinship clues.

¥ Tip: Probate can prove daughters after marriage. Search for every daughter by both birth surname
and married surname, then read receipts, distributions, guardianships, and partitions.
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$® 4. RESOURCE DIRECTORY - FREE AND ARCHIVAL SITES FIRST

Start with free and official sources, then use subscriptions and copy orders strategically.
Access notes are current to May 2026, but repository hours, licenses, and copy fees can change.

Category Resource + link Best use for female ancestors Cost

Access

Free portal FamilySearch Search free indexed and browse- |FREE Online; some
Search + Catalog only vital, church, probate, land, account |images
https://www.familysear|census, cemetery, and court restricted to
ch.org/search/ images. Use the Catalog by place FamilySearch

to find unindexed county books Centers/affiliates
where women often appear under
husbands, fathers, and guardians.

How-to FamilySearch Locality-by-locality guidance. FREE Online
Research Wiki Check state pages for marriage,
https://www.familysear|probate, land, court, church, and
ch.org/en/wiki women's property law clues before

paying for databases.

Federal hub | National Archives - |Gateway to federal census, FREE Online guides;
Genealogy immigration, naturalization, land, |guides records online,
https://www.archives.g | pension, military, court, and onsite, or by
ov/research/genealog |Freedmen's Bureau records. Start request
\ here for federal record group

context.

Federal National Archives Search digitized federal records FREE Online catalog;

search Catalog plus descriptions of record groups. many records
https://catalog.archive | Try married names, maiden onsite/request
s.gov/ names, husband's name,

organization names, locality, and
phrases such as widow, dower,
suffrage, nurse, WAC, petition,
and naturalization.

Women's NARA Women's Curated links to National Archives |FREE Online guide

history History Resources resources and outside repositories
https://www.archives.g |for women's lives, military service,
ov/research/alic/refere |labor, suffrage, and activism.
nce/womens-
history.html

Citizenship NARA Naturalization |Use when a woman's citizenship |FREE Online guide;
Records may have followed, changed with, | guide records
https://www.archives.g | or separated from her husband's online/onsite/
ov/research/immigrati |status. Search federal, state, request
on/naturalization county, and municipal courts; no

single central index exists for all
eras.

Newspapers | Chronicling America |Free historic U.S. newspapers. FREE Online
at LOC Search obituaries, marriage
https://www.loc.gov/co | notices, divorce notices, legal
llections/chronicling- |notices, social columns, suffrage
america/ meetings, club reports,

dower/estate notices, and Mrs.
[husband] variants.

Maps Library of Congress |County land ownership maps, FREE Online; some
Maps Sanborn maps, atlases, and items onsite
https://www.loc.gov/m | migration context. Map neighbors
aps/ to build the FAN club around a

woman whose own records are
scarce.
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https://www.familysearch.org/search/
https://www.familysearch.org/search/
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki
https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy
https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy
https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy
https://catalog.archives.gov/
https://catalog.archives.gov/
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/naturalization
https://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/naturalization
https://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/naturalization
https://www.loc.gov/collections/chronicling-america/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/chronicling-america/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/chronicling-america/
https://www.loc.gov/maps/
https://www.loc.gov/maps/

Best use for female ancestors Cost Access

State records |State Archives Gateway to state archives and Mixed Online + in
directory (NARA) historical societies. Look for state person; policies
https://www.archives.g | censuses, women voters, vary
ov/research/alic/refere | marriage returns, chancery/equity,
nce/state- adoption/guardianship, school,
archives.html asylum, suffrage, and manuscript

collections.

Local records |County clerks, Marriage, deeds, dower releases, |Mixed/ Online
recorders, and probate packets, guardianships, |copy fees |index/images,
probate courts divorce, tax lists, road petitions, mail, or
https://www.usa.gov/lo| court minutes, and name-change courthouse
cal-governments records. Always confirm historical

county boundaries.

Volunteer USGenWeb County pages with free cemetery |FREE Online

clues https://usgenweb.org/ readings, marriage abstracts, bible

records, local histories, surname
pages, and courthouse tips.
Coverage varies but can expose
overlooked local clues.
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https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/state-archives.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/state-archives.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/state-archives.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/state-archives.html
https://www.usa.gov/local-governments
https://www.usa.gov/local-governments
https://usgenweb.org/

5. PAID, SUBSCRIPTION, AND LIBRARY-EDITION SHORTCUTS

Category Resource + link Best use for female ancestors Cost [Access

Broad U.S. Ancestry Large U.S. record collections and Sub- Online
https://www.ancestry.c | public/member trees. Use wildcards, |scription; personal or
om/ initials, residence filters, and searches |library library

for husband's name plus her first edition
name. Verify hints against original often
images. available

Military/ Fold3 Pensions, service records, widows' Sub- Online

federal https://www.fold3.com/| claims, Civil War and later military scription;

material, and federal context. Widow |some
pension files can identify maiden library/
names, marriages, children, NARA
residences, and affidavits. access

Global + DNA |MyHeritage Research |Useful for international links, trees, Free/ Online
https://www.myheritag |newspapers, and Smart Matches. subscript
e.com/research Good supplement when a woman ion

immigrated, changed surname, or has
descendants in multiple countries.

British/Irish Findmypast Strong British, Irish, and newspaper | Freemiu |Online
https://www.findmypas | content. Use for immigrant women, m/subscr
t.com/ Irish/UK origins, and U.S. newspaper |iption

or Catholic record coverage where
applicable.

Newspapers |Newspapers.com + |Search obituaries, social columns, Subs- Online
Library Edition legal ads, anniversary notices, cription |personal/
https://about.proquest. | divorces, estate notices, women's or library |library;
com/en/products- clubs, school events, and visited her |access coverage
services/Newspapersc | mother clues. differs
ome-Library-Edition/

Newspapers |GenealogyBank Historical newspapers, obituaries, Sub- Online
https://www.genealogy | government publications, and some | scription
bank.com/ ethnic papers. Coverage differs from

Newspapers.com and Chronicling
America.

New England |American Ancestors |NEHGS databases, Catholic records, |Member- |Online +
https://www.americana |journals, free research guides, and ship/sub- |Boston
ncestors.org/ expert content. Excellent for New scription; |onsite

England women, immigrant some
communities, and published free
genealogical problem-solving. guides

Library HeritageQuest / Often free through public libraries. Library | Online with

databases ProQuest genealogy |Census, books, PERSI or local-history | access library card
resources content, and other collections vary by
https://about.proquest. | library contract.
com/en/products-
services/HeritageQues
t-Online/

@ Shortcut: Use paid sites for speed, but treat them as finding aids. Save images, citations, database
titles, image numbers, and the repository behind the image.
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https://www.ancestry.com/
https://www.ancestry.com/
https://www.fold3.com/
https://www.myheritage.com/research
https://www.myheritage.com/research
https://www.findmypast.com/
https://www.findmypast.com/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/Newspaperscom-Library-Edition/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/Newspaperscom-Library-Edition/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/Newspaperscom-Library-Edition/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/Newspaperscom-Library-Edition/
https://www.genealogybank.com/
https://www.genealogybank.com/
https://www.americanancestors.org/
https://www.americanancestors.org/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/HeritageQuest-Online/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/HeritageQuest-Online/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/HeritageQuest-Online/
https://about.proquest.com/en/products-services/HeritageQuest-Online/

® 6. ACADEMIC, ARTICLE, AND DIGITIZED-BOOK DATABASES

m/products/women-and-
social-movements-
united-states-1600-2000

church reform, and suffrage work.

Category |Resource + link Best use for female ancestors Cost Access
Articles/ JSTOR Find articles on women's legal history, |Free Online
books https://www.jstor.org/ coverture, suffrage, migration, limited/
community networks, labor, religion, |open
race, and locality. Use advanced content +
search with county/state + women's | JPASS
topic terms.
Primary Gale Primary Sources | Institutional access to newspapers, Library | Online
sources https://www.gale.com/pri |pamphlets, manuscripts, and women's through
mary-sources history collections. Ask your library subscribing
about Archives Unbound, U.S. library
Declassified, and newspaper
packages.
Digitized HathiTrust Digital County histories, city directories, FREE Online
books Library women's club histories, school public-
https://www.hathitrust.org | catalogs, local commemorative books, |domain
legal treatises, and genealogies. Full
view depends on copyright status and
institutional login.
Digitized Internet Archive Free books, city directories, FREE / Online; free
books https://archive.org/ yearbooks, county histories, family con- account
histories, atlases, and genealogy trolled helpful
guides. Search by locality plus digital
maiden/married surnames. lending
Cataloging |WorldCat Locate books, manuscripts, local FREE Online
https://search.worldcat.or | histories, church histories, and search catalog;
al periodicals near you. Search a items
woman's surname + county + library/ILL/
church/club/school. onsite
Books Google Books Search snippets and full-view public |FREE Online
https://books.google.com|domain books for women named in search;
county histories, directories, reports, |purchase
school catalogs, and organization vary
proceedings.
Academic |Project MUSE Scholarly articles/books in women's Insti- Online
journals https://muse.jhu.edu/ history, legal history, race, religion, tution/
and regional history. Use through a subs-
university or public library when cription;
available. some OA
Women's Women and Social Women activists, organizations, Insti- Online
studies Movements in the suffrage, reform, and social tution/ through
United States movements. Great for context and for |library subscribing
https://alexanderstreet.co | ancestors involved in clubs, unions, library

¥ Tip: Search academic databases for the law and community around your ancestor. State property
law, church discipline, migration, and suffrage context can explain why a record exists - or why it does

not.
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https://www.jstor.org/
https://www.gale.com/primary-sources
https://www.gale.com/primary-sources
https://www.hathitrust.org/
https://archive.org/
https://search.worldcat.org/
https://search.worldcat.org/
https://books.google.com/
https://muse.jhu.edu/
https://alexanderstreet.com/products/women-and-social-movements-united-states-1600-2000
https://alexanderstreet.com/products/women-and-social-movements-united-states-1600-2000
https://alexanderstreet.com/products/women-and-social-movements-united-states-1600-2000
https://alexanderstreet.com/products/women-and-social-movements-united-states-1600-2000

Ml 7. SPECIALTY REPOSITORIES FOR WOMEN'S HISTORY

https://www.archives.g
ov/research/alic/refere
nce/womens-

history.html

interviews, local museums, college
archives, and historical society
collections.

Category Resource + link Best use for female ancestors Cost Access
Women's Schlesinger Library |Major manuscripts, books, FREE Online
manuscripts | on the History of photographs, oral histories, and research; finding aids
Women in America |organizational records documenting |fees for |+ Cambridge
https://www.radcliffe.h |women, families, activism, labor, food, | copies/ | onsite/reque
arvard.edu/schlesinger |health, and social movements. Open |services |st
-library to public; contact ahead for access
needs.
Women's Sophia Smith Women writers, reformers, family FREE Online
manuscripts | Collection / Smith papers, suffrage, reproductive rights, |research; finding aids
College Special social work, and family fees may |+
Collections correspondence. Search finding aids |apply Northampton
https://libraries.smith.e | for surnames, places, organizations, onsite/
du/special-collections |and associated families. request
Women's Sallie Bingham Duke Rubenstein Library collections |FREE Online
manuscripts | Center for Women's |on women writers, activists, zines, research; (finding aids
History and Culture | girls' literature, work, health, gender, |fees may |+ Durham
https://library.duke.edu| and family culture. Strong for apply onsite/
[rubenstein/bingham manuscripts and rare printed material. request
Lineage + DAR Library and Published genealogy, Bible records, |FREE Online GRS
manuscripts | Genealogical lineage files, grave/transcription onsite/ +
Research System projects, and women's history online Washington,
https://www.dar.org/libr| collections. Use carefully: lineage GRS; DC onsite
ary claims are leads until source-checked. | copy
fees
National Smithsonian Online exhibits, educational projects, |FREE Online;
history American Women's |selected sites, and context for museum
History Museum women's economic independence, development
https://womenshistory. |labor, activism, and public memory. /events vary
si.edu/
Online National Women's Biographies, exhibits, classroom FREE Online
exhibits History Museum resources, and topic overviews. Best
https://www.womenshi |for context and search vocabulary
story.org/ rather than individual genealogical
proof.
Military U.S. Army Women's | Context for WAC, nurses, and FREE/ Online + Fort
women Museum women's Army service. Use alongside A mixed Gregg-
https://awm.lee.army. |NARA/NPRC personnel and unit Adams
mil/ records. onsite
Local women |State/local women's |Look for state suffrage projects, oral |Mixed Online + in
history projects histories, women's clubs, WPA person

8 Repository move: Search finding aids by surname, town, church, organization, occupation, and
the names of husbands or children. Women's manuscript clues are often filed under families, clubs, or
reform groups.
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https://www.radcliffe.harvard.edu/schlesinger-library
https://www.radcliffe.harvard.edu/schlesinger-library
https://www.radcliffe.harvard.edu/schlesinger-library
https://libraries.smith.edu/special-collections
https://libraries.smith.edu/special-collections
https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/bingham
https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/bingham
https://www.dar.org/library
https://www.dar.org/library
https://womenshistory.si.edu/
https://womenshistory.si.edu/
https://www.womenshistory.org/
https://www.womenshistory.org/
https://awm.lee.army.mil/
https://awm.lee.army.mil/
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/womens-history.html

Ml 8. IN-PERSON AND REQUEST-ONLY REPOSITORIES WORTH VISITING

Category

Courthouse

Probate/court

State
repositories

Federal

Major
genealogy
library

Major
genealogy
library

Church

Cemetery/
funeral

Manuscripts

Resource + link

County recorder /
register of deeds
https://www.usa.gov/lo

cal-governments

County probate,
chancery, circuit, or
district court
https://www.usa.gov/lo

cal-governments

State archives and
historical societies
https://www.archives.g
ov/research/alic/refere
nce/state-
archives.html

NARA facilities and
NPRC
https://www.archives.qg
ov/research

FamilySearch Library
https://www.familysear
ch.org/en/library/

Allen County Public
Library Genealogy
Center
https://www.acpl.lib.in.

us/genealogy

Church, diocesan,
synagogue, and
denominational
archives
https://www.familysear
ch.org/en/wiki/United
States_Church_Recor
ds

Cemetery offices and
funeral homes
https://www.familysear
ch.org/en/wiki/United
States_Cemeteries

University special
collections and local
libraries
https://search.worldcat

.org/

Best use for female ancestors

Original deeds, dower releases, privy
examinations, mortgages, partitions,
liens, and post-marriage land activity.
Ask about grantor/grantee indexes by
husband's name, wife's first name,
and prior surname.

Wills, administrations, widow's
elections, dower allotments,
guardianships, divorces, bastardy,
debts, partitions, equity suits, and
name changes. Some files are never
digitized.

State-level vital, military, institutional,

school, prison, hospital, suffrage, state

land, tax, and manuscript collections.
Check catalogs and manuscript
finding aids before travel.

Federal court, military, pension,
naturalization, land, immigration, and
agency records. For modern military
personnel files, access depends on
date, next-of-kin status, and archival
rules.

Huge genealogy collection, online
help, books, films, images, and
access to partner websites onsite.
Excellent when images are restricted
from home.

Large genealogy collection, PERSI,
local-history books, family files, and
librarian help. Great for obscure
county and periodical clues.

Baptisms, confirmations, marriages,
burials, membership transfers,
women-led societies, charity work,
discipline minutes, and
godparent/sponsor networks.

Lot cards, interment registers, burial
permits, undertaker records, family
plots, removals, kin informants,
married daughters, and maiden
names not on stones.

Family papers, diaries,

correspondence, club minutes, school

records, manuscript genealogies,

vertical files, newspaper clipping files,

and oral histories.
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Mixed/ Online index

copy or in person

fees

Mixed/ In person/

copy mail; some

fees online

Mixed Online +
onsite;
appointment
rules vary

Free Onsite/

research; |request/

copy/ online

order

fees

FREE Salt Lake
City +
centers/
affiliates;
check
notices

FREE Fort Wayne

onsite; onsite +

copy online tools

fees

Mixed Often in
person/
request;
some online

Mixed/ Call/email/

copy visit

fees

Mixed Catalogs
online;
onsite/
request
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[ 9. RECOMMENDED BOOKS AND ARTICLES

Use these as method and context tools. For out-of-print genealogy books, WorldCat, Internet Archive,
HathiTrust, FamilySearch Digital Library, used-book sites, and local libraries may beat retail pricing.

Author Title + access Best use

Sharon Telling Her Story: A Guide to Researching How to uncover not just the details

DeBartolo and Writing about Women of the Past about a woman’s life from typical

Carmack Scattered Leaves Press, 2924. Use WorldCat, records such as censuses, vital
libraries, used copies, or Amazon search. records, and cemetery records, but

also how to learn the social history
of the everyday lives of ordinary
women, then how to write their

stories.
Marylynn Women and the Law of Property in Early Excellent legal context for
Salmon America coverture, property, inheritance,

UNC Press, 1986/1989. Publisher/library/retail. |and state-by-state variation before
modern reform.

Marian L. Smith |'Any woman who is how or may hereafter be |Essential for understanding

married..." Women and Naturalization, ca. derivative citizenship, 1907
1802-1940 expatriation, the 1922 Cable Act,
NARA Prologue, Summer 1998. Free online. and why a woman's naturalization

https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/ | record may not exist.
1998/summer/women-and-naturalization-1.html

Christine K. Guide to Naturalization Records of the Use with NARA guidance to locate

Schaefer United States naturalization courts, indexes,
Genealogical Publishing Co., 1997. petitions, declarations, certificates,
Library/retail. and post-1906 records.

Elizabeth Shown |QuickSheet: The Historical Biographer's Compact explanation of friends,

Mills Guide to Cluster Research (the FAN associates, and neighbors - vital
Principle) when a woman is hidden under a

Genealogical Publishing Co. / retail / libraries. husband's identity.

Elizabeth Shown |Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources |Citation and evidence-analysis

Mills from Artifacts to Cyberspace, 4t Rev. Edition reference for correlating aliases,

Genealogical Publishing Co.; Amazon indirect evidence, conflicting ages,
and same-name women.

Linda K. Kerber |No Constitutional Right to Be Ladies: Deep context on citizenship,
Women and the Obligations of Citizenship coverture, civic obligation, and the
Hill and Wang, 1998. Library/retail. legal position of American women.

Nancy F. Cott Public Vows: A History of Marriage and the |Useful for interpreting marriage,
Nation citizenship, race, law, and national
Harvard University Press, 2000. Library/retail. policy in family-history narratives.

Locality sources |County histories, atlases, church These often name women as
anniversary books, school catalogs, club teachers, church officers, club
minutes, and newspapers members, landowners, widows,
Use WorldCat, HathiTrust, Internet Archive, sponsors, and neighbors.

LOC, and local libraries.

% Book buying tip: For older genealogy titles, check WorldCat and Interlibrary Loan before buying.
Some classics are out of print but easy to borrow.
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& 10. STEP-BY-STEP STRATEGY FOR TRACING FEMALE ANCESTORS

Step |Action

|How to do it

1 Build her identity Create a life table with every known name: given name, nicknames,
timeline maiden surname, married surname(s), initials, Mrs. [husband], variant
spellings, residences, religion, children, and migration clues.
2 Start with records she | Search marriage, death, obituary, cemetery, church, probate, deeds,
likely created divorce, pension, naturalization, voter, Social Security, and newspaper
records before assuming she left no record.
3 Use the FAN club List friends, associates, neighbors, witnesses, sponsors, midwives,
ministers, estate buyers, land neighbors, and people buried nearby.
Women often surface in other people's records.
4 Reverse-engineer Search the husband, father, brothers, sons, sons-in-law, guardians, and
through male relatives | executors. Extract every record that names the woman directly or
indirectly.
5 Mine land + probate Do not stop at an index. Read deeds before and after marriage, dower
deeply releases, estate packets, guardianships, partitions, and tax lists. Track
every person named.
6 Exploit church + Sponsors, witnesses, pew lists, women's societies, cemetery lots, and
cemetery networks funeral-home informants can identify maiden families and married
daughters.
7 Use DNA as a clue Cluster shared matches, identify surnames in common, examine trees
generator of matches descending through daughters, and test hypotheses with
records. Do not treat a match tree as proof.
8 Trace forward through | Children's marriage, death, SS-5, obituaries, military, church, probate,
children and cemetery records often name the mother by maiden name or reveal
her siblings.
9 Search sideways A daughter's obituary, DAR application, marriage announcement, or
through daughters cemetery lot may name the mother or maternal grandparents when the
mother's own obituary does not.
10 Write a proof summary | Correlate dates, places, names, neighbors, DNA clues, and negative

searches. State what is proved, what is likely, and what remains
unresolved.

¥ Tip: Trace forward. A daughter's obituary, SS-5, death certificate, DAR application, or marriage
record may name the mother when the mother's own record does not.
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/\ COMMON PITFALLS - AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Pitfall

Searching only her married
surname

Fix

Search maiden name, married name, prior married names, initials,
nicknames, phonetics, and Mrs. [husband's full name]. Also search
without surname in a specific place.

Assuming no record means
no legal identity

A married woman's record may be embedded in a deed, probate
packet, court file, tax list, church book, or husband's naturalization file.

Ignoring jurisdiction changes

Use the county/state/territory boundaries that existed when the event
happened. Check parent counties, burned counties, and neighboring
courthouses.

Stopping at indexes

Indexes often omit wives, witnesses, dower releases, and marginal
notes. Browse images and read the surrounding pages.

Missing second marriages

A widow's later surname can hide the death, probate, pension, or burial
record you need. Trace every spouse and each household transition.

Over-trusting compiled trees

Use trees and Al outputs as clues only. Require original records or
well-cited derivative sources before adding a maiden name.
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© 11. Al PROMPTS FOR GENEALOGY RESEARCH

/\ Use Al as a research assistant, not a source. Paste records, transcriptions, or your own notes;

ask the tool to separate confirmed facts from hypotheses; verify every record, link, repository, and price
before acting.

@ Prompt 1 - Create a female-ancestor research plan

Act as an expert U.S. genealogy researcher specializing in women's records. I am
researching [WOMAN'S KNOWN NAME(S)], born about [DATE/PLACE], married to [SPOUSE]
about [DATE/PLACE], living in [COUNTY/STATE] during [YEARS]. Known children,
associates, religion, and DNA clues: [DETAILS]. Create a step-by-step plan to
identify her maiden name and parents. Include record sets, exact name variants,
FAN-club targets, repositories, online-first searches, in-person records, and
evidence that would confirm or disprove each hypothesis. Do not invent records or
facts.

® Prompt 2 - Interpret coverture-era legal language

Translate this deed/probate/court language into modern plain English while
preserving legal meaning: [PASTE TEXT]. Explain terms such as feme covert, feme
sole, dower, curtesy, privy examination, separate estate, guardian, administrator,
relict, and widow's election. Extract every genealogical clue about the woman, her
husband, children, property, residence, witnesses, and possible maiden family. Mark
uncertain readings.

@ Prompt 3 - Build a FAN-club matrix

Using only the facts below, build a FAN-club table for [WOMAN]. Include each
friend, associate, neighbor, witness, sponsor, minister, land neighbor, estate
buyer, informant, DNA match, and household member. For each person, list the
source, possible relationship, records to search, and how that person might reveal
[WOMAN] 's maiden name, parents, migration route, or second marriage. Facts: [PASTE
TIMELINE/SOURCES].

@ Prompt 4 - Generate maiden-name hypotheses from records

Here are records for the same woman or possible same woman: [PASTE ABSTRACTS WITH
SOURCES]. Compare names, ages, residences, children, witnesses, land, church,
cemetery, and DNA clues. Create a ranked list of maiden-name hypotheses. For each,
explain supporting evidence, conflicting evidence, missing evidence, and the next
two records most likely to prove or disprove it. Do not treat online trees as
proof.

@ Prompt 5 - Use DNA matches ethically for a woman

I am using autosomal DNA to identify the maiden name or parents of [WOMAN]. Shared
matches and tree clues: [PASTE NON-LIVING-PERSON DETAILS OR REDACTED SUMMARY].
Build a privacy-conscious cluster strategy. Group matches by likely ancestral
couple or locality, identify surnames and places to test, suggest record searches
for each cluster, and explain what evidence would turn a DNA clue into a
genealogical proof argument.
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@ Prompt 6 - Extract clues from an obituary or newspaper item

Analyze this obituary/newspaper item for a female ancestor: [PASTE TEXT]. Extract
all names, relationships, residences, organizations, church/cemetery clues, maiden -
name hints, married daughters, siblings, pallbearers, social callers, and FAN-club
leads. Then propose exact search queries for newspapers, probate, cemetery, church,
and vital records. Separate confirmed facts from assumptions.

® Prompt 7 - Read old handwriting without inventing

I will paste a transcription or upload an image of an old record about a woman.
Transcribe line by line. Preserve original spelling and punctuation when legible.
Use [illegible] for unreadable words and [?] for uncertain letters. Then create a
modern abstract and a clue list. Do not fill gaps from context unless labeled as a
hypothesis. Text/image: [PASTE OR UPLOAD].

@ Prompt 8 - Turn evidence into a proof summary

Using only the sourced facts below, write a concise proof summary answering this
question: Was [WOMAN] the daughter of [PARENTS] and the wife of [SPOUSE]? Organize
evidence by source type, correlate names/places/dates, discuss conflicts, explain
negative searches, and end with a conclusion rated as proved, probable, possible,
or not proved. Facts and citations: [PASTE].

12. QUICK-START CHECKLIST AND EVIDENCE EXTRACTOR

Stage ' Extract this

Before searching Her full timeline; all names; spouse(s); children; religion; migration; residence;
FAN club; DNA clusters; known sources; unresolved research question.

From marriage License/bond/return; officiant; witnesses; consents; prior marital status;
bondsman; church; residence; age; parent/guardian clues.

From land/deeds Grantor/grantee; date; wife's signature; dower release; separate examination;
neighbors; legal description; consideration; prior/future sales.

From probate Widow, heirs, daughters' married names, guardians, bondsmen, estate buyers,
administrator, distributions, dower allotment, receipts, disputes.

From Sponsors, witnesses, membership transfer, women's society, lot owner, burial

church/cemetery order, informant, funeral home, minister, nearby burials.

From newspapers Marriage/anniversary notices, obits, social visits, club reports, court notices, legal
ads, estate notices, divorce, school/church events.

From DNA Shared clusters, surnames, locations, triangulated documentary leads,
descendants of daughters, unknown matches with trees, negative evidence.

Genealogical Proof | Same name is not enough. Correlate name, place, time, associates,
Standard relationships, records, and plausible life events; cite every source.
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$ COPY-AND-PASTE SEARCH TERMS

Use case Search terms

Names "Mrs John Smith" OR "Mrs. J. W. Smith"
"Mary Smith" "wife of John"

"Mary [maiden]" [county state]

"relict of" OR widow OR widowed

Land/probate dower OR "release of dower"

"privy examination" OR "separate examination"
"separate estate" OR "feme covert"

"widow's election" OR "year's support"

Newspapers "visited her mother" [surname]
"daughter of" [father surname]
"formerly Miss" [surname]

"suffrage" OR "women voters" [county]

Church/cemetery |[surname] baptism sponsor

[church name] women society minutes
[cemetery] lot card [surname]

[funeral home] register [surname]

DNA [match cluster surname] [county state]
[maiden candidate surname] [shared location]
[ancestor couple] descendants daughters
"maternal grandmother" [surname]

pedigree chart.

Final Word: The strongest female-ancestor proof usually combines direct records, indirect records,
FAN-club evidence, and negative searches. Build the woman back into her community, not just onto a
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