TRACING FRENCH-SPEAKING ANCESTORS IN
AMERICAN GENEALOGY

French, Acadian, Creole, Haitian & French-Canadian Roots, Colonial & Enslaved-
Ancestor Records, and Free Resources: A French-American Genealogy Cheat Sheet

Your ancestor crossed an ocean or a border and stepped into the American record under a name that
may have shifted in the crossing. Pierre became Peter. Thibodeaux became Tibido. A woman who signed
her marriage act in Quebec as Marie-Anne Hébert dite Lecomte surfaces in a Vermont census as plain
Mary Hebert. French-speaking genealogy rewards patience and a system. This cheat sheet gives you
that system, the repositories that hold the records, and the free sources to work first. Whether your
people came from Normandy, the bayous of Louisiana, a Quebec parish, or a sugar plantation in Saint-
Domingue, the path runs the same way: backward, one proven record at a time.

& HOW TO USE THIS CHEAT SHEET
B Y

Start at home Begin with what you already know in U.S. records: full names, places,
censuses, church records, naturalization, and the family stories. The
American paper trail is your bridge back to France, Quebec, Acadia, the
Caribbean, or Africa.

Work free first FamilySearch, Geneanet's free index, BAnQ, the Louisiana Slave Database,
and the Archives départementales cost nothing. Exhaust them before you
pay for a subscription or order copies from overseas. Note: Free or free-with-
account; some images may require FamilySearch Center or Affiliate Library

access.

Find the port and the Identify the U.S. port of entry, then the French-speaking country and the
parish specific parish or commune of origin. A parish name is the single key that

unlocks foreign archives.

Verify everything A name on a tree, an Al answer, or a published lineage is a clue, not proof.
Confirm with original records, source citations, and DNA before you move to

the next generation.

©) FREE @) HYBRID ¢) SUBSCRIPTION ® IN PERSON

View from home, Mixed access: some Paid database, Contact the repository.
usually free. A free content free, some membership, order fee, Ask about

account may be behind a paywall or by  or retail purchase. appointments, pulls, ID
needed. location. Verify current price. rules, and copies.

@ PRO TIP: Chase the death record first.

A twentieth-century death certificate, a Social Security application, or an obituary often names parents
born in Quebec or in a French commune, and it pins down the town you need. One Drouin-collection
baptism can then carry you back a full century.
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88 1. THE CHALLENGES OF FRENCH-AMERICAN RESEARCH

French-speaking ancestry carries obstacles that English-language research rarely throws at you.
Naming them plainly is the first step to working around each one.

Language and the hand. Most of what you need sits in French, and the older records add Latin for
Catholic baptisms, marriages, and burials. The handwriting drifts from century to century, and a priest's
flourish in a 1740 register can stop a reader cold. You do not need fluency. You need a word list, a
paleography guide, and the patience to read a record letter by letter.

Dit names and shifting surnames. French and French-Canadian families carried dit names, a kind of
nickname-surname that let one Hebert line distinguish itself as Hebert dit Lecomte. A man might appear
under the surname in one record and the dit name in the next. Patronymic habits, repeated baptismal
names, and Anglicization after migration multiply the variants you must search.

Catholic parish records as the backbone. Before civil registration, the church kept the vital records.
Sacramental registers are rich, listing godparents, witnesses, and kin, yet they live in diocesan archives,
departmental archives, and microfilm rather than one tidy database. Knowing the parish matters more
than knowing the date.

Lost and scattered records. The French Revolution and later upheavals destroyed registers and
reshuffled jurisdictions. Colonial archives were split between France and the former colonies at
independence, so a Martinique or Guadeloupe record may rest in Aix-en-Provence today. The French
Republican Calendar, dated from 22 September 1792, officially adopted in 1793, used until 31 December
1805, dates records in months no modern reader recognizes at a glance.

The hardest records, and the most important. Enslaved ancestors in French territories, Louisiana,
Saint-Domingue, the Caribbean, were recorded as property, frequently with a single given name and no
surname. The Code Noir, the royal code that governed slavery in the French empire, required Catholic
baptism, and that requirement is a gift to the researcher: a sacramental register may name an enslaved
child, the mother, and the godparents when no other document does. Notarial acts, sale records, and
estate inventories carry the rest. Consider Rosalie, entered in a 1795 Pointe Coupee notarial act with no
surname at all, her origin written only as négresse Congo. Her name survives because a notary wrote it
down. Reading that act against the grain is how she returns to the record as a person.

/A WATCH OUT: French Republican Calendar dates.

Records from 1792 to 1805 may be dated by the Revolutionary calendar, with months like
Vendemiaire, Brumaire, and Thermidor and years written as roman numerals. "An XI" is not a typo.
Use a converter before you trust a date, and note that the original scan keeps the Republican date
even when an index shows a Gregorian one.
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& 2.RESEARCH STRATEGY & ACTION PLAN

Work the steps in order. The bridge from an American record to a French parish is built one proven
generation at a time, and skipping the U.S. foundation is the fastest way to attach the wrong ancestor.

_ Action and how to do it

1 Build the U.S. foundation. Document the family in every census, vital record, city directory, and
church record from the present back to the immigrant or the emancipation. Capture exact
places, neighbors, and the parents' birthplaces.

2 Pin down the immigrant. Find the naturalization papers, passenger lists, and border-crossing
records. For French Canadians who walked or rode south, the U.S.-Canada border manifests
(St. Albans lists, 1895-1954) are essential. The goal is to seek a document that names the

town/parish; many will not..

3 Identify the French-speaking origin. Decide which world your ancestor came from: continental
France, Quebec or Acadia, Louisiana, Haiti, or the French Caribbean. Each has its own
archives and its own strategy.

4 Bridge to the parish or commune. Translate the U.S. clue into a specific parish (Quebec,
Acadia, the Caribbean) or commune and department (France). The Archives départementales
and Geneanet's indexed maps turn a place name into digitized registers.

5 Read the sacramental and notarial records. Catholic baptisms, marriages, and burials anchor
the family. Notarial acts (contracts, marriage settlements, sales, inventories) add property,

relationships, and, for enslaved ancestors, the names that vital records omit.

6 Apply the F.A.N. principle. Reconstruct Family, Associates, and Neighbors. In French records
the godparents at a baptism and the witnesses at a marriage are rarely random: they are Kin,

employers, or fellow migrants who lead you to the next record.

7 Integrate DNA and clustering. Use autosomal matches to confirm documentary links and to find
cousins still in Quebec, France, or the Caribbean. Group matches by ancestral couple and by
parish; treat online trees as leads, not proof. Beware of endogamy/pedigree-collapse for
French-Canadian, Acadian, Cajun, and Caribbean lines.

8 Write a sourced conclusion. Correlate the records, the DNA, and the negative searches into a
written proof argument. State what is proved, what is probable, and what is still open, and cite
all of it.

THE F.A.N. PRINCIPLE IN FRENCH RECORDS

Family, Associates, and Neighbors are the engine of French-language research. A Quebec baptism
names a parrain (godfather) and a marraine (godmother). A French marriage act names witnesses
and their relationship to the couple. A Louisiana notarial act names buyers, sellers, and appraisers.

When a register is silent on a parent, the godparents and witnesses often are not. Build a table of
every named associate, then chase each one. The neighbor who signed your ancestor's marriage in
1818 may be the brother-in-law whose own record names the home parish you have been hunting.

@ PRO TIP: Search every spelling, and the dit name too.

Index a single ancestor under the surname, the dit name, every phonetic spelling, and the Anglicized
form. Boudreaux, Boudraux, Boudro, and Bourdreau may all be one man. Geneanet and Filae forgive
a great deal of variation, but they cannot guess a form you never try.
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fi 3. ARCHIVES & GOVERNMENT REPOSITORIES
o Py
Resource research URL / Location

Archives
nationales
d'outre-mer
(ANOM)

Archives
nationales de
France

Archives
départementales
(by department)

Bibliothéque et
Archives
nationales du
Québec (BANQ)

Louisiana State
Archives
(Secretary of
State)

Louisiana
Historical
Center
(Louisiana State
Museum)

Holds the colonial archives of the @) FREE
French empire. The Etat civil

database covers Guadeloupe,

Martinique, Réunion, Guyane and

more, including affranchissement
(manumission) records vital to
enslaved-ancestor research.

Consult ANOM for civil/status

records and territory-specific
manumission-related material.

The national archives of France.
Online finding aids and digitized
series for central government,
notarial, and military records.
Start here to understand what
survives nationally.

@ FREE

Each of France's departments
digitizes its own parish and civil
registers, censuses, and military
lists, free and online but usually
unindexed. The workhorse of
French research once you know
the commune.

@ FREE

Quebec's free public archive:
parish registers, notarial records,
censuses, newspapers, and the
certified copies needed for
citizenship by descent. Explore
the Genealogy section.

The Erbon and Marie Wise
Genealogical Library plus an
online Historical Records search
for Louisiana birth, death, and
Orleans marriage indexes,
colonial documents, and Port of
New Orleans manifests. Limited
online passenger-list index, Jan.-
July 1851; use NARA/partner
databases/microfilm for broader
manifests.

Holds the original 1724 Code Noir @ IN
signed by Louis XV, the French PERSON
Superior Council records (1714-

1769), and the Spanish Judiciary
(1769-1803). Reading room by

appointment; services are free.

Contact in advance for

appointment, fees, and

reproduction policies.

©) FREE

@ HYBRID
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https://www.bang.gc.ca

https://www.sos.la.gov/
historicalresources
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rg/louisiana-historical-center
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Why it matters for your
Resource research URL / Location

New Orleans
Notarial
Archives

National
Archives
(NARA), U.S.

More than 35 million pages of S IN
notarial acts from 1731 forward: PERSON
sales, marriage contracts,

inventories, and slave records.

Often the only document to name

an enslaved person and a family

group. Notarial records begin in

1731; verify counts and access

with the archives.

Federal censuses,
naturalizations, passenger lists,
and the St. Albans Canadian
border-crossing manifests that
name a French-Canadian
immigrant's home parish. May
provide birthplace, last residence,
or contact clues.”

@ FREE

https://www.notarialarchives.or
al

https://www.archives.gov/resea
rch

/A WATCH OUT: ANOM loads over http, not https.

The ANOM database site is not secured with https, so your browser may flag it. The site is safe; click
through the warning to reach the records. Coverage of the French Caribbean is real but uneven, so a
missing register is not always a dead end. Try Geneanet's indexed version of the same images next.
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$ 4.MAJOR GENEALOGY DATABASES & SEARCH PLATFORMS

Why it matters for your
Resource research URL / Location

FamilySearch

Geneanet

Filae

MyHeritage

Ancestry

Genealogy
Quebec
(Drouin
Institute)

Free censuses, the Drouin
collection, French and
Caribbean records, and a
Full-Text Search that reads
handwriting in unindexed
deeds, wills, and notarial
acts. The first stop for almost
every search. Quebec
Catholic parish register
images and related Quebec
collections; Drouin-branded
collections are mainly
Genealogy Quebec/Ancestry.

@ FREE

The leading French
genealogy site, owned by
Ancestry. Free tree building
and a large free collaborative
index of French and colonial
records; Premium adds the
library and advanced search.
Indexes many ANOM
images.

@ HYBRID

French-records specialist,
now part of MyHeritage, with
indexed nineteenth and
twentieth-century French civil
records and censuses.
Subscription for full images
and search.

@) SUBSCRIPTION

Strong French and French-
Canadian matching through
its Filae and MesAieux
acquisitions. Free tier;
subscription for records.

@) HYBRID

Census, immigration, the
Drouin Quebec collection,
and the indexed Louisiana,
U.S., Records of Enslaved
People, 1719-1820.
Subscription, though some
collections are free with an
account.

About 100 million Quebec
and Acadian images,
including the LAFRANCE
index of baptisms, marriages,
and burials. The core
subscription site for French-
Canadian parish research.

@) SUBSCRIPTION

@) SUBSCRIPTION

Copyright 2026 Thomas MacEntee / GenealogyBargains.com. All rights reserved.

https://www.familysearch.org/s
earch/

https://en.geneanet.org/

https://en.filae.com/

https://www.myheritage.com/re
search

https://www.ancestry.com/

https://www.genealogiequebec.
com/en/
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Why it matters for your
Resource research URL / Location

PRDH-IGD Reconstructed families for %) SUBSCRIPTION
(Université de the entire French-Canadian
Montréal) population, with linked

individual and couple files.
Catholic baptisms, marriages,
and burials to 1861,
marriages to 1871.

Subscription.

Fold3 Military and pension images, @) SUBSCRIPTION
useful for French-Canadian

and Louisiana men in U.S.
service and for Civil War
units. Subscription, often free
through a library.

https://www.prdh-

igd.com/en/home

https://www.fold3.com/

QUICK WIN: Let FamilySearch read the colonial cursive.

word.

FamilySearch Full-Text Search uses Al to search billions of unindexed images, including Louisiana
notarial acts and colonial deeds where enslaved people and French settlers are named only inside the
document. Treat the machine reading as a finding aid, then open the original image and verify every
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b 5.LIBRARIES & SPECIAL COLLECTIONS

Historic New Free admission. Colonial S IN https://www.hnoc.org/research-
Orleans Louisiana, plantation, and PERSON collections/research-tools/genealogy-
Collection free-people-of-color records, resources
(Williams the New Orleans cemetery
Research and French Quarter surveys,
Center) and an information-wanted

database of post-war family

searches.
Amistad A major independent archive S IN https://www.amistadresearchcenter.org/
Research of African American history, PERSON

Center (Tulane) holding the Gwendolyn Midlo
Hall papers and manuscripts
on Louisiana's Creole and
enslaved communities.
Appointment required.

Newberry Deep colonial French, New ) https://www.newberry.org/
Library France, and Mississippi HYBRID
(Chicago) Valley holdings, plus strong

genealogy reference. Many
finding aids and some
collections are online;
manuscripts are onsite.

LSU Libraries The Louisiana and Lower S IN https://www.lib.lsu.edu/special
Special Mississippi Valley PERSON

Collections (Hill Collections: plantation

Memorial) records, antebellum estate

papers, and manuscripts
naming enslaved people
across French colonial
Louisiana.

Louisiana Free large statewide portal @) FREE https://louisianadigitallibrary.org /
Digital Library of digitized photos, maps,

manuscripts, and oral

histories from Louisiana

archives, libraries, and

museums.
Library of Chronicling America @) FREE https://www.loc.gov/
Congress newspapers, maps,

manuscript collections, and
the WPA narratives. Free
and deep for context and
named individuals across
the French Atlantic world.

@ PRO TIP: Notarial acts are the Louisiana goldmine.

In the French and Spanish colonial system, the notary recorded sales, marriage contracts, dowries,
successions, and slave transactions in bound volumes that survive far better than courthouse loose
papers. A single marriage contract can list both families across two generations. Start with the New
Orleans Notarial Archives and the Louisiana Historical Center.
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22 6. GENEALOGICAL & HISTORICAL SOCIETIES
P S P e

American-French
Genealogical
Society (AFGS)

Société
généalogique
canadienne-
francaise (SGCF)

Le Comité des
Archives de la
Louisiane

Afro-American
Historical &
Genealogical
Society (AAHGS)

Fichier Origine

Maple Stars and
Stripes

Rhode Island-based society for
French-Canadian and Franco-
American research, with a
library, journal (Je Me
Souviens), surname charts, and
the well-known dit-names
reference list.

Founded 1943 in Montréal, a
leading French-Canadian
society with publications, a
research library, and member
databases for Quebec and
Acadian lineages.

@ HYBRID

@ HYBRID

Baton Rouge society dedicated
to preserving and abstracting
Louisiana's colonial and church
records; publishes the journal Le
Raconteur and indexes hard-to-
find local sources.

@) HYBRID

The national society for African
American genealogy, with
chapters, a scholarly journal,
and a community working the
Louisiana Creole and enslaved-
ancestor records covered here.

@) HYBRID

A free, scholarly directory
documenting French and other
emigrants who settled in Quebec
before 1865, linking each to a
verified place of origin in France.

@ FREE

Sandra Goodwin's free French-
Canadian genealogy podcast
and show notes, strong on
record types, translation, and
methodology for Franco-
American families.

@ FREE
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¢ 7.FACEBOOK GROUPS & ONLINE COMMUNITIES

Communities surface local expertise, transcriptions, and encouragement no database can. Group URLs
change often, so search these names inside Facebook rather than guessing a link.

French Genealogy

Genealogy of French
Canada and Acadia

Cajun and Creole
Genealogy

Louisiana Creole
Genealogy

Haitian Genealogy / Haitian
Roots

French-Canadian / Franco-
American Genealogy

Slave Name Roll Project &
enslaved-ancestor groups

General continental-France research: departmental archives, parish
registers, the Republican calendar, and reading old French script.

Quebec and Acadian lineages, Drouin and PRDH questions, dit names,
and filles du roi and Carignan-Saliéres ancestry.

South Louisiana families, Acadian exile and resettlement, and the
tangled Cajun and Creole record landscape.

Gens de couleur libres, Creole families of color, sacramental records,
and New Orleans neighborhood research.

Saint-Domingue and Haitian research, refugee migration to Louisiana
and the East Coast, and Caribbean sacramental records.

Migration from Quebec to New England and the Midwest, border-
crossing manifests, and mill-town parish records.

Volunteers transcribing names of the enslaved from wills, inventories,
and notarial acts, including Louisiana and French colonial records.

as proof of descent.

/A WATCH OUT: a shared surname is not a relationship.

Freed peoplein Louisiana sometimes took a former enslaver's surname, sometimes a French place or
trade name, and sometimes a name entirely their own. A matching surname can signal kinship,
enslavement, employment, or pure coincidence. Treat it as a lead to test with records and DNA, never
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88 8. RESEARCHING ENSLAVED ANCESTORS IN FRENCH

TERRITORIES

Enslaved people in Louisiana, Saint-Domingue, and the French Caribbean were recorded as property,
usually with one given name. The records that name them are sacramental registers, notarial acts, and a

handful of remarkable databases built by historians who refused to let those names disappear.

Resource

Afro-Louisiana
History and
Genealogy, 1719-
1820 (Louisiana

Slave Database)

Enslaved:
Peoples of the
Historical Slave
Trade

Trans-Atlantic &
Intra-American
Slave Trade
Database
(SlaveVoyages)

Slave Societies
Digital Archive
(Vanderbilt)

Code Noir (1685 /
Louisiana 1724)

Why it matters for your
research

Gwendolyn Midlo Hall's free,
searchable database of
more than 100,000 enslaved
people in colonial Louisiana,
with names, African origins,
family ties, skills, and a
companion free-people
database. Downloadable.

@ FREE

Free open database linking
hundreds of thousands of
people records from many
projects, including the
Louisiana data, with
biographies and the ability to
search one name across
datasets.

@ FREE

Documents tens of
thousands of slaving
voyages and an African-
names database from
liberated-African registers.
Essential context for French-
empire origins and forced
migration.

@) FREE

More than 770,000 images
of Catholic sacramental
registers across the Catholic
Atlantic, including Cuba,
Hispaniola, and the wider
French and Spanish
Caribbean. Often the only
record naming an enslaved
child and the mother.

@ FREE

The royal code governing
slavery in the French
empire. It required Catholic
baptism, which created the
sacramental records you
can search. The original
1724 Louisiana code is held
at the Louisiana Historical
Center.

@) HYBRID
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Why it matters for your
Resource research URL / Location

Ancestry: A searchable derivative of https://www.ancestry.com/
Louisiana, U.S.,  the Hall data, useful for SUBSCRIPTION

Records of index discovery and

Enslaved People, correlation alongside the

1719-1820 free original. Subscription.

@ PRO TIP: A baptism can name three generations.

Because the Code Noir mandated baptism, a Louisiana or Caribbean sacramental register may record
an enslaved infant, the enslaved mother, the enslaver, and the godparents in one entry. Those
godparents are F.A.N.-club gold. Trace each one; an enslaved godmother in 1788 may be the
grandmother your direct line never names.
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% 9. MAPS, GAZETTEERS & PLACE-NAME TOOLS

Why it matters for your research m URL / Location

Géoportail (IGN, France's official mapping portal, 9) FREE https://www.geoportail.gouv.fr/

France) with modern maps layered over
the eighteenth-century Cassini
maps. Find a commune as it
looked when your ancestor lived

there.
Cassini / EHESS  Des villages de Cassini aux @) FREE https://cassini.ehess.fr/
commune communes d'aujourd'hui: a free
database tool tracking every French

commune across boundary and
name changes from the 1790s
forward. Solves vanished-village

mysteries.
David Rumsey A vast free digital collection of %) FREE https://www.davidrumsey.com/
Map Collection historical maps, including colonial

Louisiana, New France, and the
Caribbean, useful for placing
plantations, parishes, and ports.

GeoNames A free worldwide gazetteer for @) FREE https://www.geonames.orqg/
resolving place names, variant
spellings, and coordinates across
France, Canada, Haiti, and the

Caribbean.
Geneanet & Interactive maps showing which @) HYBRID https://en.geneanet.org/
FamilySearch French departments and Quebec
place maps Metis parishes are digitized and

indexed, so you know exactly
where a given register lives online.
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10. TRANSLATION & PALEOGRAPHY TOOLS

Resource Why it matters for your URL / Location
research

FamilySearch Free genealogical word lists @) FREE https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/
French & Latin translating the French and France_Genealogical_Word_List
Word Lists Latin terms that fill parish and

civil records: relationships,
occupations, dates, and
causes of death.

BYU Script A free, guided tutorial for @) FREE https://script.byu.edu/
Tutorial (French  reading old French
paleography) handwriting, with sample

documents and alphabet

charts. The fastest way to
train your eye on colonial
cursive.

Transkribus Al handwritten-text @) HYBRID https://www.transkribus.org/
recognition trained on
historical scripts. Upload an
image of a French or Latin
register and get a machine
transcription to refine. Free

tier with paid credits.

DeepL High-quality French-to- @) HYBRID https://www.deepl.com/
Translator English machine translation

for typed transcriptions of

records and correspondence.

Free tier covers most

genealogy needs.

French Converts Revolutionary- %) FREE https://en.geneanet.org/ (French
Republican calendar dates (1792-1805) genealogy guides)

Calendar to Gregorian dates.

converter Geneanet and several free

tools offer one; verify against
the original scan.

QUICK WIN: Transcribe first, translate second.

Do not ask a translation tool to read handwriting and translate in one leap. Transcribe the original into
typed French yourself, using a word list and a paleography guide, then run that clean text through
DeepL. You will catch the names and dates that machine reading garbles, and the translation will
actually make sense.
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© 11. AIPROMPTS FOR RESEARCH SUCCESS

/A Use Al as an assistant, never as a source.

Paste your own records, transcriptions, and notes. Ask the tool to separate confirmed facts from
guesses, and verify every record, repository, link, and price before you act. Al invents citations and
parish names that sound right and never existed. You must check them.

PROMPT 1: Build a French-ancestor research plan

Act as an expert in French and French-Canadian genealogy. My ancestor [NAME]
appears in the U.S. in [PLACE, YEAR] and seems to have come from [FRANCE / QUEBEC
/ ACADIA / LOUISIANA / HAITI / CARIBBEAN]. Known facts, surname and dit-name
variants, religion, and DNA leads: [DETAILS]. Create a step-by-step plan to
identify the home parish or commune and trace the line backward. List exact record
sets, repositories, free-first searches, in-person sources, and the evidence that
would confirm or disprove each step. Do not invent records.

PROMPT 2: Transcribe and translate a French record

I will paste a typed transcription of a French-language record. Translate it into
plain English while preserving names, dates, and legal meaning. Flag any term I
may have mis-transcribed, list every person named with their stated relationship,
and separate facts stated in the record from inferences. Mark uncertain readings.
Text: [PASTE].

® PROMPT 3: Decode old French or Latin handwriting

I will upload or describe an image of an old French or Latin parish register.
Transcribe it line by line, preserving original spelling and abbreviations. Use
[illegible] for unreadable words and [?] for uncertain letters. Then give a modern
abstract and a clue list. Do not fill gaps from context unless you clearly label

them as a hypothesis.

@ PROMPT 4: Convert a Republican Calendar date

Convert this French Republican Calendar date to the Gregorian calendar and show
your work: [PASTE DATE, e.g. '12 Brumaire An XI']. Then explain what records from
that period and region I should expect, and warn me about any common conversion
errors for this date range.

PROMPT 5: Untangle dit names and spelling variants

My French-Canadian ancestor's surname appears as [VARIANTS]. Explain the likely
dit-name and phonetic relationships among these forms, list every spelling I
should search in Geneanet, Filae, PRDH, and the Drouin collection, and suggest
which form is most likely the original. Note any famous lines that share these
names so I avoid false connections.
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PROMPT 6: Analyze Code Noir implications

Explain how the Code Noir would have shaped the records for an enslaved ancestor
in [LOUISIANA / SAINT-DOMINGUE / CARIBBEAN] around [YEAR]: required baptism,
manumission rules, naming, and family separation. Then list the specific record
types (sacramental, notarial, judicial) most likely to name this person, and where
those records are held today.

® PROMPT 7: Identify a French parish or commune

A U.S. record says my ancestor was born in or near [GARBLED OR PARTIAL PLACE NAME]
in France around [YEAR]. Propose the most likely actual communes and departments,
explain how the name may have been misspelled by an English-speaking clerk, and
tell me how to confirm the match using the Cassini database and the Archives
départementales. Do not assert a single answer as certain.

@ PROMPT 8: Build a chronological timeline

Using only the sourced facts below, build a chronological timeline for [ANCESTOR]
across France or Quebec and the United States: baptisms, marriages, migrations,
censuses, and deaths. Flag the gaps and the years where a missing record should
exist, and suggest the repository for each gap. Facts and sources: [PASTE].

PROMPT 9: Brainstorm the F.A.N. club

From the facts below, build a Family, Associates, and Neighbors table for
[ANCESTOR] in [PARISH/PLACE, YEARS]. Include godparents, marriage witnesses,
notarial parties, and DNA matches. For each, give the source, the possible
relationship, the records to search, and how that person might reveal my
ancestor's parents, home parish, or, for an enslaved ancestor, the enslaver.
Facts: [PASTE].

® PROMPT 10: Summarize colonial historical context

Give me a concise, sourced historical context for [PLACE] in [DECADE]: who
governed it, what migrations and upheavals affected ordinary families, what
languages and religions dominated the records, and which archives hold the
surviving documents. Keep it factual, flag anything contested, and point me to
primary sources I can verify.
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0 12. GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS

dit name

A French and French-Canadian secondary
surname, almost a nickname, used to distinguish
branches of a family. Recorded as 'Hébert dit
Lecomte.' Search both names.

habitant

A settled farmer or landholder in New France and
colonial Louisiana. The everyday word for an
ordinary rural ancestor in Quebec records.

sacramental record

A Catholic baptism, marriage, or burial register
entry. The backbone of French-speaking
genealogy before civil registration, rich in
godparents and witnesses.

parish vs. county

In Louisiana the civil unit is the parish, not the
county, a legacy of French and Spanish rule. In
Quebec and France the parish is also a church
jurisdiction tied to records.

gens de couleur libres

Free people of color: a distinct legal class in
colonial Louisiana and the French Caribbean,
often property-owning, with their own rich record
trail.

métis
A person of mixed European and Indigenous
ancestry. Appears in French colonial and fur-trade

records across Canada and the Louisiana
territory.

Code Noir

The royal code (1685, Louisiana 1724) governing
slavery in the French empire. It required baptism,
which produced sacramental records naming
enslaved people.

notarial records

Acts drawn up by a notary: sales, marriage
contracts, dowries, successions, and slave
transactions. Bound, durable, and often naming
people no other record does.

FINAL WORD

The strongest French-American research holds four things together: the American paper trail, the
sacramental and notarial records overseas, the F.A.N. club, and DNA, all bound by correlation and
honest negative searches. Some of these records were written to count people as property. Some were
written in a hand no one has read in two hundred years. Some sit on a server that throws a security
warning before it lets you in. None of that makes the names unreachable. Start with what you know. Work
free first. Translate the clue into a parish. Read the record letter by letter, and write down every
godparent, witness, and neighbor you find. Somewhere in a Quebec register, a Louisiana notarial act, or
a Caribbean baptism, an ancestor is waiting under a name a clerk wrote down once and a family forgot.

Go and find them.

@ AUTHOR'S NOTE

I want to be transparent that this content, TRACING FRENCH-SPEAKING ANCESTORS IN
AMERICAN GENEALOGY, was created in part with the help of an artificial intelligence (Al) language
model, Claude Opus 4.8. The Al assisted in generating an early draft and in verifying current

resources, but every paragraph was subsequently reviewed, edited, and refined by me.

The final content is the result of extensive human curation and creativity. | am proud to present this
work and assure readers that while Al was a tool in the process, the story, style, and substance have
been carefully shaped by the author. Resources were verified as active as of June 2026; please
confirm current access terms and pricing before you rely on any single source.
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