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Growing up in the foster care system wasn’t easy 
for Crystal and her little sister. From the time they were 
left on a street corner in 1948, the girls found themselves 
in a new home every six months. The constant moving, 
says Crystal, was the norm in the foster care system at the 
time, “so you wouldn’t get too attached.” The theory was 
that children were to go back with their families someday. 
For Crystal and her sister, that wouldn’t be the case.


One year for Christmas, the girls received a book of 
family photos from their mom’s mother. That book, occa-
sional meetings with the grandmother who gave it to them, 
and a short stint with an aunt who seemed more interested 
in the monthly stipend for keeping the girls than she was 
with their welfare were all the family contact they had.


All told, it wasn’t much. “My sister still tells people ‘our 
mother dropped us off in hell and never looked back,’ 
which is true. But I have always thought there must have 
been a reason,” says Crystal.


She’s been looking for that reason ever since.


Not Just Another Day at the Office
Eventually Crystal started her own family and worked to 
undo some of what had been done over the course of her 
childhood. At the same time, she wanted to find out what 
had become of her mother.


Quite honestly, no one really knew.


“In the 1970s, a friend of [the family] ran into her in 
Nebraska,” says Crystal. Her mom’s reaction? ‘“If you tell 
my family where I am, I’ll be gone.”’ The threats held 
true—Crystal’s mom changed her identity, moved on, and 
no one heard of her again.


Fast forward three decades to the day Crystal was sitting 
at her desk at Ancestry.com (she works with digital pres-
ervation, reviewing records before they become searchable 
online). She was to give a talk to a local women’s group 
about using the service and was preparing by checking the 
small family tree she had posted on the site. “I had [my 
father’s] birth certificate,” Crystal says, which helped speed 
up her search for his line. What information she had on 
her mother’s side came from what Crystal knew firsthand 
about her family and from strangers-turned-cousins who 
had contacted her following a series of online genealogy 
posts she’d been making since the mid-1980s.


A leaf was quaking, something Crystal hadn’t seen before 
on her family tree. She clicked it, not paying attention to 
whom it was attached, just assuming it had something to do 
with her dad’s family. It took her to her mother’s instead. “I 
got to my [maternal] grandparents, and the leaves kept going 
and going. ‘You have four hints about this family,’ it said. I 
opened the box and there was all this stuff.”


The first link sent Crystal straight to her mom’s name 
on another family tree. The name was right, the parents 


When Crystal Bell was 5, 
her mother left her and her little sister 
on a street corner with a promise 
that she’d be right back.


Sixty-two years  
and a shaky leaf later,  
Crystal’s mom finally returned.


By Jeanie Croasmun
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were correct. Dates, locations—it all matched. This was 
Crystal’s mother.


“I was stunned,” Crystal says.


The Source of the Mystery
Unfortunately, there would be no mother-daughter reunion: 
the listing included a death date of 1988. But there was an 
upside—this tree hadn’t been posted by someone Crystal 
knew. 


It belonged to someone else, maybe a child from Crys-
tal’s mother’s second family, someone Crystal hadn’t met. 
But the listing gave Crystal’s mother’s birth name, not an 
alias or even a married name she may have adopted later 
in life.


Crystal’s theory? It was posted by someone who knew 
she might be looking.


“I Will Find Her”
Currently there are more than 10 million family trees 
posted at Ancestry.com. When a hint comes your way in 
the form of a shaky leaf, it could quickly connect you to a 
single historic record or open the way to an entirely new 
branch on your family tree. You can review the hint and 
accept it, opt simply to ignore it, or look at it later before 
you decide what to do.


Crystal, for one, is happy she clicked on that shaky leaf 
right away, especially if it brings her closer to finding an 
important, missing piece of her mother’s history. But she’s 
hesitant to move too quickly.


“I’ve been in touch with a lot of people,” says Crystal 
about the folks who have helped her over the years find 
so much of the family history she cherishes today. While 
most of the people she’s contacted have been thrilled to 
share family information, one of them won’t respond at all. 
“I believe she may be my half-sister,” says Crystal. Clues in 
the family tree containing Crystal’s mother lead Crystal to 
believe the same person posted that tree.


As of yet, Crystal hasn’t tried to make contact through 
the tree itself. She will. She wants to. She’s just giving this 
time to sink in and trying to find the best approach.


“My mother’s [life] is something that I’ve always won-
dered about,” says Crystal. Other family members would 
prefer not to know. Crystal, however, has spent two 
decades trying to learn more. And now that she has her 
first big break, one that could tell her more about the life 
of the woman whom she lost more than 60 years ago, she’s 
not going to give up.


“I will find her. It’s taken me 20 years. I will find her.”
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Family ties: Crystal Bell has spent years wondering about the life her 
mother (top, with Crystal’s father in 1938) led after leaving Crystal and her 
younger sister. Crystal’s family history research now is pieced together from 
scraps, including photos that her grandmother (right, with Crystal and sister 
as children) gave her years earlier and the help offered by strangers-turned-
cousins. Previous page: Crystal and her younger sister wearing new dresses, 
something they received each year for Christmas from the county.







?Crystal Bell might have found her mother on an 
 Ancestry.com family tree. What should she do next 
in her quest to learn more about her family and her 
mother’s later life? Genealogist and Ancestry  magazine 
contributor Marilyn Carlson offers the following advice:


search ancestry.com for census records. I recommend 
Crystal locate the family in every year she can and extend 
her search to great-aunts and uncles.


research an unusual coincidence. I discovered an  unusual 
coincidence in Crystal’s records: Crystal’s  mother and her 
mother’s younger sister had the same death date—8 June 
1988. This probably indicates a typo, although it’s likely at 
least one of the sisters died on that date. I entered just the 
date information in the Social Security Death Index (SSDI) 
at Ancestry.com. By searching only one parameter and mak-
ing my way through all the entries listed, I discovered it was 
 Crystal’s aunt, listed under her married name, who died 
that day.


Finding the alias. Did Crystal’s mother use an alias, 
or did she adopt a married name? I searched the SSDI 
using Crystal’s mother’s first name only and her birth 
date, and the second result on the list fit perfectly—
same first name, same birth date, same year of death 
(1988, which could explain the presumed typo in the 
death information that Crystal had obtained). Since 
the match was so close, we will order the file from the 
Social Security Administration to see if it’s the right 
person. Then Crystal can try to determine if the sur-
name is an alias or a married name.


Find a marriage or an obituary. If the person we dis-
covered turns out to be Crystal’s mother, our next step will 
be to find a marriage record. Her home state and state of 
death would be the first two places to search, although she 
may have been married in another state entirely. An obituary 
search may be easier (look in her state of death and her fam-
ily home state, too).


see what else is available and keep checking 
back. I conducted a search on Crystal’s mother’s 
possible married name. It’s unique enough that 
only a handful of families on Ancestry.com are 
associated with it. They come from Michigan, Min-
nesota, California, New Jersey, New York, and, 
later, Texas. This may help Crystal direct future 
searches.


What Next


1
2


3


4


5


 M A Y / J U N E  2 0 0 9   •  ancestry         59








1.	 Slaves	before	1870.		
You expect to find details about deaths that occurred 12 months prior to the taking of the 
census on mortality schedules, which were created in census years between 1850 and 1880. 
But did you know that those lists also include slaves who died during the covered years — and 
that these mortality schedules may be the only record that includes a slave’s name, age, cause of 
death, and possibly a birthplace prior to 1870? While only slaves who fit the mortality schedule 
requirements will be included, and even then there’s no guarantee, it’s always worth checking for 
someone you might be related to. You never know when you’ll happen upon a fantastic find.  


We all have our go-to sources for certain facts: census records for ages, relationships, and 
whereabouts; draft registration cards for addresses and next-of-kin; naturalization documents for 
immigration details and former hometowns. But did you know that some of those same sources 
may be holding surprise details that you didn’t even think to look for?


Here are a few of our favorite surprise sources. You might already know about some of them, or 
you may get to discover these surprises the old-fashioned way, like we did — quite by accident.


There are a dozen good places to find a date of birth, but did you know 


some of those same resources could be holding much more difficult-to-


come-by information, too?
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2.	 Other	children.		
It’s well known that each census has its own quirky questions — but some of those questions can lead to big 
discoveries. In the 1910 U.S. Federal Census, enumerators asked mothers how many children they had given 
birth to and how many of them were still living. The census record for my great-grandmother noted that she 
had 12 children, nine of whom were still alive. I had information — and photos — for the nine living children, 
but who were the missing ones? A search of local cemetery records answered my question. All three of the 


deceased children, all under 2 years 
old when they died, were buried 
together and marked by a single 
tombstone. Because of the 1910 
census, these children have been 
found. And I’m making sure they’ll 
never be forgotten again. 


— Tana L. Pedersen 


3.	 Employer.		
Have a family member who was just the right age 
to register for the draft in World War I or the “old 
man’s draft” in World War II? Then you can find big 
information in that person’s draft registration cards — 
including the name of his or her employer. No draft 
card? Try U.S. federal censuses from 1850 through 
1930 for occupation. Censuses after 1880 also include 
information about the number of months employed, 
which can lead to unemployment records. And the 
1910, 1920, and 1930 censuses include the type of 
business a person was engaged in, which can point 
you to business or association records. 


4.	 Dad’s	occupation.	
Moving beyond census records for occupations, it might be even more fun to go out on 
a limb and try marriage records. For occupations? You betcha. We found marriages from 
the 1830s forward in the London, England, Marriages and Banns, 1754–1921, database that 
include occupations for both the happy couple and their fathers. Take that information, along 


with ages, addresses, 
and marital condition 
(bachelor, spinster, 
widow) back to the 
census, and you might 
finally be able to figure 
out which James Smith 
in London is the one 
you’re looking for.
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8.	 Education	attained.		
While looking at a World War I draft registration card to get a physical description 
of my grandfather, whom I have no picture of, I happened upon World War II 
enlistment information for my uncles. I didn’t need physical descriptions for them: 
there are plenty of pictures, and I met them all while they were still alive. But I had 
no idea that their levels of education ran from “grammar school” to “one-year of 
college.” Talk about an unexpected find (where else do you get education information?) 
and a great conversation starter for the next family get-together. 


— PauL rawLins


7.	 Photo.		
Your grandpa was 6 feet 2 
inches tall, had a large scar 
on his neck, worked as an 
auto mechanic, was born 
in Aalborg, Denmark, and 
immigrated to the United 
States on 15 October 1899. 
How do we know? We 
found it in the U.S. Passport 
Applications, 1795–1925, 
database. You might not 
expect to find a working-
class ancestor in there 
(neither did we, but after 
searching, we found plenty 
of them), but try anyway. If 
you’re lucky, you’ll also land 
every family historian’s Holy 
Grail: a photo, even if it is 
of the passport variety. 


5.	 Maiden	name.		
For the sake of full disclosure, I’ll admit that I didn’t make this find myself. A professional did it for 
me. I’d seen my Italian grandfather’s passenger list record showing him, his three brothers, and their 
mother coming to America, but until I brought in a pro to look for a birth or baptism record for my 
grandfather, I hadn’t given much thought to the rest of the information on the list. I should have. 


While I’d noted the family’s final destination, ship name, 
date of arrival, ages, and all of the other good stuff I 
would expect to find on a passenger list, I had somehow 
ignored the note about the closest relative in Italy as well 
as some of the handwritten information. That “closest 
relative” was my maternal great-great-grandmother (first 


name only); a note above my great-grandmother’s 
name turned out to be her maiden name. My 
pro used the clues I had missed to track down a 
marriage record for my great-grandparents in Italy. 
What a find.


— Jeanie Croasmun


6.	 Relatives	and	neighbors.		
Ever acted as a witness at a wedding or the signing of a 
will? It was just as common for friends, neighbors, and 
relatives to witness the signing of important documents 
for our ancestors. Look on Petitions for Naturalization 
to see who witnessed the document’s signing and you 
could find anyone from cousins to employers. Look for 
witnesses on marriage records for clues to close friends 
and relatives, too.







10.	 Even	better	proof	of	that	previous	spouse.	
I opened my great-grandfather Jacob Benner’s Petition for 
Naturalization hoping to find some immigration information, 
maybe some clues to a previous residence, and definitely a picture. 
I found all of these, but hidden in the lines of personal information 
was a bombshell: that Jacob’s wife Elisabeth had been naturalized 
as a result of a previous marriage. This was the first I had heard 
of Elisabeth’s prior nuptials, and it suddenly put into question 
everything I had assumed about Jacob and Elisabeth, their kids, 
and the identity of my own great-grandfather (an honor which 
has always gone to Jacob). Now I get to dig deeper into Elisabeth’s 
history and hope for another great find. 


— maTThew raybaCk


9.	 Previous	marriage.	
Another spouse? You may catch that tidbit in the 1930 census, 
but you’ll have to be crafty to determine if a previous marriage 
was the case. Start by making special note of the question about 
age at first marriage for both husband and wife. Subtract that age 
from their 1930 ages — was the couple still the same number of 
years apart at their first marriages? If not, you may want to start 
searching through marriage indexes for a previous ceremony for 
one or both of them.
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12.	 BONUS:	Religion.		
Here’s the deal: if 
you have German 
roots and one of 
those German 
relatives served in 
the Bavarian military 
in World War I and 
you want to find out 
more about him, 
including the soldier’s 
religion, we’ve got 
you covered in the 
Bavaria, Germany, 
WWI Personnel Rosters, 1914–
1918, database. Sure, you’ll need 
to read German. And you might 
already have an idea about 
which church your ancestor 
was affiliated with. But it’s a 
detailed database full of all sorts 
of personal information, and if 
there’s even a remote chance you 
might be related to someone in it, 
it’s definitely worth a look.   


11.	 BONUS:	Keys	to	the	old	Austin	Heeley.  
You’ve seen the old photo of your uncle in front of that hot, British 
sports car or the one of your grandmother wearing a gorgeous 
locket. So what happened to that priceless (or pricey) treasure after 
your relative died? If the death occurred overseas, you might find 
out in the Reports of Deaths of American Citizens Abroad, 1960, 
1963–1974, database. The forms include a line indicating who got 
custody of the deceased’s personal effects. Typically, they went to 
a spouse or family member, but they could also have been turned 
over to the master of a sailor’s ship, a legal representative or bank, 
the reverend in charge of a tour group, or an embassy official. One 
man’s effects went to his “sole heir,” who was not identified as a 
family member. Another’s went to the deceased’s “common law 
wife” — rather than the other, apparently not common-law, “wife” 
whose name appeared elsewhere on the form.
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What do we want under the tree this 


year? Instead of the traditional slew 


of great books and cool gadgets, this 


year we wanted something a bit more 


personal — our own family history. 
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Honestly, it was kind of like setting kids loose in 
Santa’s workshop. Our assignment was to go shopping, but 
we weren’t buying sleds, dolls, candy canes, or jujubes. We, 
the staff of Ancestry magazine, were buying family history 
— our own.


We were shopping at Expert Connect, a new service at 
Ancestry.com (you’ll find it at the “Hire an Expert”  button 
on the Ancestry.com toolbar). And our Christmas list 
of items was diverse — that’s good, there were plenty of 
things on Expert Connect each of us wanted to try out. 
The only condition was that our request be real and none 
too easy.


The result? For the four of us who accepted the assign-
ment, the holidays came a little early this year. In some 
way, each of us was rewarded with the gifts we wanted 
to receive. Read on to see for yourself what we asked for 
and what we got — and what you can do to ensure your 
 family history holiday wish gets answered this year, too.


ALL WE WANT FOR
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Service: Custom Research
Client: Tana L. Pedersen; experienced researcher with a 
touch of OCD
Question: I have two old photographs I would like to 
learn more about. When were they taken? Who was the 
photographer?
Price: $50
Time it took: 10 days for a bid, 3 days to receive analysis
Who did it: Bill Utterback, cg


When my great-grandmother died in 1936, relatives found 
two unlabeled, yellowing photos in a trunk among her 
important papers and family heirlooms. But who were the 
people in the photos? And when were the photos shot? I 
put the question to an expert. 


I entered my custom research request late on a Friday; a 
week later, Bill Utterback accepted my project. Three days 
later, I had my analysis. 


The first photo is of a sturdy, middle-aged woman sit-
ting in a chair. According to Bill, this cabinet card photo 
was most likely created between 1878 and 1885. The dating 
meshes nicely with what we discovered about the photog-
rapher: his name was John W. Graeff and he ran a photo 
studio in Lebanon, Pennsylvania, from 1868 to 1888. I 
did a little digging in my family tree and learned that my 
great-grandfather’s family lived in Lebanon, so this picture 
is mostly likely someone from his line. The dates of the 
photo and age of the individual make me believe this could 
be my great-great-grandmother, Catharine Anna Walborn. 
And it would make sense that she’s alone in this photo: her 
husband died about 10 years earlier.


 The other photo is a little more difficult. The image is 
of a young man, late teens, early 20s. No photographer’s 
name or location, and someone has rounded the corners 
of the image. After studying the subject’s clothing and the 


photographic techniques used, my expert determined that 
the carte-de-visite photograph was probably “taken in the 
period of 1865 to perhaps as late as 1872.” 


I had always hoped that this young man was my elu-
sive great-great-grandfather Edwin Hewitt; but he would 
have been in his 30s and 40s when the picture was taken: 
a little too old to be the handsome young man in the por-
trait. Who else could it be? My great-grandmother had 
one brother, who turned 19 in 1872, so he’s a possibility. 
Or maybe a past love gave her the photo and she tucked it 
away years before and forgot about.


Although my photo analysis didn’t determine exactly 
who the individuals in the photographs were, my expert 
helped exclude some people and gave me some great leads. 
I know these individuals were important enough that my 
grandmother safeguarded their images for more than 50 
years. That makes them important to me. Perhaps I’ll con-
nect with other family members and find someone who 
has a matching photo and the mystery will be truly solved.


who are they? Determining 
when and where these photos were 
taken could pinpoint who is in each 
one. But would an expert be able to 
provide the answers needed?


1. Make your project title clear and concise. If 
you want a marriage record, state it up front. 
Instead of “My grandfather’s father was born 
in Louisiana in 1866 and I was hoping to find 
a record of his marriage …” try “Louisiana 
marriage record, circa 1887,  wanted.”
 
2. Give as much information as you have. 
You have the option to attach documents to 
every project you start at Expert Connect — 
use it. There’s no point paying for research 
that’s already done. And your expert will be 


much happier (and possibly more likely to 
bid) if he or she can get right to the heart of 
the project.


3. Bids don’t always come in instantly. Expert 
Connect’s experts are a busy lot — so give 
them a few days. 


4. Consider choosing specific professionals to 
bid on your project. Our group was torn on 
this advice: Some had great success by invit-
ing specific researchers to bid. Others just 


threw questions out to everyone and the 
results were equally as great — and fast.


5. Not getting bids? Cancel your project and 
try again. Rewrite your project request. Try 
inviting specific researchers this time or, if 
you went that route previously, repost the 
project you cancelled and this time skip the 
“invite” step. Still no bites? Try again a few 
months later — the expert you’re looking for 
may not have been signed up when you tried 
the first time.


Our Advice — How to Post Projects That Get Results
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Service: Record Pickup
Client: Matthew Rayback; moderately experienced 
researcher but with a Russian family line that everyone 
stalls on.
Question: I need a petition for naturalization picked up 
from the Colorado State Archives for Jacob Benner, b. 
25 December 1878. The date and port of call for him is 
March 1901/Canada border. He was naturalized on 29 
January 1945.
Price: $20
Time it took: One week from start to finish
Who did it: Karen Tobo


Whenever I try to get into my father’s paternal line, my 
research stalls out, so I decided I’d use Expert Connect to 
get some answers. I started with something simple: a record 
pickup. Previous research had provided information about 
the naturalization records for my great-great-grandfather 
Jacob Benner. But the records were at the Colorado State 
Archives and I wanted someone to pick them up. I chose 
to ask a specific provider — one who associated herself 
with the Colorado State Archives — to bid on the project. 


She did. Karen Tobo was very prompt and within a 
day or so, she’d contacted me through the service to let 
me know when she was taking a trip to the archives. A 
few days later, she sent me scans of Jacob’s Declaration of 
Intent, Petition of Naturalization, and Oath of Allegiance. 
For a few minutes, I was in genealogical nirvana.


Then I had a reality check. The record for Jacob Benner 
was dripping with information confirming and expound-
ing on my prior research, but in the middle of it all was a 
land mine: a marriage date, a reference to his wife’s previ-
ous husband through whom she’d been naturalized, and the 
realization that it was almost impossible that I was related 
to Jacob. I thought he was my great-grandmother’s father, 
but he’d only come to the United States five months before 
she was born. With the marriage info and the mention of a 
first marriage that I’d known nothing about, I realized there 
was a new player in the game.


If Jacob’s wife had been married before and had been 
naturalized as a result of that marriage, I wanted to find a 
record of it. I wasn’t sure, however, if any records were pro-
duced through naturalization-by-marriage so I went back 
to Expert Connect and used the Ask an Expert feature. 
My question (“What kinds of records are created when a 
person is naturalized by marrying a U.S. citizen? Is there a 
naturalization record specifically for this? Is the marriage 
record enough? Do they have to fill out a declaration of 
intent?”) yielded two expert responses. Both gave me essen-
tially the same answer (that there were no records for such 
a naturalization), but one was significantly more detailed, 
so I awarded that expert the $25 I’d promised. 


Unfortunately, even the most helpful answer couldn’t 
change the fact that the records I want don’t seem to exist.


Would I do it again? Absolutely.
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Service: Custom Research
Client: Paul Rawlins; beginning researcher (the family tree 
was worked on extensively by Grandma) 
Question: Erkenwald (Edward) Rawlins was a London 
merchant mentioned in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs who 
died in Geneva in 1559 among the Marian Exiles. I am 
interested in anything more I can learn about Erkenwald 
and his family to help me move his tree forward.
Price: $295
Time it took: Two weeks for bid, two weeks for research
Who did it: Ian Hilder


I knew much of the low-hanging fruit for my research 
project had already been plucked. I stumbled across 
Erkenwald Rawlins while researching an article, and the 
name just struck my fancy. Who wouldn’t want to be 
related to an Erkenwald? And since our Rawlins line is 
stuck at James Mason in 18th-century North Carolina, 
why not take a stab in the dark? Since then, I learned 
that Erkenwald was an acquaintance of the martyr John 
Bradford, left England with his wife and three children, 
arrived in Hamburg in 1555, apparently had a daughter 
named Dorothy, and was a London merchant or mercer. I 
also learned that Erkenwald was actually a nickname: his 
real name was Edward. What else could I possibly want? 


I wanted the basics: birth date, marriage date, wife’s 
name (she’s mentioned in several places, but never by 
name), business details and baptism records for children. I 
posted my request. Ian Hilder responded, telling me which 
repositories and records he would begin with and that the 
$500 I had estimated as a starting price would get me 10 


hours of research at $45 an hour, with $50 set aside for 
document and administrative costs. 


I was stoked. This was going to be fun.
Ian dived in, enlisting a colleague to help to make sure 


we had at least a few sources checked before my article 
deadline. And then the fateful e-mail: 


Please find attached the results of our initial research. 
Unfortunately there are very few leads here. … [and none] 
that appear worth the expense of pursuing. So I would sug-
gest that we cancel the second phase of the proposed research, 
unless you have any leads that you would like me to pursue.


No wife’s name. No marriage date. Nothing on Doro-
thy or her husband, William Punt. I appreciated his hon-
est analysis and his suggestion that the economics probably 
weren’t worth going any further — in fact, when nothing 
looked likely, Ian paused before the 10 hours were up, so 
the project only cost $295. 


Maybe it’s the fisherman in me — or maybe the budding 
genealogist — but something tells me my search isn’t over 
yet. And while I didn’t get the exact answers I had wished 
for, I did learn quite a bit. 


I now know more about researching in early England, 
where to start, the types of records to look for. I also have 
a list of places NOT to bother with for future research, 
since Erkenwald isn’t in them: The Bernau Index and the 
UK National Archives catalogue to chancery proceedings; 
Boyd’s Inhabitants of London; state papers held at the UK 
National Archives; the London Consistory Court and the 
Prerogative Court of Canterbury (PCC) wills; the Heral-
dic Visitation of London 1568. The last two sources did 
both yield leads on William Rawlinses, and Erk did have a 


brother named William (though to be fair, at that 
time, who didn’t?). It’s a slim lead, but it might lead 
to a backdoor somewhere.  


And my next request will be narrower with Ian’s 
groundwork in place: I know that Erkenwald’s 
daughter Dorothy’s marriage is mentioned in a let-
ter held in the special collections at Emmanuel Col-
lege, a letter Ian couldn’t access because the special 
collections are closed until next spring. So look for 
me back at Expert Connect with a Records Lookup 
request come April.


erkenwald’s niece? Erkenwald had a 
brother named William — could he have been the 
London grocer listed here as Margaret’s father?
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Service: Record Lookup
Client: Jeanie Croasmun, impatient novice with lots of 
requests (see next column)
Question: I’m looking for a birth record in what I believe 
is now Slovenia for my grandmother, Pauline Rogan 
(maiden name). According to immigration records, she 
was from Sotin or Sotina — at the time of immigration 
in 1922, it was Yugoslavia. Date of birth was July 6, 1909. 
Parents Stefan Rogan (b. Aug 19, 1876) and Annie or Anna 
Rogan (b. Jan 31, 1883). Religion, at least in America, was 
Lutheran. 
Price: $115.00
Time it took: Still waiting on Croatia (expert helped me 
clear up boundaries early on)
Who did it: Trafford Cole


Patience has never been one of my strong suits; neither has 
saving enough money to travel overseas. So my goal was 
to embark on what would be, at least for me, impossible: 
an international project that would be finished quickly. But 
I didn’t want someone to do all of the work for me (did 
I mention that I’m cheap?), so I dug around through the 
information I’d collected over the years and realized there 
was one thing I really wanted that there was no way I’d 
know how to get: my grandmother’s birth certificate.


Expert Trafford Cole answered my request in about a 
day:


I would start by writing the town office in Sotin, Slovenia, 
requesting the birth certificate of your grandmother and that 
of your great-grandparents. Once we have established that 
this is the place of origin of the family, then we can proceed 
with research in the parish.


And then he hit me with the kicker:
Realize that in Slovenia ... everything grinds to a halt 


in August for summer vacation, and town officials are not 
known for being prompt with their replies, or even answering 
without solicitation.


I’d have to be (gulp) patient. 
I weighed my options. I could forget the project. Or I 


could accept Trafford’s bid — a reasonable price consid-
ering I had no idea if there even was a Sotin in Slovenia 
(Trafford did eventually inform me that Sotin is in Croa-
tia — see what an expert can do?). And if it took a few 
months, well, it’s not like I wouldn’t still want it, right?  


I signed up. And while Trafford has been fantastic about 
sending me regular updates, they usually read as follows:


I wrote Sotin on [insert date here] and as yet have 
received no reply. I am writing again.


Project Two
Service: Ask an Expert
Client: Jeanie Croasmun; still impatient, still a novice
Question: I’m trying to get more information on my great-
grandfather, who was born between 1858 and 1861 in 
Pennsylvania. I can find him in the 1910 and 1900 censuses 
with his wife and children (he died, it appears, between 
1910 and 1920, but I don’t know when). Unfortunately 
I can’t find him or anyone who matches his name and 
details prior to 1900 so I can’t find him with his parents. … 
So now I think I’m stuck. What should I look for?
Price: $15.00
Time it took: I made the post late one afternoon; my first 
response arrived the next morning. Two more came in 
shortly thereafter. I opted to accept one of the three at 
that point and close the project.
Who did it: Amy Brewitt


When my first project took too long, I moved onto 
something else (did I mention I don’t have much of an 
attention span?).


Turns out Ask an Expert suits my needs beautifully. 
Answers come quickly — I had three in a matter of days. 
And they’re cheap — upon posting the question (note that 
the one above is an abbreviated version), I could choose 
from three fees to award the project. I went middle-of-the-
road: 15 bucks.


One of the responses suggested I look for a death cer-
tificate; a second suggested a first-name-only search 
through the census with birth year and place; and the third 
response suggested both of these but focused more on 
marriage records — it’s the one I chose to award the pay-
ment to. Here’s a shortened version: 


Have you attempted to locate a marriage registration 
for your great-grandfather and great-grandmother? It may 
list the names of his parents. The 1900 census should indi-
cate how many years they had been married. If you don’t 
know where they were married, start with Pennsylvania and 
Ohio (since those were their birthplaces), and if that doesn’t 
appear to be the place, a clue to where a couple was married 
is often where the first child was born. Also, if you can find 
marriage records for your great-grandparents’ children, those 
might list your great-grandfather’s place of birth, if the chil-
dren knew where he was born (sometimes they guessed, but 
it’s often still a good place to find a lead). 


Fast, insightful, and something that I think will work. 
I’m not sure when the last time was I could say that about 
something I got for only $15.
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Project type: Record Pickup
Project name: Revolutionary War Pension and Bounty-Land Warrant files for Isham 
Bobbitt at NARA
Cost: $50.00 (including copying and postage fees)
Who did it: FamilyMatters Research (Lee James Irwin)
Result: A CD of more than 50 pages of records. The packet contains a description of 
Isham’s Revolutionary War service, including details about enlistment dates and battles 
he fought in. It’s also a gold mine of family facts: his birthplace and birth date, the birth 
date of his wife, and the names of all his children. 


Project type: Record Pickup
Project name: Record pickup for Mike Pope 
Cost: $20.00
Who did it: Karen Tobo
Result: Requested and received naturalization records for Mike Pope from the Colorado 
State Archives. Information about the location and details of the record had been 
obtained previously. Karen sent PDF scans of the records and even included an image of 
the scan that had been manipulated for easier reading. 


Project type: Custom Research
Project name: Mike Pope Comes to America
Cost: $300.00
Who did it: Susan E. King
Result: Part two of the Mike Pope research project. The goal of this segment was to 
learn the Canadian port that Mike Pope arrived at from Russia. Previous research had 
yielded a variety of information concerning Mike’s arrival in the United States, but his 
Canadian years were still a mystery. Susan was able to provide a variety of new leads, 
including an earlier declaration of intent (which may or may not be the same Mike 
Pope, but which is promising) that lists his original port of arrival as Halifax on a ship 
called the Czar.


Other Projects Completed


You didn’t think we were each able to limit ourselves to just a project 
or two, did you? Here’s what else we submitted and how it turned out:


Project type: Record Lookup/Pickup
Project name: Birth, marriage, or civil registration record for Bari/
Corato, Italy from FHL — NEED IN 1 WEEK!! 
Cost: $50.00
Who did it: Robin O. Peterson
Result: Goal of project was to see what a person could get in a week. 
Quick search of the Family History Library Catalog indicated that 
appropriate records might be there, although nothing definite. Robin 
found turn-of-the-century marriage certificate and sent it within five 
days; no birth record could be located, although she tried, even access-
ing stateside records so she could focus her Italy research further. 
Robin translated all of the details of the document sent as well. 
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What makes a perfectly reasonable family shuck indoor plumbing, 
fast food, and cell phones to live as pioneers in west Texas? The same 
thing that drives a museum curator to turn Buffalo Soldier and a 
college student to relive World War I—a desire to immerse them-
selves in family history.


Where Pop Culture Meets Genealogy


 by Jeanie Croasmun
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L isa Cooke knows firsthand that there’s some good 
in television. Just a year ago, her family may not 
have whole-heartedly agreed.


It was at about that time that they were tossed 
into the desolation of west Texas—for the uninitiated, an 
area straight from an old Western where the desert prairie 
stretches on, uninterrupted save the occasional cactus or 
coyote, forever.


“I knew this wasn’t going to be a John Ford movie, but 
come on,” Cooke says today, laughing. Whether willingly or 
out of obligation and necessity, she and her family rapidly 
became initiated and spent the next three hot, dry, hard 
months living like pioneers. 


The prospect of surviving a summer, solo, in west Texas 
started months before as Cooke was watching TV. She 


heard a call for people to apply for a new 
PBS show, Texas Ranch House 


(premiering May 2006 on PBS), the next segment in a 
series of reality programs including Frontier House and 
1900 House, that meshes modern mindsets with historical 
lifestyles. She was immediately intrigued. But Texas?


“At first I thought ‘eww, Texas?’ It sounded hard,” says 
Cooke. But family history got the best of her—members of 
her own family had settled in a nearby area in the middle of 
the nineteenth century. They were some of the hardest fam-
ily she’d ever attempted to research, and, truth be told, she 
gave up on them shortly after starting. “The records down 
South on my ancestors were just so sketchy. It’s not an area 
I concentrated on that much,” she says. 


But a television show? “I’d been craving something 
that would add real context to the lives of my ancestors, 
and there’s no other way to do it than to live it,” she says. 
Besides, what were the odds that she’d be picked?


Pretty good, it turns out. Next thing Cooke knew, she 


Where Pop Culture Meets Genealogy
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was asking her husband to take time 
off work and telling her three teenage 
daughters—the excited fourteen-year-
old, the willing seventeen-year-old, 
and the reticent nineteen-year-old—
that it was time to pack. “Really,” she 
says, “what else are you going to do 
this summer?”


Reanimating Lives
There’s no monetary prize at the end 


of Texas Ranch House. “You’re not going 
to win a million dollars,” says Cooke. 
You do it because you want to under-
stand an ancestor, how life was for the 
people who shaped your history.


Jenny Thompson, whose study of 
military reenactors resulted in the 
book War Games: Inside the World 
of Twentieth-Century War Reenactors 
(Smithsonian Books, 2004), says it’s 
that same motivation that pushes 
almost every reenactor.


“With war reenactors,” says Thomp-
son, “you have an intricate grouping of 
people coming from all backgrounds. 
The reenactors who had relatives [who 
served in the war], who have items or 
objects that their relatives had, feel 
closer to those people. They’re kind 
of honoring their memory. They’re 
not reenacting as their relative but as a 
tribute to that person.


“One guy, whose great uncle was 
in World War I, told stories about this 
uncle,” says Thomspon. “His family 
history was so important to him. [As 
a reenactor] he could explore and find 
out something about his family that 
made him feel a lot of pride in his 
stories.”


Texas Tech University’s History 
Museum Curator Henry B. Crawford 
spends an occasional weekend as a 
Buffalo soldier. “It’s fun,” he says. 
“There is nothing like reliving historic 
events at places where they actually 
occurred.”


As a reenactor, Crawford knows 
how stepping into a single moment 
of an ancestor’s life can affect some-
one. “During the filming of the movie 


Life at Texas Ranch House
Top Right: Lisa Cooke sewing 
Top Left: Lisa Cooke in the kitchen
Bottom: The Cooke family with fel-
low Texas Ranch House participant 
Maura (far right) 


Images: Weyman Meinzer/Thirteen/WNET New York (top right); Joseph Sinnott/Thirteen/WNET New York (top left, bottom)







Gettysburg, the scene of Picket’s Charge was filmed on the 
spot where it happened, with permission of the National Park 
Service,” he says. “I have friends who participated in that film-
ing whose ancestors took part in the actual charge. I have heard 
many stories of reenactors being in tears when the scene was 
done—it was such a powerful moment for them.”


a DiRty Job
Even with the cameras rolling, reliving an ancestor’s life is 


anything but glamorous.
Once in Texas, Cooke quickly realized that cameras were 


secondary to her family’s experience. “I didn’t go in with this 
mythology. We’d seen Frontier House. I had down-to-earth 
expectations,” she said. She knew it would be tough and 
gritty. But she admits that at first, she didn’t know how any-
one would even be able to secure 47,000 vacant, undeveloped 
acres in Texas—until she saw the land and wondered who 
would possibly want to live on it.


I t’s one thing to relive an ancestor’s life as a single adult. But 
what happens when you throw children into the mix?


“It’s hard,” says Linda Whittaker. She ought to know—nine 
years ago, she took six of her own children across country in a 
wagon on the Mormon Trail Wagon Train.


The family, which also includes husband, Tom, forfeited their 
traditional summer vacation to participate. Says Linda, it was 
Tom’s idea for them to trek across county like his ancestors had.


“We’d always go on these beach vacations,” says Linda, “and 
one day Tom said he wanted to do something different, some-
thing our kids were never going to forget.”


At the time, the Whittaker children ranged in age from twen-
ty-two down to four. Linda, Tom, and the four-year-old slept in 
the wagon; the older children took the tent. Just weeks prior to 
making the three-month journey, Tom was badly injured which 
meant the Whittakers’s sons had to step in during the trip, har-
nessing horses and performing the work that their father would 
have tackled, had he been able.


“Our four-year-old didn’t quite understand,” says Linda—
that may have been the bitterest pill Linda had to swallow on 
the trip. “But watching her helped me understand pioneer kids. 
She would find things to do. She was always building with rocks 
and sticks.”


On the same trip, Shauna Dicken traveled as a single mom 
(her husband couldn’t take the time off work). With her were 


four daughters ranging in age from five to fifteen. Shauna’s per-
sonal goal was to be as authentic as possible, having read her 
great-great-grandmother’s journal recounting the experience 
of a single mom on the original wagon train. The five women 
drove their own antique wagon, slept under a pole tent, made 
their clothes, and did everything for themselves.


Both Shauna and Linda agree that, although it was only a 
summer, their families earned a far greater appreciation of their 
ancestors’ lives than they would have gained by reading a book 
or watching a movie.


“I think each one of our kids, as they take time to reflect, just 
marvel at what they did,” says Linda. “There’s a difference in 
living something and just hearing about it. Living it is terribly 
emotionally hard.”


Generation Following Generation
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Henry Crawford, with wife 
Robyn, in a traditional Buffalo 
Soldier uniform


Handcart Pioneer
sculpture, Temple
Square, Salt Lake
City, Utah
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As for life beyond the ranch, there was really no time to consider it. “It was a 
two-pronged experience,” Cooke says. “There was the experience of being in a 
television show and the experience of being in 1867. But as much as you’re trying 
to stay in tune with what’s going on [in the production], you still have to survive 
and get dinner on the table. It’s really hard work.”


Crawford agrees. “The camera doesn’t really disrupt you but you are aware of 
it,” he says. And there may be a little comfort in knowing that no one is going to 
let you die on screen.


For twenty-year-old college student Greg Kelley, retracing the steps of a pair of 
relatives who served in World War I also helped him appreciate just how cushy 
life is now.


“We were placed in tough circumstances,” says Kelley, a participant in the 
upcoming Canadian television series The Great War. More than three hundred 
this-generation Canadians were chosen to participate in the project, each one 
approximately the same age of their ancestor while serving in World War I. For 
Kelley, a history major at McGill University, the transition from the twenty-first 
century back to 1917 was definitely noticeable.


“We were better fed than the troops would have been,” he says, noting that 
rations weren’t comparable to a good home-cooked or even a school-cafeteria-
cooked meal. “We ate a lot of bully beef ”—canned, pickled beef. Conditions, too, 
were also less than desirable. The participants fought for highly interrupted sleep 
under the stars and the rain; stood watch; lived in small, primitive, leaky tents; 
marched; relived battles from the trenches; learned fear and fatigue; and existed 
as much like the soldiers they represented as possible.


“It was very muddy,” Kelley, one of the younger participants, says.  “But we got 
a brief glimpse of what it was like for our ancestors.”


emeRging KnowLeDge
Kelley’s situation was unique. He had published memoirs to accompany him 


on the reenactment, The Great War as I Saw It, written by his great-great-grand-
father, Canon Scott, Chaplin of the First Canadian Division. But before being 
chosen to participate in the project, Kelley hadn’t read them.


“Reading the book was always on my to-do list, but my family’s version was 
old and frail. Eventually I went on Amazon and bought a reprinted copy of the 
book,” he says. In the field, he carried the memoirs with him.


“The camera doesn’t 


really disrupt you but 


you are aware of it,” 


says Buffalo Soldiers 


reenactor Henry B. 


Crawford. And there 


may be a little comfort 


in knowing that no one 


is going to let you


die on screen.


Greg Kelly, right, retracing the steps of 
his relatives who served in World War I
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“Before the project, most of what I knew 
was just kind of very basic, just stories. 
I was told about my family background 
here and there,” Kelley says. “I went to the 
McCord Museum [of Canadian History in 
Montreal]. I went through the research and 
letters [my great-great grandfather] wrote 
home. I did the same with my great-great-
uncle. I spoke to my great-aunt and great-
uncle about what he was like. I really got a 
sense of who they were.”


Kelley used the memoirs for basic details 
and points of reference. But when the group 
arrived in Ypres, Belguim, the words took 
on deeper meaning as Kelley revisited them 
as a soldier.


“I retraced a lot of my great-great-grand-
father’s steps,” Kelley says, “and could com-
pare everything with what he wrote. It was 
very neat to be following in his footsteps 
and to get that firsthand knowledge of the 
war. It helped me understand what he went 
through.”


Kelley was chosen for the project because 
of his interest in history and his well-
known great-great-grandfather. But his 
most insightful moments may have come 
in relation to his great-great-uncle, a soldier 
who died and was buried in Europe while 
serving for Canada during the war. Kelley 
visited the grave.


“He was a lawyer. He was sort of inter-
ested in the same things as me, in history,” 
says Kelley. “But visiting my great-great-
uncle’s grave . . . I realized he’s so far from 
home. It’s not easy for my family members 
to go visit him. Here’s someone who was 
very close to his own—my own—family, 
and he’s lying in a foreign grave in a foreign 
country. Only my great-uncle and I have 
been there to see him.”


taKing anD RemaKing HistoRy
“[Reenacting] adds a dimension to learn-


ing that cannot be provided through books 
and lectures,” says Crawford. “Historical 
reenacting gives us an opportunity to try to 
relive the experiences of someone else . . . 
within the context of his own time and place. 
Living history truly brings the past to life.”


For Cooke, reliving family history also 
meant debunking misconceptions. “All of 


Whose Life Was It Anyway?
This is your life. Who doesn’t recognize those four simple words?


Those four words first entered the American cultural lexicon after General Omar 
Bradley approached radio personality Ralph Edwards about developing a show that 
would help returning World War II veterans, particularly paraplegics. Edwards ran with 
the idea, putting a guest, twenty-two-year-old Lawrence Tranter, in the hot seat as 
part of a special segment of a radio broadcast of Truth or Consequences.


Two years later, that segment evolved into its own radio show, retitled This Is Your 
Life. In 1952, it jettisoned to television.


The premise of the show—during the initial radio run in the 1940s, the first 
television run in the 1950s, and later incarnations of the program in the 1970s and 
1980s—has always been the same: an unprepared guest meets the people who 
shaped his or her life. Viewers loved it.


“The comment we get most is that people like seeing into other people’s lives, 
getting to know people in a personal way,” says Bianca Pino, a producer on the 1970s 
syndicated version who still works with the show’s DVD collections today.  “It’s a time 
line really. People have a sense of getting know someone in a way that doesn’t happen 
in other venues.”


Each show was a live personal history. Initially, the guests were everyday people. 
Later, celebrities were featured.


“This Is Your Life was a show about reunions,” Pino says. “One of the best family 
reunions was on the show featuring Hannah Bloch Kohner who was reunited with 
her brother. The last time she saw him was in the concentration camp in Germany ten 
years earlier. One of the most fun was Johnny Cash: there aren’t many places where 
you can see three generations of the Carter Cash clan together—Maybelle Carter, June 
and Johnny, and their kids.”


Finding a This is Your Life that featured your own ancestor may be a stretch, 
although more than five hundred shows were produced. However, even if your family 
isn’t featured, watching the old ones can be very eye opening.


Like the one featuring actress Sarah Berner. “Her show was aired live in 1952, the first 
year This Is Your Life was on TV. It seems that Sarah had an aunt who loaned her a dress 
for a performance. Sarah thought the aunt had passed away—until Ralph Edwards 
brought [the aunt] out on stage, very much alive,” says Pino. Priceless, live television.


While Edwards died late last year, the show lives on. In November 2005, ABC 
announced it would be bringing This 


Is Your Life back as a special 
series, inducting a new 


g e n e rat i o n  o f  s u b -
jects and viewers. 


But fans of the old 
stuff  needn’t  feel 
left  out—This  Is 
Your Life: Volume I is 


currently available 
as a three-disc DVD 


s e t  f r o m  < w w w . 
thisisyourlife.com>.
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Meet Your Family History
Think it might be fun to reenact your own ancestor’s history? Check the following 
websites for links and some very unique opportunities:


<www.reenactor.net>
<www.re-enactmentevents.com>
<www.texanalivinghistory.org>
<www.thebuffalosoldiers.com>
<www.ladiesofreenacting.com>
<www.geocities.com/womansoldier>
<www.69thnysv.org/civilian-reenacting.htm>
<www.battleshipnc.com/lucky_bag/affiliates/living_hist/index.php>
<www.nv.gov/ImmigrantWagontrain.htm>


A number of period-specific options exist including military and war, immigration, 
women-only, mountain man, and day-in-the-life. To find opportunities near you, 
just search for “reenacting” or “living history” and your state. Or check with historical 
societies, groups, and organizations for specific opportunities pertaining to your interests.


us have been through census records. There are occupations for men, but 
the women are always ‘keeping house,’ and the daughters are helping the 
mother. You kind of become numb to that. But the women—it was such an 
intense job.”


Day in, day out, simply surviving was hard work. Cooke had to make 
everything from scratch—food, clothes, you name it. “It’s up to you if you’re 
going to improve something,” she says. As basic as the work was—suste-
nance the prime motivator—it never let up. When the sun set, the family 
was still hungry, dirty, exhausted, spent.


The work, however, was also eye-opening. “What men accomplished in 
their trailblazing was really a partnership with the women,” Cooke says. 
“Every aspect of it for the men was such an intense job. What man would 
want to go out in 110 degrees with just a canteen? It was critical that our 
female ancestors kept a home and that they kept it happy to come home to.”


In the end, like Kelley, Crawford, and virtually anyone who has spent a 
portion of their own life reliving an ancestor’s, Cooke walked away from 
the experience with a greater hold on what it meant to be her ancestor and 
developed a closeness and gratitude to family—both here and gone—far 
beyond what would have existed otherwise.


“I came to understand why when I go back just a couple of generations, I 
keep seeing references to [my ancestors’] faith,” she says. “I came to under-
stand what their faith meant to them. These are women who had to lean on 
God to get them through each day.”


And today? “We came out of the experience a stronger family—stronger 
and more bonded,” says Cooke. “We found out how much we really liked 
each other, how capable we are. It was amazing. You get out there and real-
ize you’re a speck. It’s very humbling. But, as my oldest daughter says, ‘I’m 
glad that I did it.’ And, absolutely, I would do it again.”   


Jeanie Croasmun can be reached at jcroasmun@ancestrymagazine.com.





