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Not all archives are created equal, especially when 
space and financial resources are scarce. It’s a problem for 
archivists in the United States and worldwide and one that 
becomes very apparent during record conservation efforts 
by Ancestry.com.


A typical conservation project starts with our team 
of pros cleaning up and organizing a repository—they 
 catalog, shelf, repair, even sweep. Once in order, records are 
scanned, and the repository receives a copy of everything 
on disk. More often than not, time isn’t on our side.


Take, for example, a collection of vital records we worked 


on late last year. Lack of space had landed them in a 
 restroom; bad weather soaked the batch. “If we hadn’t been 
there at that moment,” says Laryn Brown, Senior  Director 
of Document Preservation for Ancestry.com, “about 1.2 
million pages of birth and death records would have 
 disappeared.” 


All documents scanned during our record conservation 
efforts go into the Ancestry World Archives Project, where 
they are keyed and indexed. That index remains free and 
open to anyone at any time. Ancestry.com subscribers can 
also view the newly preserved document images.


Mold. Mildew. Dissolving Paper. 
And Stacks of Family History.
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Not everything that goes online at Ancestry.com 
comes into the office as a document you can touch. When 
you're lucky, it does, and someone lets you hold history in 
your own two hands.


That’s the case with our yearbook collections: they come 
to us in the flesh—or the paper—just like they did when 
they were handed out 20, 30, or 100 years ago. And some-
times they also come with a few surprises. Like the 1937 


Shore High School yearbook we received. Inside were 
newspaper clippings, loose photos, a commencement pro-
gram, and a handful of other bits of the past.


But how did they all fit together? A little digging and the 
right Internet search and we had our answer. Now it’s your 
turn. Take the clues provided on this page and see what 
kind of story you can piece together. Or visit 
<www.ancestrymagazine.com> to read ours.


Piecing Together the Past


What they say: 


Handwritten notes provide a few 
clues to this memento puzzle. 
The top, center photo is labeled 
on the back with “Virginia & 
Bill.” The photo on the right 
reads “Dad’s graduation 1937.” 
The photo in the bottom left 
corner is unlabeled. The postcard 
is addressed to William and 
Ginger, postmarked 1957.








Is that Liza with a Z or Lisa with an S? 
It’s a question some software developers like 
Greg Blackham find themselves asking all 
the time.


Liza Minnelli fans? No (okay, we didn’t 
ask). He and his team at Ancestry.com are 
just looking for name variants to help take 
the guesswork out of your searches on the 
site.


“Basically we normalize given names and 
surnames into name groups,” says Black-
ham. “George could be in the same group 
as Jorge. When we search, we say in addi-
tion to the exact name the user typed in, 
let’s search for any name in that group.”


For some names, that means just a hand-
ful of other possibilities come up. Other 
names, like William and Benjamin, boast 
more than 300 variants each. Margaret has 
more than 600 in her group; Catherine 
comes in at 859. And Elizabeth? Toss in Liz, 
Libby, Liza, Beth, Betsy, and Lisette, and 
she’s hovering somewhere near 1,000.


Preference is granted to the name you 
type in. So, while Cassie will find  Catherine 
just like Peggy will yield Margaret, 
 Catherine and Margaret will appear a bit 
further down in your search results. 


Blackham notes that the name groups 
work for non-exact searches only. Exact 
searches are just that: exactly as you type 
them in.


Bottom line? Blackham’s advice is to 
search for the name you knew the person 
by — within reason (regardless of what her 
nametag said, Bubbles didn’t make the list 
for Elizabeth). Says Blackham, “It shouldn’t 
matter if you search by the nickname or the 
given name.” If the record you’re looking for 
is there, either name will find her.


800 Ways to
Spell Catherine
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