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HISTORY’S ROLE IN GENEALOGY
From the Editor:

I
f you spend time with family during the
upcoming holidays, I urge you to go
beyond sharing the new branches of the

family tree that you have discovered since last
year, and to talk about more recent generations as
well.  Share stories that were told to you by your
grandparents.  Why did one branch of the family
leave West Virginia?  What were the occupations
of your grandparents?  Tell them about Great-aunt
Mary who was the first woman in the family to
graduate from college, and about Uncle Joe who
died overseas during WWI.  Tell about Grandma
and how she kept the family fed all through the
Depression with the fresh produce from her
vegetable garden in the summer, and her home-
canned food during the winter.  Ask lots of
questions of any older persons who are willing to
talk to you about the world of their youth.  What
are the youngsters doing now that will be the
family tales in the future?  Pass on the stories you
have heard, especially if the folks who told you the
story are no longer around.  For example, when my
father was a toddler he was taken to visit a
neighbor who had a brand new chalkware doorstop
made in the image of a giant green frog.  The poor
child was terrified of it, grabbed a poker, smashed
it to smithereens, then announced to his horrified
mother: “I killed the fwog”!  I am the one who
now tells that 65-year-old story to the smallest
family members.                   Happy Holidays!

HISTORY AND GENEALOGY
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A family tree need not be ink on paper made from
dead wood–it should be green and vital, ever-
growing with new branches, each with its own
stories.  Knowledge of the times in which your
ancestors lived is not only fascinating and
enriching, but can provide helpful clues to tracing
your ancestors and understanding why they may
have lived as they did.  Most of us have at least a
vague idea of why our ancestors immigrated to the
colonies in the 18th century, or to the United States
in the 19th and 20th centuries.  Reading a little
history of the area in the world from which your
ancestors came may tell you exactly why they left
there in hopes of a better life.  Once settled in
America, why did great-grandpa haul the family all
over West Virginia in the late 19th century?  If you
study the history of the counties he lived in
through those decades, coupled with his
occupation as listed in a census or other document,
you may discover that he was moving for work,
either in logging or in mining.  

You may have learned from family stories that
your ancestor was a glass blower from Belgium
who came in the 1870's,  but you can’t find him in
the records of the county where your family has
lived for a couple of generations.  You can’t find
him in a census Soundex. Where would you start
looking for him?  A West Virginia history book
will direct you toward Wheeling and Ohio County,
where the glass industry was thriving in the 1870's


