
Making the Most of Ancestry.Com

to Research Your Family’s History

Presented by Jim Oberly, Emeritus, Department of History,
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Email: joberly@uwec.edu

Class 1—Introduction to Ancestry.com



Syllabus for the class—distributed via MSC email; PowerPoint slides available by request: 
ask me at joberly@uwec.edu

Class # 1—Nov 10 Class # 2—Nov 17 Class # 3—Dec 1 Class # 4—Dec 8 Class # 5—
Dec 15

Lecture/ 
Discussion 
topics

• About the instructor; 
• a short history of 

Ancestry.com; 
• the Ancestry home 

page: the menu bar; 
• the Ancestry search 

box; 
• the US Census of 

Population—a short 
history.

• Ancestry.com, 
and the 
manuscript 
census, 1790-
1940

• the census 
questionnaires;
what questions 
did Congress 
want asked 
each decade?

• Vital Records—
(birth, death, 
marriage, divorce 
registers)—a  
short history; 

• Ancestry and vital 
records 

• Military 
Records—
(enlistment & 
muster rolls; 
pension rolls)—
a short history;

• Immigration 
Records—a 
short history

Workshop—
presenting 
your findings 
(entirely 
voluntary, for 
those who 
wish to 
share)

Homework
Visit your local 
public library and 
try Ancestry.com 
Library Edition. 
Download and 
bring to class 
family tree & 

Download and bring 
to class Census-
searching worksheet

Download and 
bring to class Vital 
Records-searching 
worksheet

mailto:joberly@uwec.edu


About the instructor—Jim Oberly

• Education: Columbia University (B.A.) and University of Rochester (M.A. and 
Ph.D.)

• History teacher & archivist (SUNY-Ulster County 1979-81; College of William 
& Mary 1981-83; Univ of Wisconsin-Eau Claire,  1983-retired 2019

• Washington County, Maine seasonal resident; related by marriage to a family 
that came from Hingham, Mass in the 1780s to East Machias and then onto 
Dennysville; active in Sunrise Senior College as an instructor, student, Zoom 
host, and board member 

• Author of a 1990 book on War of 1812 pension and bounty land warrants 
(https://www.amazon.com/Sixty-Million-Acres-American-Veterans)  

• Author of a 2005 book using Bureau of Indian Affairs tribal censuses 
(https://www.amazon.com/Nation-Statesmen-Political-Stockbridge-Munsee)

• Co-author of a 2017 book on immigration from Austria-Hungary to the US 
(https://www.amazon.com/Multiethnic-Empire-Nation-Nations-Austro-

Hungarian/)

https://www.amazon.com/Sixty-Million-Acres-American-Veterans
https://www.amazon.com/Nation-Statesmen-Political-Stockbridge-Munsee
https://www.amazon.com/Multiethnic-Empire-Nation-Nations-Austro-Hungarian/


About the instructor—Jim Oberly (continued)

• Author of a 2017 article on using Ancestry to search a Hungarian marriage
(https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/jaustamerhist.1.1.0069 )

• Author of "Voter Eligibility, Voter Turnout, Partisan Voters, and the ‘Big Sort’ 
in 1870 Maine,” accepted for publication in the journal Maine History and 
will appear in 2023. The article is based on work done by Jim and his 
students in a 2021 Sunrise Senior College course.

• Editor of Budapest Blackout: A Holocaust Diary, forthcoming University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2023.  This project involves annotating and publishing the 
wartime diaries of Dr. Maria Madi, a Hungarian physician who protected a 
Jewish family during the Nazi occupation of Hungary, 1944-45.

• Former visiting fellow, 2010-2012, Minnesota Population Center, U of 
Minnesota-Twin Cities (home of IPUMS: Integrated Public Use Microdata 
Samples)

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/jaustamerhist.1.1.0069


Ancestry.com and IPUMS—
a partnership

“Record linkage” is how IPUMS and
Ancestry.com connect individuals
across different censuses, for
example, how somebody named
“John Smith” in the 1880 census
is likely the same “John Smith” in 
the 1900 census. 

Minnesota Population Center data 
scientists wrote the first computer
programs (“machine learning” aka
artificial intelligence/AI) to make 
predictions about record linkages 

Ancestry.com uses “AI”  
procedures to make “record
linkage” across censuses.  



Question for SSC participants:  which circle do 
you find yourself in today? 

For Midcoast Senior College participants:

If you are not already in the ‘green circle’ 
in the image to the left, I encourage you
to become someone who “actively 
conducts ancestral research”

Genealogy today:
--no longer restricted to Burke’s Peerage or to 
“heritage” societies such as the Mayflower Society, 
never mind the “Daughters of the Confederacy”

--Alex Haley’s 1976 *Roots* credited with
kicking off a profound interest in genealogy 
among all people, especially Black Americans.

--with at-home access to Ancestry.com, it has
never been easier to start researching your 
family



Ancestry.com: a brief chronology

2020—Ancestry.com sold to 
private equity firm “Blackrock”
for $4.7 billion



“Family Search” and the LDS
(note: Family Search not the same as Ancestry.com)



The Maine State Library’s “Digital Maine Library”:
During the pandemic, or at least through 2021, the Maine 
State Library offered free access to Ancestry.com for 
those connecting from a Maine geo-location



2022 reality…Ancestry.com ended its free access 
via the Maine State Library. Access now through 
public libraries across Maine and UMS campuses



Ancestry.com Library Edition (not the same as an individual 
subscription to Ancestry.com, but close enough)

Features Ancestry.com Library 
Edition

Ancestry.com individual 
subscription

Access to all databases in 
Ancestry.com

Yes Yes

Access to fillable family 
tree pdfs

No Yes

Making posts to the 
Message Center discussion 
boards

No (read-only access) Yes

Access to subscriber’s DNA 
tests

No Yes 

Cost Free to Maine residents 
with a Maine State Library 
card

$300 to $600 per year, 
depending on add-ons 
such as newspapers.com 
to search obituaries



The Ancestry.com home page

Links to the big four documentary sources of what Ancestry.com calls “life events” such as births, deaths, 
places of residence, military service, border-crossings, etc. 

Ancestry.com organizes the big four as: manuscript census, vital records, military records, immigration records



The Ancestry.com home page—what’s on the 
menu bar

Ancestry.com asks you to think in terms of “life events.”  Life events are ones that typically, even automatically, 
resulted in the creation of a record of the event by either a government body or non-governmental organization.  
For example, all births are recorded by state law, and soon after a birth, local officials generate a birth certificate. 
Life events that Ancestry.com collects records on include:

Birth, marriage, school, residence, military service, migration and immigration, juridical proceedings, and death(*)

(*) despite the apparent contradiction in terms, Ancestry.com considers death and burial “life events”



The Ancestry Search Box

Try some simple…like entering your own name and birth year and some place you lived…



Note:  on the basis of my first name, middle initial, last name, and year of birth, Ancestry.com’s artificial intelligence
software made a prediction that the “James Oberly” who was born in 1954 and at some point lived in Perry, Maine is the
most likely match of someone who appeared as a freshman in the Downers Grove (IL) North High School yearbook of 1969.
Only people who know me can say if the prediction was correct!

Wow, a hit!—but was I ever that thin? 
(and did I really have blond hair?)



The Ancestry Search Box

Question?  What are the “show more options” possibilities?



Advanced Search:
the more names and life
events you can supply,
the more hits you will get
on your search

Adding information to the Search Box
is the basis for Ancestry.com’s
machine-learning/Artificial Intelligence
feature to make internal predictions about
the people likely to be a good match to the
search query across many different types 
of historical records. 



Results of a “show more options” search: 3,994 
hits, sorted from most likely to less likely 

Most likely

Less likely



Machine-Learning/Artificial Intelligence…how
it works with Ancestry.com
• In writing the software code, programmers first studied how an actual human 

being would decide if a search resulted in a likely match

• Varied spelling of names (first, middle, last); varied geographical locations; varied 
chronological life events.  

• That same human being would arrange results from a hit (“James Oberly,
Downers Grove H.S., 1969”) to a miss (“James Oberley, Janesville, Wisconsin”).

• Machine learning/Artificial Intelligence considers all the possible answers as 
hits, but sorts them from more likely to less likely.  In the case of my search, 
Ancestry.com sorted 3,994 hits from most to least likely. 

• It’s up to you, the Ancestry.com user to decide if the artificial intelligence 
prediction of a hit is accurate or not



Using the Broad-to-Exact “slider” feature in Ancestry.com

Default:  First name is maximum “broad” 
last name is medium “broad”
geo-place is maximum “broad”

Outcome = 3,994 hits 



Results of a maximum “exact” search using the slider

Just 3 hits

Suggestion:  feel free to experiment with the slider when you do your searches.  See the
range of hits you get and decide for yourself if your search is too broad or too exact. 



Message 
Boards

Note—posts on
Ancestry.com 
Message Boards
are “secondary
sources,” i.e.,
not “primary”
or eyewitness
sources.



Learning 
Center



Charts 
and Forms



Questions? Comments? Observations…

… let’s move on to look at the most popular database 
within Ancestry.com:  the US census of population



The US Census—a short history of its founding
• The requirement to take a decennial census, starting in 1790, is part of the US 

Constitution.  What experience did the new United States have in census-taking 
before 1790?

• The Articles of Confederation (proposed in 1776, ratified 1781) called on all the 
states to conduct a census “according to the number of Inhabitants, of all ages, 
including negroes and mulattoes.” (the purpose was to divide borrowing costs of 
the War of Independence among the states on the basis of population, not landed 
property)

• By 1783, seven states complied and reported census data:  New Hampshire, Rhode 
Island, Connecticut, Maryland, New Jersey, Virginia, and Georgia; six states did not 
conduct any census, ignoring the directive of the Continental Congress. 

• Maryland’s 1782 tally counted slaves as 3/5ths of a free person (so as to reduce the 
congressional call on that state to pay the Revolutionary War debt on a per capita 
basis)



The US Census—a short history (starting with what came before 1790)



Closeup of decennial estimates of Maine 
population before 1790

Maine population in 1790:  96,540—a 100% increase from the 1780 estimate

(by contrast, Maine grew about 4% over 10 years between 2000 and 2010 and again,
4% over 10 years between 2010 and 2020)



The US Constitution and the Census (Article I, Section 2)

• “Representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned among the several 
states which may be included within this union, according to their respective 
numbers, which shall be determined by adding to the whole number of free 
persons, including those bound to service for a term of years, and excluding 
Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.”

Question: What did the framers mean by the above sentence?
Answer: check “Farrand” (i.e., James Madison’s notes)

Answer—it appears that the framers of the Constitution simply copied Maryland’s 1783 action so as to
reduce taxes on slave-holding states.  Similarly, the Constitution favored the economies of slave-holding states by
prohibiting taxes on exports:



The US Constitution and the Census (Article I, 
Section 2, continued)
• The actual Enumeration shall be made within three years after the 

first meeting of the Congress of the United States, and within every 
subsequent term of ten years, in such manner as they shall by law 
direct.

• The number of Representatives shall not exceed one for every thirty 
thousand, but each state shall have at least one Representative; and 
until such enumeration shall be made, the state of New Hampshire 
shall be entitled to chuse three, Massachusetts eight, Rhode Island 
and Providence Plantations one, Connecticut five, New York six, New 
Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, Delaware one, Maryland six, Virginia 
ten, North Carolina five, South Carolina five, and Georgia three.



Congress and the first census of 1790



Ancestry.com handouts and a modest 
homework assignment for next week 
• Family tree chart--download from this link:  

https://www.ancestrycdn.com/aainstcommons/1113/pdf/charts/anchart-9488474a.pdf
(if you want to write information in longhand)

• Family “pedigree” fillable pdf chart—download from this link:

https://bh9qf7dyqmpb4rk14s84y90-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/Free-
Charts-Templates/NGS-Basic-Pedigree-Ancestor-Chart_NGS_Final.pdf

• Family group chart--download from this link: 
https://www.ancestrycdn.com/aainstcommons/1113/pdf/charts/famgrec-49b7a3c9.pdf

• Source summary for Ancestry.com records consulted—download from this link: 
https://www.ancestrycdn.com/aainstcommons/1113/pdf/charts/soursumm-
5bf53b29.pdf

https://www.ancestrycdn.com/aainstcommons/1113/pdf/charts/anchart-9488474a.pdf
https://bh9qf7dyqmpb4rk14s84y90-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/Free-Charts-Templates/NGS-Basic-Pedigree-Ancestor-Chart_NGS_Final.pdf
https://www.ancestrycdn.com/aainstcommons/1113/pdf/charts/famgrec-49b7a3c9.pdf
https://www.ancestrycdn.com/aainstcommons/1113/pdf/charts/soursumm-5bf53b29.pdf


Ancestral Chart—Note what
is tracked, the big four
• Names
• Birth: date & place
• Marriage: date & place
• Death: date & place



Download the four-generation
chart and see how many of 
the birth/marriage/death 
fields you can complete from
memory (or perhaps from 
earlier research that you or 
Someone in your family did)

Next week, I’ll check in with the 
class to see how many of you 
were able to start filling in your
4-generation chart. 


