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Creating and Using Locality
Guides as Genealogical Tools

Jan Joyce, DBA, CG, CGL, AG

They’ve been called locality guides, research
reference guides, location resource inventories, and
even cheat sheets. Regardless of the name, they
typically have one objective—to improve research
effectiveness through knowledge of a locale. This
improvement comes in many forms including
quicker searches and results, redundant search
elimination, and comprehensive search options.

These valuable guides aren't publicly
available for every locality or research purpose,
but genealogists can create individualized locality
guides for their own benefit. A guide can make
research fast. Efficient. Easier. Comprehensive.
And more successful. Extensive writing is not
required, since most of the guide can be composed
of links. The goal is not publication but production
of a tool that can be used and refined to suit a
researcher’s needs.

This article offers a step-by-step process
for developing a locality guide. Two examples,
more details, and a template are available on the
author’s website, as explained below.

Why create a locality guide?
Locality guides are particularly useful in

these circumstances:
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First page of the author’s
“Holmes County Locallty Guide”

= ongoing and extensive research required in one locale (a town,

county, state, or foreign country)

= many ancestors who resided in one location

*= brick wall research benefitting from knowledge of lesser-known

resources

Many guides already exist in different forms, online and offline. But
in some cases, existing guides are insufficient, and researchers will benefit
from creating their own. Consider writing a guide in these situations:

= No guide for a jurisdiction has been produced.
= Available guides don't have the specific types of information needed.

= Guides are out of date and don't accommodate changes.

Jan Joyce, DBA, CG, CGL, AG, isa
genealogy researcher whose
personal work focuses on her lowa,
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin
immigrant ancestors from England,
Germany, Ireland, and Norway. In
1998, she began managing the
marketing initiatives at Genealogy.

com which prompted researching her

tamily. Her genealogy career is
focused on her own research and
writing as well as teaching research
methodology.
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= Guides don't have links to online information in
a format that makes them easy to find and use.

On the tlipside, there may be no need to develop
a guide when only a few documents are needed in
the locale, or when the geographic area will not be
trequently researched.

Creating and refining a personalized guide helps
researchers learn and retain specific information
about a locality. Notes on sources can be customized.
Development of a guide expands the understanding
of a location and its many facets, from records to
laws to customs. Researching the location increases
knowledge not only of the more obvious records,
say the birth and death records for a certain time
period, but also the records that may be tucked away
in a library drawer, such as microfilmed county tax
records that have not been digitized.

In the fluid process of locality guide creation
and usage, the guide can be continually refined and
updated as a researcher uses it and learns more about
the locale.

Guide creation

A guide can be limited or extensive, written
in an hour, or developed over time. Creating the
guide takes just three steps: targeting the geographic
location, conducting a literature review, and then
writing the guide.

Step 1 - Target the geographic location

Boundaries for locality guides may be broad,
such as a country, or narrowly targeted, such as a
county within a state.

Country focus

If ancestors from an unfamiliar country or large
region have been identified, learning about record
availability and access is a starting point for research.
Create a guide for a country to enhance knowledge
of its records. State, regional, county, or town guides
can be nested within the country guide if desired.
Laws, traditions, and nationally generated and
housed records should be noted in a country guide.

Websites dited in this article were viewed on 25 January 2022,

State or regional focus

Each US state and region offers vastly different
access to records. This type of focus may be
appropriate in some other countries as well. A state
or regional guide should mention laws, customs,
and their availability in addition to state-generated
or state-housed records. For research in multiple
counties or towns in the same state or region, this
guide can easily accommodate more sections.

County or town focus

Counties and towns are typically rich with the
records genealogists love—deeds, vital records,
probates, and more. This type of guide usually lists
a significant number of county-generated records
and their current locations in the county, a state
repository, or online through a third party. A county
or town locality guide should almost always be used
with both a state guide and a country guide to ensure
a comprehensive approach.

Step 2 - Conduct a literature review
The next step is to learn about the targeted
location.! Check guides that already exist, if available,
such as in the FamilySearch Research Wiki.?
Additional sources of locality information include
= the National Genealogical Society’s Research
in the States series, covering thirty-one states
(see list on back cover)
= USGenWeb sites for a state, county, or town
= webinars provided by FamilySearch (https://
www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Family_History_
Library_Classes_and_Webinars) and Legacy
Family Tree (https://familytreewebinars.com)
= county history books (other countries may have
unique comparable resources), as shown in
figure 1
= books, magazines, and journals focused on
genealogical topics for the area such as immigration
and migration, religion, and ethnicity
= historical societies, genealogical societies,
libraries, and universities

= internet searches

1. Jan Joyce “Literature Reviews Are Not Just for Academicians! Advance Your Genealogy Research,” Crossroads Magazine, vol. 16, no. 1 (Winter

2021): 28-33.

2. “Family5earch Research Wiki: A Genealogy Resource Guide,” FamilySearch (hitps:/fwww familysearch org/wiki/en/Main_Page), database, updated
21 January 2022
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Be careful
when viewing
wikis and
websites with
user-generated
content, as
they often
have errors
or omissions.
Published
guides may be
outdated. Look
for confirmation
in other sources.

Locality
information

During
the literature

Figure 1. Ohlo and Holmes Gounty books, photo
by author

review, gather
information about the locality for use in the guide.
Categories may include
= maps of jurisdictional changes, land ownership,
and distances to county seat
= contiguous jurisdictions (see figure 2)
= links to gazetteers, especially if regional
boundaries and/or languages changed
= land allocation (federal, state, or military
grants; deeds)

= links and titles of genealogical and historical
books, articles, and databases pertaining to
the area, including laws, statutes, and catalog
searches

» repositories and other local resources
P

= history of the area including formation and
important events

Jurisdictions

Hulrnﬁ Ccmnxr was c(enlcd in 1824 from Wayne (to the north) and Coshocton (to the south).

6 counties border H.olmcs. \\ame Stark, Tusearawas, Coshocton, Knox, and Ashland.
Richland Counry does not border Holmes but is a relevant contiguons county becanse Ashland

was formed from it later, in 1846,
875 l"nuug \[,1:\
Nashull il Map. Hol i i : ] T
maps. Middletovwn and c“:lvﬁ d maps. T,
ronship mags starting here.
14 townships compase Holmes Co.
Millecsbugg is the county seat, located in Hardy Twp.

Figure 2. “Holmes Gounty Locality Guide," page 7

Sources and record sets
Collect information about the locations and dates
of record sets and sources, such as

= birth and death = maps
= census: federal, state, local * marriage
= church = military

= city directories = naturalization

*= county histories * newspapers
= court = probate
= immigration
= land

Decide what types of information suit the type
of guide desired. If only vital records, deeds, and
probate files are needed, focus on those sources.
Generally, information about all record types is
necessary for thorough research. Find out what

" tax

record sets no longer exist or have gaps (and why),
and what types of alternative sources are available.
Determine where records were kept and where they
are now.

Step 3 - Write the guide
Summarize and cite the information obtained
in step 2, using a word processing format based on
personal preference (or use the template provided
at the end of this article). Options include Microsoft
Word, Google Docs, OneNote, Scrivener, Evernote,
Airtable, or perhaps a personal website or blog.
Consider using these best practices, regardless of
which software is chosen:

= Place record links in a prioritized sequence to
find them easily (e.g., vital records first).

* Include links to all online information sources
and data sets, as shown in figure 3.

= Note the specific geography and time period.

= Improve the ability to skim with tables

and bullet points.

= Use endnotes, not footnotes, to keep
access to key information prominently
placed.

= Craft citations to negative search results
for reference.

= Create a digital bookmark folder on a

preferred internet browser.
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Birth & Death Records (Probate Court)
O Birth records, 1867-1966; death records, 1857-1908 on FS.
Ll Ohio Deparment of Health — Vital Statistics for births 1908-present
U Births and deaths were recorded by counties as carly as 1867 ¥
1908, Holmes Co. was fairly compliant, and many records can be found.

Step 4 - Utilize the guide
A locality guide can be helpful in

many research situations.

= Getting started. Working in an area

Area Volume | [tem Dates Film # 5 .
Shio Births 412003 | Browse county new to the researcher is a natural time
Holmes | Vol | Births 1867 - 1877 | Image # 108 Film 477154 DGS 4978704 to create and use a ]oca]j_ty Su_{de_ It
Holmes | Vol 2 Births 1878 - 1893 7 voowowowom o id a S fiesy
Holmes | Vol3 | Births | 1893 1908 | lougc # 9 Film 477155 DGS 4016798 provides ajump start by combiuing
Holmes | Vol 4 | Births* | 1908 - 1956 | lmage # 318 L important information and links in
Holmes | Vol 10 | Delayed | 1856 — 1957 | Image # 1 Film 5328869
Birthe one place.
Holmes | Vol 11| Delayed | 1867 - 1966 | Lmage # 1 : iot i
e Binh!; Sge s L = Checklist. If the guide is set up
Holmes | Vol |__| Deaths | 1867 - 1677 | lmage & 280 Film 477154 _DGS 4978704 succinctly, it can serve as a checklist
Holmes | Vol2 | Deaths | 1678 - 1893 | lmage o7 | = = = = = = .
Holmes | VoI5| Deaths | 1893- 1908 | lmugc i1 200 | Film 477155_DGS 4016798 f°r_ al‘f‘oslf any kind of research
Ohio Deaths | 1908 - 1953 | Browse by objective.
Washin

Ohio Deaths | 1908-1963 | Index = Work-in-progress. Add placeholders
Ohin Deaths | 1908-1932, | Index : =5 : ;

bl to a guide for 'nﬂonnahon to insert

* Cerrificass should also cxist for theac at tae kvel, later and reminders for research that
Tips:

*  Dates arc mixed so keep searching forward and backward when browsing,

* The click-through indexed FS search does NOT give death record results.

* Death records are located at the end of volumes 1-4 on two different microfilms found on
the landing page linked above. Browse through them to find the record based on
approximate date and then likely grouping by township. Volumes 1 & 2, then 3 & 4 are

combined, so browsing must be done twice within each digitized set.
*  Delayed birth records are indexed at the beginning of Vol. 1.

Figure 3. *Holmes County Locality Gulde,” page 3

can't be done immediately.

= Brick wall, Refer to the guide when
stuck on what to do next and where to
look, whether for a simple question,
“When was she born?" or a more
complex question, “Who was her
father?”

Some practices should be avoided in writing this
type of locality guide. They may include
= Information overload. This style typically falls
into historical narrative. Instead of rewriting
history in the guide, include only the most
essential items and links to more information
that can be referenced as needed.

Adding repository contact information.
Including repository addresses, business hours,
and parking information is a waste of space,
since the details may change. Instead, include

a link to the repository’s web page that can be
viewed if a visit or call is needed.

Copying and pasting. Creating a guide by
simply repeating information from other guides
doesn’t maximize retention of material. Instead,
focus on experiencing the guide through
thoughtful development and use.

Guide utilization and refinement

The guide, or its draft, is complete after the first
three steps. There are two final steps: utilizing the
guide and refining the information.

= Template. Note the format, layout,
and other sections that work well, for use in a
template for the next guides developed.

Step 5 - Refine information

In both content and format, the guide should
evolve as it is used. New sources, tricks within
an online access system, or template efficiencies
will emerge over time. The need for specialized
information may arise. Update the current guide and
make changes to the template for future guides. Add
nuanced techniques learned by doing research in
each unique locality, such as scrolling to the end of
ledger-style birth records to find the unindexed death
records for a county.

Consider the following techniques to elevate the
locality guide:

= Call (or even better, visit) a staff person or
volunteer at each of the repositories mentioned
in the guide. Ask targeted questions about
holdings and update the guide. Retain contact
information such as emails and phone numbers
for future reference.

PAGE 34
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Author’s locality guide web page

= Find local experts who are not affiliated with the
repositories through the Board for Certification
of Genealogists, International Comnmission for
the Accreditation of Professional Genealogists,
or the Assodiation of Professional Genealogists.
Ask them to review the guide and provide
suggestions for additions and improvements.

= Join the local genealogical society to receive

announcements of webinars and publications.

= Skim journal and magazine articles that mention
the locale. Acquire and document new sources
by mining citations within the articles.

Case study and template

Reading others’ locality guides provides ideas
and opportunities to improve. A case study on the
author’s website demonstrates the use of these steps
in developing a guide for a US county.

create and use locality guides are included on the
web page.

Conclusion

Reasonably exhaustive research, one of the
components of the Genealogical Proof Standard, can
only be performed by studying location, records,
and time period. Creating a locality guide supports
meeting genealogy standards 12, broad context; 13,
source-based content; 14, topical breadth; 17, extent;
and 76, source guides.*

Using a personal style and format to create
guides serves each genealogist best. Adapt the
five steps for developing and using guides to meet
individual needs: target the geographic location,
conduct a literature review, write the guide, utilize
the guide, and refine information.

- Scanthe QR code " gcation here] LOCALITY GUIDE
E or visit https://
sl Location: [City, State or Country] Time Pesiod:  [date here]
genealog}flogu a‘H-" © s [Your name] Updated: [date last updated here]
com/locality-guide.®
The locality guide
E - E is available for Quick Links for Records or Reference
pemsa? in two Record Type Created or kept at Created or kept at Created or kept at
versions, one extensively crafted and Local - County / Town | Regional — State(s) National
v . |Location] [Location] [Location]
one more limited. Tinks within LG: Tiaks w onliae recosds o devecip
e i : Birth [Link hete] [Link here] [Link here]
The Microsoft Word template Riage {Lik here] [Link here] [k Tea]
used for the author’s guide (see  Death [Link here] [Link here] [Link here]
% = 3 % Federal Census [Lissk hete] [Link hese] [Link here]
hgu‘re 4) A bemg made available State / Local [Link here] [Link here] [Link here]
complimentarily for NG5S members c'“*“; . - -~ i
Deed [ Lan [Link here] [Link here] [Link hete]
th-rmgh 31 December 2023. Cemetery [Link hete] [Link here] [Link here]

Resources for learning how to

Flgure 4. First page of locallty guide template offered by the author

3. Jan Jovce, "Locality Guide for Holmes County, OH,” Genealogy Logically (https://genealogylogically com/locality-guide).

4. Board for Certification of Genealogists, Generdogy Standards, second edition (Nashville, TN: Ancestry, 2019), 1-3, 11-32, 42. Also, Nancy A. Peters,
“Reporting on Research: Standards Encourage Better Communication,” live presentation sponsored by the Board for Certification of Genealogl.sts
National Genealogical Society (https:/www playbackngs.com); recording of webinar given at 2012 National Genealogical Society Family History

conference.
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