
A Brief and Subjective Guide 
to Getting Started on Your  

Family Tree

Plus: What The Hell Is a Second Cousin 
Versus a Twice-Removed Cousin?

By Eowyn Langholf and A.J. Jacobs

I’ve asked Eowyn Langholf—a professional genealogist and the 
Chief Cousin Connector of the Global Family Reunion—to help 

me draw up some tips for those interested in giving genealogy a shot. 
Here are our suggestions.

Gather What You Have Already

It’s probably more than you think: letters, heirlooms, journals, address 
books, family Bibles, photos, and the backs of photos, where valuable, if 
barely legible scribbles lurk.
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Get Out the Tape Recorder

Note from A.J.: My mother-in-law recently pointed out that if we wanted 
to ask her anything, she’s “not going to live forever.” An excellent point. 
So my wife and sons sat down and videotaped her for three hours telling 
stories, some fascinating, some baffling (when asked her favorite child-
hood hobby, she said “throwing potatoes into the fire”). But it was three 
of the most valuable hours we’ve spent recently. We do urge you to get out 
your pen and paper, tape recorder, or webcam and interview your parents, 
grandparents, great- uncles—anyone willing to remember and reflect.

We find it best to avoid yes-no questions and focus on open-ended queries. 
You can start with this list of fifty suggested prompts: (http://www.wikitree.
com/blog/50-questions-for-interviewing-living-family -members/).

Also, this question is often an anecdotal gold mine: “What kind of 
trouble did you get into as a kid?”

Build Your Tree

Genealogists talk about the Big Four sites—Ancestry, FamilySearch, 
MyHeritage, and FindMyPast.

These four offer similar services—you can map your tree, link to rel-
atives, control your privacy, find birth certificates and other documents— 
and they’re all good. You can’t really go wrong. But each one has its own 
strengths and weaknesses. Which is the best for you? To make an educated 
decision, watch this video: https://www.rootstech.org/videos/sunny-morton.

Or if you’re in a hurry, here’s a superquick rundown.

FamilySearch (familysearch.org, free)
This site, owned by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, is 
free and huge—it’s got 4 billion profiles (by far the most) and a massive 
database of documents.
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Ancestry (ancestry.com, paid)
This is the Coca-Cola of the paying family history sites—the most rec-
ognized brand name. It’s got 2.5 million subscribed users, and it scours 
databases to provide you hints of possible documents related to your an-
cestors. It’s also the most expensive of the four. (Note: Aside from saying 
whether a service is free or paid, we’re not going to list prices, because 
prices change often and there are frequent deals).

MyHeritage (myheritage.com, paid)
Based out of Israel, this site also offers powerful databases as well as DNA 
features incorporated into its 35 million family trees. With 8 billion 
 records, it’s particularly strong internationally, such as Europe and the 
Middle East. Plus, it’s affiliated with Geni.com (see below).

FindMyPast (findmypast.com, paid)
With more than 2 billion searchable records, FindMyPast is especially 
robust in British and Irish databases, though it’s also building up a size-
able collection of records for the United States and Canada.

Connect to the World

If you want to help build a World Family Tree—and connect yourself to 
everyone from Jane Austen to Aziz Ansari—we recommend one of these 
sites. Both of them use the Wiki model: thousands of users from all over 
the world collaborating and sharing information. Both of them also com-
bine DNA results with traditional genealogical research.

Geni (geni.com)
Note from A.J.: This is the site I use the most. It’s got more than 100 
 million profiles and is an easy way to connect to cousins all over the 
world. I find the interface to be intuitive, and the how-are-we-connected 
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function far too much fun. It’s got a free version, but the extra good stuff 
requires a subscription.

WikiTree (wikitree.com)
Note from Eowyn: First of all, it’s free, which is nice. Its strength lies with 
its community—it’s a collaborative, friendly, generous, and hard-working 
group. WikiTree has nearly 15 million  profiles. I’m on staff at WikiTree, 
where my title is, no joke, Forest Elf and I help oversee day-to-day oper-
ations.

FamilySearch (familysearch.org)
FamilySearch also has a worldwide tree, though it can be more challenging 
to connect to others on this service because of the strict privacy  controls.

Or Keep to Yourself

If you want to keep a tree off the Internet, safe and secure on your 
computer’s hard drive, you can try one of several software programs. 
RootsMagic and Legacyfamilytree.com are among the best.

Dive into DNA

There are now more than 50 firms offering DNA testing, from the main-
stream 23andMe to the lesser-known service “Who’z the Daddy” (check 
out the cartoon sperm in the logo on its website whozthedaddy.com).

DNA testing has its drawbacks: You may discover unpleasant family 
secrets, and in this post-WikiLeaks world, you might not be able to keep 
the results private forever. But overall, we’re still pro testing. The benefits 
are too enticing for us.

DNA testing can give you an estimate of your ethnic breakdown and a 
list of people with whom you share DNA. Sometimes the revelations can 
be life changing. Eowyn is adopted and didn’t know anything about her 
biological father except his name and two of his brothers. A couple months 
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ago she was contacted by a match through AncestryDNA that showed as 
a close family member. The woman turned out to be Eowyn’s father’s 
sister—her aunt! Eowyn’s aunt knew just enough information about their 
family that Eowyn was able to start piecing together their genealogy.

Most of these services are in the $100 to $200 range, but the prices 
fluctuate and there are often special deals (pro tip: especially around 
Christmas and National DNA Day, April 25).

Here are the major services we recommend:

23andMe (23andme.com)
More than 2 million have spit their way into 23andMe’s database, which 
is well designed and easy to navigate. Also, 23andMe recently resumed 
providing health-related genetic info, such as whether you have a gene 
that makes you more likely to get Alzheimer’s disease (please go over 
health results with a genetic counselor before freaking out).

AncestryDNA (ancestry.com/dna) and MyHeritage (myheritage.com/dna)
These sites are both appealing since they can easily sync up the results 
with your online family tree.

FamilyTree DNA (familytreedna.com)
Some hard-core genealogists think FTDNA gives the most detailed  scientific 
data. For one thing, unlike most, you can test your mtDNA (which traces 
your mom’s mom’s mom’s mom’s-and-so-on line) and yDNA (which for men 
traces your dad’s dad’s dad’s-and-so-on line). They also have surname proj-
ects, so you can get connected with other potential cousins.

Personal Genome Project (personalgenomes.org)
This project was started by Harvard professor George Church. Church 
and his team of scientists will decode your entire genome for free. In 
exchange, scientists around the world will have access to all the (ano-
nymized) data to help crack medical mysteries.
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One thing to remember is that when you take a DNA test you are only 
matched against other test takers on that particular site. So if you test on 
23andMe, you are only matched against other people who have tested on 
23andMe. It’s a bit like the Tower of Babel out there.

But don’t worry, there are universal translators—websites that allow 
you to connect with users from any other site. You can upload your info 
to GEDmatch (gedmatch.com) and DNAland (dna.land) and find loads 
of new matches.

Search Old Newspapers

One of the biggest advances in family history (or regular history, for that 
matter) has been the recent digitization of newspapers. We love them, and 
not just for the numerous sock-garter ads. Here are three of our  favorite 
sites:

Chronicling America (http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov, free)
The Library of Congress maintains this amazing database of historic 
newspapers. The oldest article we found is from the May 13, 1789,  Gazette 
of the United-States—a scathing editorial against dueling. Very convincing.

Newspapers (newspapers.com, paid)
Another vast repository, currently at 282,000,000 newspaper pages  dating 
back to the 1700s. Note from A.J.: This is where I found out my ancestor 
suffered from hemorrhoids. A turning point in my research.

Fulton History (fultonhistory.com, free)
This website has more than 39 million newspaper pages—all of them 
scanned by one obsessive and dedicated man. His papers are from the 
United States and Canada, many of them based in New York. The search 
function isn’t so sleek, but we still highly recommend the site.
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Other Online-Research Tools

One-stop surfing: Cyndi’s List (cyndislist.com, free)
If there’s one website you should know about, it’s Cyndi’s List. This is 
the mother lode, the index of all indexes. It’s got thousands of links in 
every imaginable topic of genealogy, and these links are organized into 
categories ranging from Adoption to New Zealand, from Anabaptists to 
Lumber Industry records.

RESEARCH BY PLACE

One helpful research method involves digging into your family’s geo-
graphical roots. Practically every city, state, and region has its own gene-
alogy society. There are at least 187 in Texas alone. You can search their 
sites or ask questions on their message boards.

A comprehensive list of local societies can be found at fgs.org (Federa-
tion of Genealogical Societies).

The granddaddy of them all is the New England Historical Genealog-
ical Society, which has plenty on the Mayflower set, of course, but covers 
non-Mayflower families too (americanancestors.org).

A.J.’s local group—the New York Genealogical and Biographical Soci-
ety (newyorkfamilyhistory.org)—is also strong and surprisingly diverse.

RESEARCH BY ETHNICITY

Practically every ethnic population has its own genealogy society. 
There is  JewishGen (jewishgen.org), as well as the magazine and website 
Avotaynu (avotaynu.com). African-American cousins can check out the 
 Afro- American Historical and Genealogical Society (aahgs.org) and The 
Root, an  African-American news site cofounded by Henry Louis Gates 
Jr. (theroot.com).

But that’s just the start. Cyndi’s List and FGS both have comprehen-
sive lists of cultural groups.
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RESEARCH VITAL RECORDS

Any of the Big Four will automatically link you to birth certificates and 
marriage records as soon as you start inputting your tree. But you can 
do more poking around on your own. Among the many useful sites are:

Fold3 (fold3.com, paid), which offers vast U.S. military records

Find A Grave (findagrave.com, free), which lets you see millions of 
tombstones and death records.

The Ellis Island database (libertyellisfoundation.org/passenger), which 
is great for immigration research.

Offline Research

Sadly for the sedentary among us, not everything is available online. 
There are still billions of records yet to be digitized, and they lurk in 
local courthouses, libraries, and municipal archives. (Check out Cyndi’s 
List for the ones near you.)

The LDS also provide some astounding brick-and-mortar research 
centers called Family History Centers—there are 4,725 worldwide, and 
they have friendly staffers who will help you research.

The most impressive of them all is in Salt Lake City, simply called 
the Family History Library. It’s the largest genealogical library in the 
world, has experienced guides to help you, and it’s free. Their collection 
includes 1.4 million rolls of microfilm, along with more than 600,000 
books, journals, and maps.

Other big-time non-Mormon libraries include the Clayton Library 
 Center for Genealogical Research in Texas (http://houstonlibrary.org/ 
location/clayton-library-center-genealogical-research), the Midwest Gene- 
alogy Center in Missouri (https://www.mymcpl.org/genealogy), and the 
Allen County Public Library in Indiana (http://www.genealogycenter.org/).
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Podcasts

Extreme Genes
Scott Fisher has the best and deepest voice in genealogy. He and cohost 
David Allen Lambert chat about the news and conduct lively interviews. 
Note from A.J.: This is where I first heard the story of the family with 
one mother and eight dads.

The Forget-Me-Not Hour 
Hosted by Jane Wilcox, this interview show has in-depth Fresh Air–type 
interviews with great historians and researchers.

The Genealogy Guys 
It’s like Car Talk, but without the accents or crankshaft references.

Twice Removed 
Hosted by noted author A.J. Jacobs, this five-part miniseries from Gimlet 
Media introduces guests in the studio to a mystery cousin. You’ll learn 
about Food Network host Ted Allen’s culinary roots and writer Dan Sav-
age’s gangster ancestors.

Books

Ancestors and Relatives: Genealogy, Identity, and Community by Eviatar 
Zerubavel (Oxford University Press, 2012)
An anthropologist looks at the meaning behind our obsession with an-
cestry. He opens with the provocative question: “Why do we consider 
Barack Obama a black man with a white mother rather than a white man 
with a black father?”

Family Trees: A History of Genealogy in America by Francois Weil (Har-
vard University Press, 2013)
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We love the section on the scam artists of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Among the most notorious was American con man 
Oscar Hartzell, who convinced thousands of people to join him in a 
fraudulent lawsuit against the British government. Hartzell claimed to 
represent the only living heir to English sea captain and politician Sir 
Francis Drake, whose princely estate he planned to recover.

Evidence Explained by Elizabeth Shown Mills (Genealogical Publishing 
Co., 2015)
If you happen to crave approval from genealogy geeks, this is good to 
have on your shelf. It’s a guide to how to cite your research for virtually 
any type of source you can imagine.

Genetic Genealogy in Practice by Blaine Bettinger and Debbie Parker 
Wayne (National Genealogical Society, 2016)
If you’re ready to dive into the genetic genealogy pool, this workbook 
is a solid one to help you interpret your DNA test results. Its practical 
and easy-to-understand approach will help you with your research with 
hands-on exercises.

How to Archive Family Keepsakes: Learn How to Preserve Family Photos, Memorabilia 
and Genealogy Records by Denise May Levenick (Family Tree Books, 2012)
Maybe you’re the person in your family who collects all the family stuff—
the memorabilia, photos, letters, etc. How to manage the clutter? Denise’s 
book is an excellent reference on how to get started and be organized.

Hey, America, Your Roots Are Showing by Meg Smolenyak (Citadel Press, 2012)
Smolenyak is a genealogist for several TV shows—the flap copy calls her 
“the Indiana Jones of genealogy.” She tells us highlights from her career 
as an ancestor sleuth. There are sections on Barack Obama’s Irish roots 
and Alex Haley’s Scottish roots, to name but a couple.
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The Ancestor’s Tale by Richard Dawkins (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
2004)
A backwards-in-time pilgrimage to our ultimate ancestor, Luca. It’s 683 
pages because we’ve got a lot of grandparents.

Websites and Magazines

Family Tree magazine (familytreemagazine.com)
The most established publication on the topic, sort of the Sports  Illustrated 
for family history geeks. It also has a strong website.

Eastman’s Online Genealogy Newsletter (eogn.com)
This is written by expert Dick Eastman, who has been at it so long he 
used to store his family data on punch cards.

The Legal Genealogist (legalgenealogist.com)
Judy Russell writes about genealogy, often with an emphasis on its inter-
section with laws. She’s one of the most evidence-based, clear-eyed, and 
delightfully skeptical writers out there. See her post “Facts Matter!”

Genea-Musings (geneamusings.com)
Written by Randy Seaver, this blog is a mix of genealogy news, research 
tips, personal experiences, debates, and puzzles.

GeneaBloggers TRIBE (geneabloggerstribe.com)
This site is run by a team of genealogy bloggers who share news, tips, 
resources, stories, and the occasional great-grandmother’s cookie recipe.

Genealogy Gems (lisalouisecooke.com)
Lisa Louise Cooke’s blog often has surprising angles, such as how to use 
Google Earth for genealogy.
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The Genetic Genealogist (thegeneticgenealogist.com)
Blaine Bettinger’s DNA blog is entertaining and relatively jargon-free. 
Blaine reports on breakthroughs, which seem to happen every minute 
these days. He also offers a multitude of resources and tips.

The DNA Detectives (thednadetectives.com)
Founded by CeCe Moore, this site provides information to help people 
discover more about their family heritage through DNA testing. CeCe’s 
work has connected thousands of adoptees with their biological parents. 
She also runs a “DNA Detectives” Facebook group where members learn 
to use DNA to find relatives, both recent and distant.

Wait But Why? (waitbutwhy.com)
Writer Tim Urban’s brilliant nonfiction site has two great pieces on ge-
nealogy: “Meet Your Ancestors (All of Them)” and “Your Family: Past, 
Present and Future.”

Conferences

RootsTech (rootstech.org)
This is the Comic Con of genealogy but with less cosplay (not to say 
there is no cosplay; we’ve seen everything from pirates to pioneers to a 
walking, talking tree). It’s held every February in Salt Lake City, and the 
organizers expect more than 30,000 attendees next year.

We also recommend the National Genealogical Society conference 
(ngsgenealogy.org) and the Jamboree put on by the Southern California 
Genealogical Society (genealogyjamboree.com).

Many conferences live stream or post video of the sessions, in case you 
can’t make the trip. Schedules can be found at http://conferencekeeper.org.

Hire a Professional

If you don’t have the time to research, if you want a more in-depth 
 exploration, or if you get stuck behind a brick wall, you can hire a pro.
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Note from A.J.: I am now going to plug Eowyn’s business, Turning 
Hearts  Genealogy (turningheartsgenealogy.com), because she’s too shy 
to do it herself.

But there are many other professional genealogists as well.
To choose one, you can go to the Association of Professional Geneal-

ogists website (apgen.org). It allows you to find a pro who specializes in 
your family’s ethnicity or place of origin. Eowyn recommends interview-
ing a few before hiring one.

When you hire a pro, it’s best to give a specific assignment. “I want 
to know more about my family” is vague and might leave you less than 
 satisfied. Instead, ask about a specific branch or a brick wall you’ve 
 encountered.

Prices vary from about $20 per hour to more than $100 an hour.

Research Tips

GO NARROW AT FIRST

Pick one ancestor or surname and focus your search there. Later you can 
come back to other parts of your tree. If you try to do every ancestor at 
once, you’ll be get lost in the tangle of branches.

USE PHOTOS AS COUSIN BAIT

If you are sharing your family tree online, add images. It’ll get other 
family members more interested. It’s the same principle as Facebook, but 
with dead people. (No dead-people selfies, please.)

SOURCE, SOURCE, SOURCE

Almost all new genealogists make the same mistake and regret it later: They 

don’t record their sources. Make a note where information comes from.
If your aunt tells you your grandfather’s birth date, don’t just record 

the date. Record that your aunt told you the date. Even better, ask your 
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aunt how she knows his birth date. It might sound overly fastidious, but it 
can make a difference. You’ll sometimes find the day that’s celebrated as 
a birthday isn’t what’s recorded on official documents.

And Finally, What the Hell Is the Difference Between a 
Second Cousin and a First Cousin Twice Removed?

The concept of “second cousin” is actually an easy one to grasp.

If you are first cousins with someone, you share a set of grandparents. 
If you’re second cousins, you share a set of great-grandparents. Third 
cousins, you share great-great grandparents. And so on. Easy.

The “removed” notion is a little more complicated. It has to do with 
generations.

“Once removed” means that the person is one generation away from 
you—meaning this relative is in your parent’s generation or your child’s 
generation. “Twice removed” is two generations away—your grandpar-
ents or grandkids generation.

Note from A.J.: Here’s an example from my own family: My mom’s 
first cousin Cass (her uncle’s son) is my first cousin once removed, be-
cause Cass is from my mom’s generation. My mom’s first cousin once 
removed (her great-uncle’s kid) is my first cousin twice removed, because 
he’s from my grandparents’ generation.

Clear? Maybe not. All this is easier if you see it in a chart. So thanks to 
Alice J. Ramsay for the chart opposite this page.

Or you could adopt the Hawaiian kinship terminology, where every 
person of the same generation and gender gets the same term. Brothers 
and male cousins are referred to by the same word, while sisters and fe-
male cousins get another word. Uncles and fathers are grouped together, 
as are aunts and mothers.

This is definitely in the Global Family Reunion spirit.
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