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DISCOVERING OUR FEMALE 

ANCESTORS 
 

DIFFICULTIES 
There are some unique problems associated with researching the women in our family 

trees. 

 Name changes at marriage can make it harder to identify women and the family 
from which they came. 

 Wives were often identified only by their first name, or simply as “wife of.” 
 Women often left behind very little in the way of a paper trail because they were 

less likely to be named in legal documents. Men conducted most business and legal 
affairs. Wives were considered to be under the protection of their husbands. 

 Women’s sphere of influence was usually limited to the home and family. 

RESEARCH STRATEGIES 
What are some important research strategies that can help us learn more about the 

women in our family? 

 Study the men in their lives – research all the men in a woman’s life: father, sons, 
brothers, not just her husband. 

 Look for letters and diaries – if you can’t find letters and diaries written by your 
women; look for those written by women in a similar time and place. 

 Study social history – what was life like for a woman in her time period and location. 
 Study collateral lines – she did not live in a vacuum; find out about her extended 

family, friends and neighbors. 
 Fix the woman in a specific time and place; begin your research from that point. 
 If you are still having trouble identifying your ancestor’s family, make a list of all 

reasonable possibilities. Begin researching each possible family and try eliminating 
them one by one. When you have only one or two possibilities left continue 
searching for sources that can help strengthen your case that this is the woman’s 
family. 

RESOURCES 
What are some good resources that can help us learn more about those elusive 

grandmothers? 
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 Home sources such as letters, diaries, journals, and pictures. Home sources can not 
only help identify a woman’s family, but can also give us insight into what her life 
was like. 

 Interviews, message boards and mailing lists – perhaps someone else has the 
answer to our questions. Besides interviewing known family members, use the 
Internet to help you find distant cousins who may be able to help in your search. 

 Vital records – for her, her children, her siblings, etc. 
 Pension applications – widows had to prove not only her husband’s service, but also 

her relationship to him and their children. Marriage information and statements 
from witnesses who may be family members are often found in pension 
applications. 

 Cemetery records – tombstones may give clues to a woman’s maiden name; also 
check everyone who is buried around her. 

 Newspapers and obituaries may give clues to a woman’s maiden name. 
 Census records – sometimes an elderly or widowed parent was living with their 

daughter, try to find her as a child in the census, also do additional research on 
families living in the same area as they may be related. 

 
Don’t limit your search to these records. Women can appear in any record and your 

research can take some very interesting turns. 
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