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Google Search for Genealogists 
 
• Reduce the number of irrelevant results you get when searching an ancestor’s name (such as telephone white 

pages, real estate pages, Facebook, etc.) by typing ~genealogy in the search box before typing anything else. 
This tells Google that you’re searching for an ancestor. It will probably eliminate some pages that you’d like to 
see, so don’t use it exclusively, but it can help focus your search. 
 

• Google ignores capital letters. A search for new york times is the same as a search for New York Times. It also 
ignores most punctuation, such as !?,.%()[]\ 
 

• Go to www.google.com/advanced_search if you forget the tips on this handout (to find this, google “advanced 
google search”.  
 

• See the end of this handout for information on using Google Image Search and Google for non-U.S. countries.  
 

• Handy keyboard tip: Find a surname, place or any other terms quickly on a page by using the keyboard shortcut 
Control+F (for Find) if using Windows, or Command+F if using Mac. (This is faster than mousing to the top 
of the page to do Edit/Find.) A very small search box will open up (usually at the bottom left of your screen) 
where you should type in the word you are looking for, then click to search. 

 
In the table below, search = the word(s) you want to use in your Google search. 
 
Search for 
an exact 
word or 
phrase by 
using 
quotation 
marks 
 
"search" 

Quotation marks tell Google to search for exactly what you put in quotes. Use quotes to search for 
an exact name, surname or exact set of words.  
 
Example:  "Margaret Ann Rutan"  (Warning: Google will NOT find “Margaret Rutan”) 
 "Smith apprenticed as a blacksmith in 1801."  
Tip: Only use this if you're looking for a very precise word or phrase, because otherwise you could 
be excluding helpful results by mistake.  
Using quotation marks is handy when searching for a line you transcribed from a site (such as a 
sentence from a genealogy or biolgraphical book, but you didn’t write down the name of the site or 
page and are trying to find it again.) [A good non-genealogy use for quotation marks is when 
you’re looking for a song title when you know only one line of the lyrics, or find the name of a 
book or poem when you know only one phrase or sentence.] 

Exclude a 
word by 
using a 
minus sign  
 
-search 

Add a dash (-) before a word or site to exclude all results that include that word. This is especially 
useful when you are searching for a surname that has other meanings.  
 
Example: Miller –beer –welding –weld –flour –grain –mill 
 Penny –JC 
 Montgomery PA –MD –VA –OH –NC -NY 

If you want to exclude results from a specific site:  
-site:wikipedia.org    [or whatever site you want to exclude] 

Search for 
either 
word by 
using OR 
 
search OR 
search 

If the person you are searching could have results in two different geographic areas, use OR 
between the two search terms to get results that have either one or the other. If you do not use 
OR,your results would typically show only pages that include both terms on the page. 
 
Example:  Berks OR Philadelphia  
 
This can also be used if the person’s name often appears two ways: 
 
Example: “John Freas” OR “Jno Freas” OR “Freas, John” OR “Freas, Jno” 

Search for 
possible 
middle 
words or 
letters in a 
name search 

 "Thomas * Edison" returns results: 

§ Thomas Edison 
§ Thomas A. Edison 
§ Thomas Alva Edison  
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Google Search Operators 
When you search using an operator, don't add any spaces between the operator and your query. A search for 
site:familysearch.org will work, but site: familysearch.org will not. 
	  
Search 
within a 
specific 
site  
 
site:search 

This is a great way to search Rootweb if you are searching a fairly uncommon surname. It can 
produce results from Rootsweb message boards and mailing lists that you did not know even 
existed and therefore never would have looked at. For example, you can find all mentions of 
"Bergen County, New Jersey" on the Rootsweb website like this: 
 
site:rootsweb.ancestry.com  “Bergen County” NJ  
 
The same applies to the forums at genealogy.com. This example looks for a surname only: 
site:genforum.genealogy.com [surname here]  
NOTE:  the genealogy.com forums will be READ-ONLY starting September 2014 (meaning you 
won’t be able to respond to any messages you see about your ancestors, nor ask for more 
information or contact info.) 
 
You can also use this when you KNOW you saw something [a surname, for example] on a certain 
website, but can’t remember how to find the exact page on that site. 
 
Note: this works ONLY when you search an entire top-level domain, i.e., the sitename ends with 
.com, .org, .edu, etc. It will not work if you need to put a forward slash (/) after the “dot” extension. 

Look for 
sites 
similar to 
one where 
you found 
good info 
 
Related: 
search 

Sometimes you find a website that has lots of good information, and it’s worth looking for other 
websites like it. (This is often one related to a specific county or church.) You can use the “related” 
search operator to find similar sites. 
 
Related:[insert http://address of website for which you want to 
find similar sites] 
Example: related: https://sites.google.com/site/bergencogenweb/home/churches/dutch-reformed-
church-schraalenburgh 

Find a 
book when 
you know 
the title 

If you know the title of the book, the fastest way to find it on the internet, using Google, is to type 
this in the search box: 
 
Book:The Exact Title of Your Book 
 
except type your actual title of the book immediately after book: -- do not put a space after the 
colon. Type the title exactly (for example, include “The” if that is the first word). Look at the first 
page of results, and if you see a result that is from archive.org or books.google.com, that usually 
means the book has been digitized and you can download it free to your computer. (At Google 
books, not all books are downloadable, but many are. Many books can be searched for a surname, 
and you can search and see pages with that surname, even if the book is not downloadable.)  
 
Your results might also include places where you can purchase the book, and/or message boards 
where people have mentioned the book, possibly leading you to other people researching the same 
person or in the same region. 
 

Restrict your 
search to a 
specific file 
type 

Use filetype: 

• There is no space between 
filetype: and the following 
word. 

 

Example: Find documents that have been written about 
the Dutch in Bergen County, or documents with a 
family surname in the title 

filetype:pdf Dutch “Bergen County” NJ 

filetype:pdf Ostrander 

Google can find: .pdf, .ppt (Powerpoint), .doc and 
.docx, .txt, and other less common filetypes. 

Search for 
pages that 
contain a year 
date within  

Use two dots to define a range or to 
indicate a maximum or minimum 

1780..1820 = find pages with a date in this range 
..1820  = find pages with a date of 1820 or before 
1820..  = find pages with a date of 1820 or later 
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Search for a 
single word or 
phrase in the 
body of the 
search result 

Use intext: 

• There is no space between 
intext: and the following 
word. 

• Google will restrict the 
results to pages that have the 
query word or phrase in the 
body of the document. 

This search string yields 138 results: 
site:rootsweb.ancestry.com intext:"George Freas" 
For some reason, just searching the same phrase but 
WITHOUT the “intext:” operator: 
site:rootsweb.ancestry.com “George Freas" 

yields only 108 results. The reason is unclear, but note 
that using “intext:” produces more results. Try it both 
ways and see what you get. 

	  
GOOGLE IMAGES: 

• Don’t forget to check www.images.google.com when you have a distinctive surname.   
• For more common surnames, you can use the “minus” operator (see above) to eliminate non-relevant 

images, just like on the regular Google search site. (For example, “Miller –beer –Dennis” will eliminate beer 
logos and photos of comedian Dennis Miller. BUT, this is still too common a name to get good results. It 
works best with less-common surnames.)  

• You can include the word “gravestone”, which can help you find (you guessed it) gravestone photos 
and the sites they are on. Narrow it even further by including a state: “Ostrander gravestone New 
York”. 

GOOGLE IN OTHER COUNTRIES 
Google bases the results it gives you (the searcher) based on where it knows you are (what country). When you 
search on Google.com, it prioritizes American websites in your results over websites based in any other country. 
If you know what country an ancestor immigrated from, try searching on the Google search engine based in that 
country. For example, for German ancestors, go to www.google.de, then try a surname search there. Check at 
least 4-5 pages of results before giving up. [I found a University of Pennsylvania website with an interactive map of 
land parcels owned by my 5G grandfather in 1777. This site never comes up in a regular www.google.com search of 
his name.) 
If you are not sure of the two-letter extension for the country, google the phrase “google for other countries” and the 
first result will be a Wikipedia page that will show you the correct country address for Google. 
 

REMEMBER: Google will give you an answer to just about any genealogy question, such as: 
• define relict (answer: widow) 
• what is second cousin three times removed 

• where is Bergen County NJ (best info is usually at the www.wikipedia.org page result) 

• distance between berks county and bucks county pa (this one helps you analyze 
whether an ancestor might have actually moved a certain distance during his/her lifetime, or simply 
whether records that appear to give different locations for the same person might actually be referring to 
the same location, but just with a different name, such as when one record uses the township name and 
the other record uses the town name, which is different.) 

 

AND FINALLY: it	  is	  highly	  recommended	  that	  you	  WRITE	  DOWN	  each	  search	  word,	  phrase	  or	  
search	  string	  you	  try.	  Otherwise,	  you	  are	  likely	  to	  overlook	  obvious	  search	  combinations,	  AND	  you	  
are	  almost	  guaranteed	  to	  forget	  either	  what/how	  you	  searched,	  or	  even	  (after	  some	  time	  has	  passed)	  
that	  you’ve	  already	  done	  a	  Google	  search	  for	  that	  person	  (thus	  repeating	  your	  efforts	  and	  wasting	  time).	  
	  
The	  easiest	  way	  to	  keep	  track	  is	  to	  have	  a	  Word	  document	  (or	  other	  text	  doc)	  open	  on	  your	  screen,	  
with	  your	  ancestor’s	  name	  typed	  large	  at	  the	  top.	  Type	  the	  date	  and	  “Google	  Search.”	  With	  each	  
search	  you	  do,	  COPY	  AND	  PASTE	  from	  the	  Google	  window	  to	  this	  document.	  You	  might	  want	  to	  
record	  what	  you	  found	  (or,	  that	  you	  didn’t	  find	  anything).	  When	  done,	  Save	  it	  and	  keep	  it	  
electronically	  in	  your	  ancestor’s	  computer	  folder,	  AND/OR	  print	  it,	  so	  it’s	  easy	  to	  grab	  the	  next	  time	  
your’re	  tempted	  to	  Google	  this	  person	  again.	  


