GEDCOM – The Basics

_____________________________________________________________________


A GEDCOM file is made up of five separate components:

1. HEADER and TRAILER records, which surround all other records in the file. 

2. (optional) the SOURCE block, which defines the origin of the GEDCOM file (it has nothing at all to do with the source of individual items of data)

3. (optional) The SUBMITTER details, which provide contact information regarding the submitter.

4. INDIVIDUAL records, one for each person.

5. FAMILY records, one for each family structure.

This paper will only consider the mandatory components, and describes how the file is built using these components. The following simplified family structure is used as a basis for the sample GEDCOM file: 

Fred SMITH

b. 18/6/1930 Sydney, NSW

d.14/8/1995 Melbourne, Vic






Mary JONES

b.1/5/1932 Adelaide, SA

d.17/12/1990 

Perth, WA













m. 17/1/1951 Brisbane
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Bill SMITH

b.9/2/1952 

Bulli, NSW






Anne BROWN

b.10/3/1953 Nowra, NSW





Joan SMITH

b. 18/3/1953 

Bulli, NSW



m. 6/12/1983 Berry, NSW
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John SMITH

b. 27/11/1984  Townsville, Qld








































































































































A word about LEVEL NUMBERS
Within a GEDCOM file, every line starts with a single-digit LEVEL NUMBER, followed by a space. Level numbers are a bit like paragraph indenting in a word processor – indenting a paragraph means it is subordinate to the previous paragraph. 

GEDCOM level numbers start with 0 and increase by 1 at each subordinate level. Like all good rules, there is one exception – the HEADER and TRAILER records are always level 0, but so too are initial records belonging to the other components, even though these components are subordinate to the HEADER! 

…And another word about CODES 

Each data element within a GEDCOM file is identified by a code of up to 4 letters. Most are obvious – BIRT for birth, DEAT for death, PLAC for place, etc. Words which are already 4 or fewer characters long become their own code (such as AGE, SEX, NOTE.) 

Starting the GEDCOM file

The LDS GEDCOM standard states that every GEDCOM file must start with a header record, and end with a trailer record. In practice, some programs will accept an input GEDCOM file without these records (particularly the trailer), while others will throw up their hands in horror and refuse to proceed if an initial pass of the file detects that either is missing. So it is much safer to obey the standard and include the records. 

This means that a basic GEDCOM file will look like this:

0 HEAD

0 TRLR

Adding the INDIVIDUAL records 

Each person in the GEDCOM file must be represented by a unique INDIVIDUAL number. Generally these numbers start at 1 and increase by 1 as further people are added, but there is no reason (subject to any limitations of the program you use) why random numbers such as 4326 and 489527 cannot be used. 

Each INDIVIDUAL number (with a code of INDI) is enclosed by a pair of “@” symbols, and prefixed by the letter “I” (to distinguish it from FAMILY numbers, which we discuss later). The LEVEL number for the line containing the INDI number is 0, denoting the commencement of a major block of data. This means the first line of an INDIVIDUAL entry looks like this:

0 @I1@ INDI

For each person, we need to then add all the available details. Because these details are subordinate to the INDI record, they will all have a level number of 1. We can then add such records as 

1 NAME Fred /SMITH/

1 SEX M

(note that the surname is delimited by “/”, so the name can be broken up into its component parts.)

To include the birth and death details, we need to think about how all programs store the data. In every program that I have ever seen, the date field is stored separately to the place field. This means that GEDCOM must separately identify each field. 

In the case of Fred Smith’s birth (b. 18/6/1930 at Sydney, NSW) we can build a birth entry like this:

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Jun 1930

2 PLAC Sydney, NSW

Note that the main part (ie level 1) of the entry identifies it as birth details, with the actual details at level 2 to indicate that they both belong to the preceding level 1. 

Date details are converted to a non-ambiguous format, to allow for both the US and the rest of the world. 

We can do the same thing for death details, and get:

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 14 Aug 1995

2 PLAC Melbourne, Vic 

and if we put all this together, we have an INDIVIDUAL record for Fred Smith which looks like this:

0 @I1@ INDI

1 NAME Fred /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Jun 1930

2 PLAC Sydney, NSW

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 14 Aug 1995

2 PLAC Melbourne, Vic

There is still one item of information which is needed to enable a program to make sense of this GEDCOM data, and that is something which tells the program how Fred Smith fits into various family structures. However, we will leave that for the time being, until we have discussed…..

Adding the FAMILY records

In the same way as each individual is identified by a unique number, each FAMILY structure is also given a unique FAMILY number. The same rules apply as for individuals: the number can be virtually any number; it is prefixed by “F” to distinguish it from the individual numbers; it is enclosed in a pair of “@” characters, and the code is FAM. 

Thus, the first line of a FAMILY entry looks like this:

0 @F1@ FAM

Within the block of family data, there are four basic pieces of information. Two are mandatory (as the family structure does not make sense without either), and two are optional. 

Mandatory fields are:

(a) an identifier as to which individual is the HUSBAND

(b) an identified as to which individual is the WIFE

Optional fields are:

(c) identifiers to those individuals who are CHILDREN of this couple

(d) marriage details for the couple. 

Let us now assume that we have already set up the INDIVIDUAL records for all those shown in our family tree on page 1, and our GEDCOM file looks like this:

0 HEAD

0 @I1@ INDI

1 NAME Fred /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Jun 1930

2 PLAC Sydney, NSW

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 14 Aug 1995

2 PLAC Melbourne, Vic

0 @I2@ INDI

1 NAME Mary /JONES/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 01 May 1932

2 PLAC Adelaide, SA 

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 17 Dec 1990

2 PLAC Perth, WA

0 @I3@ INDI

1 NAME Bill /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 09 Feb 1952

2 PLAC Bulli, NSW

0 @I4@ INDI

1 NAME Joan /SMITH/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Mar 1953

2 PLAC Bulli, NSW

0 @I5@ INDI

1 NAME Anne /BROWN/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 10 Mar 1953

2 PLAC Nowra, NSW

0 TRLR

To build the GEDCOM entry for the family of Fred SMITH and Mary JONES, we know that:

Fred (whose INDI number is I1) is the husband

Mary (whose INDI number is I2) is the wife

Bill (whose INDI number is I3) is a child

Joan (whose INDI number is I4) is a child

This means we can construct the GEDCOM entry for the family, with a unique number of F1, as:

0 @F1@ FAM

1 HUSB @I1@

1 WIFE @I2@

1 CHIL @I3@

1 CHIL @I4@

Note that so far we have not included any real data about the family, only pointers back to individuals. To add the “real” data, ie marriage details, we have:

0 @F1@ FAM

1 HUSB @I1@

1 WIFE @I2@

1 CHIL @I3@

1 CHIL @I4@

1 MARR

2 DATE 17 Jan 1951

2 PLAC Brisbane, Qld

and this becomes the FAMILY entry in the GEDCOM file. After similarly constructing an entry for the family of Bill SMITH and Anne BROWN (which we will call F2), the GEDCOM now looks like this:

0 HEAD

0 @I1@ INDI

1 NAME Fred /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Jun 1930

2 PLAC Sydney, NSW

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 14 Aug 1995

2 PLAC Melbourne, Vic

0 @I2@ INDI

1 NAME Mary /JONES/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 01 May 1932

2 PLAC Adelaide, SA 

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 17 Dec 1990

2 PLAC Perth, WA

0 @I3@ INDI

1 NAME Bill /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 09 Feb 1952

2 PLAC Bulli, NSW

0 @I4@ INDI

1 NAME Joan /SMITH/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Mar 1953

2 PLAC Bulli, NSW

0 @I5@ INDI

1 NAME Anne /BROWN/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 10 Mar 1953

2 PLAC Nowra, NSW

0 @I6@ INDI

1 NAME John /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 27 Nov 1984

2 PLAC Townsville, Qld

0 @F1@ FAM

1 HUSB @I1@

1 WIFE @I2@

1 CHIL @I3@

1 CHIL @I4@

1 MARR

2 DATE 17 Jan 1951

2 PLAC Brisbane, Qld

0 @F2@ FAM

1 HUSB @I3@

1 WIFE @I5@

1 CHIL @I6@

1 MARR

2 DATE 06 Dec 1983

2 PLAC Berry, NSW
0 TRLR



This only leaves us to determine the family relationships to insert into the INDIVIDUAL records. These relationships are one of two types:

(a) families in which the individual is a SPOUSE (code FAMS)

(b) families in which the individual is a CHILD (code FAMC)

It is easy to see that Fred SMITH is a SPOUSE in family F1, but not a child in any family. We therefore need to add only one entry to his INDI data:

1 FAMS @F1@

Bill SMITH, on the other hand, is a child in family F1, and a spouse in family F2. He gets two new entries:

1 FAMS @F2@

1 FAMC @F1@

After we repeat this logic for the six people in our family tree, the final GEDCOM looks like this:

0 HEAD

0 @I1@ INDI

1 NAME Fred /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Jun 1930

2 PLAC Sydney, NSW

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 14 Aug 1995

2 PLAC Melbourne, Vic

1 FAMS @F1@

0 @I2@ INDI

1 NAME Mary /JONES/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 01 May 1932

2 PLAC Adelaide, SA 

1 DEAT 

2 DATE 17 Dec 1990

2 PLAC Perth, WA

1 FAMS @F1@



0 @I3@ INDI

1 NAME Bill /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 09 Feb 1952

2 PLAC Bulli, NSW

1 FAMS @F2@

1 FAMC @F1@

0 @I4@ INDI

1 NAME Joan /SMITH/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 18 Mar 1953

2 PLAC Bulli, NSW

1 FAMC @F1@
0 @I5@ INDI

1 NAME Anne /BROWN/

1 SEX F

1 BIRT

2 DATE 10 Mar 1953

2 PLAC Nowra, NSW

1 FAMS @F2@


0 @I6@ INDI

1 NAME John /SMITH/

1 SEX M

1 BIRT

2 DATE 27 Nov 1984

2 PLAC Townsville, Qld

1 FAMC @F2@
0 @F1@ FAM

1 HUSB @I1@

1 WIFE @I2@

1 CHIL @I3@

1 CHIL @I4@

1 MARR

2 DATE 17 Jan 1951

2 PLAC Brisbane, Qld

0 @F2@ FAM

1 HUSB @I3@

1 WIFE @I5@

1 CHIL @I6@

1 MARR

2 DATE 06 Dec 1983

2 PLAC Berry, NSW

0 TRLR

Summary

By now it should be clear just how logical the GEDCOM structure is. It should also be clear that links between FAMILY and INDIVIDUAL records are two-way (ie present in both records). This enables the program loading your GEDCOM to carry out consistency checks of the data, and probably explains some of the error messages you have seen over the years. 

Once you understand the basic structure of a GEDCOM file, it is quite easy to edit a file and remove unwanted data before loading it. 

Remember, this discussion has centred only on the absolute basic components of a GEDCOM. There is a large number of other codes available for the transfer of other data items – codes like BURI (Burial) CHR (Christening), DIV (whether divorced or not), ADDR (address), PHON (phone number), OCC (Occupation). If all else fails, there is always the ubiquitous code NOTE, where you can supply whatever textual data you wish.

© 2000 Sydney Dead Persons Society  

7

