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How to spot and avoid 9 common
genealogy mistakes & errors

By MarY HARRELL-SESNIAK

Family history researchers are often
frustrated by the mistakes of others—
particularly when there is an obvious
error in identity, such as the mistake
explained in a 1914 Virginia news-
paper article. It points out that a
member of the Gwathmey family was
incorrectly identified as having been
a maid of honor to Queen Elizabeth.
This maid was named Hannah
Moore, married to Sir John Temple.
Their daughter was Hannah Temple,
who married Owen Gwathmey, and
their son was also named Owen
Gwathmey, and was born 1752 Nov.
25. It is not possible that a man born
in 1752 could have a grandmother
who had been a maid to Queen Eli-
zabeth, who died in 1603.

This sounds like an obvious mis-
take, and one that could have been
corrected with simple subtraction.
Unfortunately, once a mistake is
written in a book or newspaper
article, the mistake is often carried
into other research—forever frus-
trating the more serious genealogists.

Genealogical mistakes are not
often easy to sort out, so let’s discuss
some strategies.

1. Abbreviations are not
always what they seem

Two of my favorites are “NA” and
“NMI.”

In the case of the first abbrevia-
tion, “NA” might indicate non appli-
cable, naturalized, Native American,
or even Navy, demonstrating the
importance of finding the “key”
explaining what an abbreviation
actually means.

Another abbreviation that some-
times causes confusion is the use of
“NMI” in place of a middle name. It
is not an actual moniker, but rather

used to indicate that a person has no
middle initial—no middle name.

2. Age-related mistakes

* Women who are too old to be moth-
ers.
Although Mrs. Steve Pace, of Rose
Hill, Virginia, reportedly gave birth
to her 17th child in 1939 at the age
of 73 (see the Wikipedia article
“Pregnancy QOuver Age 507), it is rare
for women to give birth after the age
of 50.

If a woman continued to give birth
through her 40s, then it is possible
that a report of her having a child as
an older woman may be correct.

However, whenever you see such
an older mother-child relationship
claim, examine the possibility that
the family may have been raising an
orphan or a grandchild.

* Persons who were born too young
or old to have served during a
military event.

If you are researching an ancestor for

a lineage society, such as the Sons or

Daughters of the American Revolu-

tion, start by figuring out the begin-

ning and ending dates of the event.

For example, the American Civil
War occurred between 1861 and
1865.

Although there are examples of
very young veterans, most of the
younger set did not serve in a mili-
tary capacity — unless they were
older. One exception was Civil War
Missouri veteran George Huffman,
who enrolled as a volunteer in the
13th Missouri Infantry on 4 Novem-
ber 1861 at the age of 14. He re-
enlisted on 8 February 1864, and was
considered to have been the young-
est veteran to have re-enlisted that

year — as explained in an 1864 Mas-
sachusetts newspaper article.

For the most part, however, it is
safe to assume that someone — other
than a drummer or bugler — must
have been at least 15 when he
enlisted for combat service. There-
fore, it is unlikely that a combat vet-
eran actually served in the Civil War
if he was born after the year 1850.

Now, if a child served in a non-
military capacity, then you might find
evidence of children as young as
seven involved in a war — such as
Nathan Futrell from Northampton
County, a young boy who served in
the American Revolutionary War.

You can also apply an age factor
to determine the likelihood of an
older person serving in the military.

3. All applicable
genealogy records have
not been found

Just because you can’t find a gene-
alogical proof doesn’t mean that one
doesn’t exist. For example, many
military records were burned, so look
to other types of records for evidence.
In other words, if an original
record is missing you might be able
to find alternate records. In the case
of a missing military record, look for
a petition for a pension, or a list of
enlistments, reprinted in an old
newspaper article. Other possible
genealogical sources: a family diary
or letter, or church bulletin, that
references military service.

4. Children listed with-
out parents may not be
orphans

Just because a child is not recorded
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with a parent on a census record
doesn’t necessarily indicate that both
parents are deceased.

On one of the 1850 U.S. Federal
Census records, I noted that the
children of my ancestor Permelia
Ann (Davis) Drake were living in dif-
ferent households.

Not finding their mother, I at first
assumed that she had died. It turned
out that she was very much alive, and
recorded in the census with her
second husband, Samuel Bassett. It’s
not clear why the children were with
the neighbors in 1850, but perhaps
they were mother’s helpers or farm
helpers working to support the
family.

5. Informants are not
always correct

A primary record is one that was
recorded at the time of the event. A
secondary record is one that is
recorded later, generally from an in-
formant. In the case of a death
certificate, the date and place of
death is primary evidence, but the
birth date of the decedent, along with
the stated parents, is not necessarily
correct.

In my family, my great-grand-
father’s parents were recorded on his
death certificate as his natural
parents, when in fact court records
and other records establish that he
had been adopted.

6. J ust because two
people with the same
name reside in the same
area does not neces-
sarily mean they are
related

In the case of my ancestor William
Harrell of Virginia (and Indiana) of
the late 1700s and early 1800s, it
turns out there are three men by the
same name. Now that descendants
have submitted results from DNA
studies, it is clear that they were not
closely related.
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7. Spelling errors

Alternate spellings are the norm,

rather than the exception.

For example, my Ebling ancestors
can be found with the surname
spelling Ebeling, Hebling, and even
Heblinger. As a result, I always
browse a book’s index to see if there
are similar spellings. When searching
online or in a search box, such as at
GenealogyBank, I frequently use a
wildcard such as a question mark (?)
or asterisk (*) when searching for
ancestor names.

* The ? is used to take the place of
one letter.

* The * is used to take the place of
several letters.

For example:

* Eb*ing* would find Ebling, Ebe-
ling and Eblinger.

* ?7Eb*ing* would find all of the
above, and include Hebling or
Heblinger.

* Cath?rine would find both Cathe-
rine and Catharine.

8. Transpositions
(reversing or mixing up
letters and numbers)
Many people, including myself, are
prone to transpositions. The year
1787, for example, might be unin-
tentionally entered as 1778, or even
1877.

To overcome this tendency, be sure
to closely examine recorded figures,
such as the reported age at death.
Several genealogy programs cal-
culate this figure, and may even note
it during an error check.

9. Widows and widowers
may not necessarily be
widowed

In the event of a divorce, separa-
tion, or bigamy, a spouse might be
recorded as widowed on an official
record. This may be to handle a deli-
cate issue, or simply to accommodate
a census form that didn’t have other
options.

These are just a few common
genealogical errors. If you have some
that you have observed, please share

them with the Swedish American
Genealogist editor!

SAG Editor's note:

In Swedish church records divorced peo-
ple are often listed as widows or wid-
owers. Divorces were quite unusual in
the old days, but they did happen.

In the forms that the pastors had to
fill out every year and send in to the Cen-
tral Bureau of Statistics there was no
column for divorced people, so they ended
up in the column for deaths.

This article was first published
2013 Aug. 7 on the Genealogy-
Bank blog (see link on p. 30), and
is re-published in SAG by permis-
sion from the author and Gene-
alogyBank.

Mary Harrell-Sesniak is a ge-
nealogist, author, and editor with
a strong technology background.
In this guest blog post, Mary
discusses 9 common mistakes
made when doing family history
research, and suggests ways to
avoid them.

Just Folks

T om like him, so they say,
Who was deod before I come.
Cheeks ard mouth ard eyes of gray
Have been foshioned much the same.

T om like her, 0 they say,

Who was dead ere I wos born,
And T walk the self-same way

On the paths her feet have worn.

There is that mthia my foce
And the way T hold my heod
Which seems strangely to replace
These who kng have jined the deod.
Thus ocross the distarce for
In the body housing me
Both my greot-grardparents ore
Kept alive in memory.

Edgar A. Guest 1934

From Twisted Twigs and Gnarled
Branches on Facebook.
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