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Melanie McComb, Genealogist

Broadening Your Scope: Employing 
Ancestral Associates in Your Research

Genealogy Boot Camp

Why Should You 
Research Associates?

Reasons to Research Associates
• Tracing migrations

• Discovering more about military service

• Researching minorities and women not well 
documented

• Study of a particular place or event

• Develop a more holistic view of an ancestor
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Your Ancestor’s Network
• Who – noting individuals that appear in your 

ancestor’s records

• What – One event? Multiple?

• Where – Did their interactions occur in one place? 
Multiple?

• When – for how long were the individuals 
associated?

• Why – why were they interacting?

Networks to Consider
Religious

Educational

Occupational

Social 

Political

Place and/or

Migration

Tip
Note Associates of 

Associates.
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Expanding your search
Associates of 
Associates

Neighbors and 
Associates

Family

Your Ancestor

Associate Networks

Religious Associates
• Pastors/ministers/priests/rabbis, etc. 

• Witness to religious family events

• Godparents

• Church organizations
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Hiland Presbyterian Church, 
Ross, Allegheny, Pennsylvania

Educational Associates
• People that graduated in the same class

• Participants in the same sports or clubs

• Friends that signed your ancestor’s yearbook

• Teachers or professors in their field at the time 
they attended

• Colleagues that published with an ancestor

www.ancestry.com

10

11

12

Day 2, Session 3: Virtual Genealogical Skills Bootcamp

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 



8/1/2023

5

Yearbook Club Photo Example

Occupational Associates
• When searching census records, note those close 

by with the same or similar occupation

• Research the employers/owners of the institutions 
where your ancestor worked

• Labor Unions or Workmen’s Organizations

• Note the history of the industry in the area (this 
could reveal if they moved there for that 
occupation)

Danville, Kentucky City Directory 1931-32
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Social Groups
• Fraternal organizations

• Genealogical organizations

• Hobby organizations

Political
• Political Organizations

• Political involvement of your ancestor (if any)

• Tribal affiliations

• Loyalists 

Place and/or Migration
• Did your family reside in the same place for a 

number of generations? What other families did 
as well?

• Did your family migrate somewhere? What other 
families made the same migration?

• Who was your ancestor headed to live with 
when they emigrated?

• Who was a witness for your 
ancestor's naturalization papers?
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Organizing and 
Processing 

Information

Tip
Limit your scope first 
and then expand if 

necessary.

Organizing Information
Find a method that works for you! You want it to do 
the following:

• Make it easy to collect information

• Be “at-a-glance” so you can easily compare 
information

• Documents where information came from 

• Provides a section for noting anomalies 
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americanancestors.org/tools/research-templates

Associate Networks

Focus on one “link"
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Consider Migration and Place 
Studies

• The Great Migration Begins Immigrants 
to New England 1620-1633 Robert 
Charles Anderson

• The Great Migration: Immigrants to 
New England 1634-1635 Robert Charles 
Anderson

• Early New England Families 1641-1700 
Alicia Crane Williams

• The Settlers of the Beekman Patent -
Frank J. Doherty

americanancestors.org/publications/early-new-england-research

americanancestors.org/publications/great-migration-study-project
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americanancestors.org/publications/early-new-
england-research

Early Families of New England Study 
Project Sketches

28

29

30

Day 2, Session 3: Virtual Genealogical Skills Bootcamp

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 



8/1/2023

11

www.americanancestors.org

The Holdridge Family, The Settlers of the 
Beekman Patent

31

32

33

Day 2, Session 3: Virtual Genealogical Skills Bootcamp

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 



8/1/2023

12

Example 1:
Migration Associates

Cluster Research
• Studying the origins of persons within the same 

community can help you understand what 
migrations occurred and where they came from.

Case Study: The McCray Family
• Question: Where in Ireland was Daniel 

McCray/McCrea born?

• Background:
• Daniel McCray was born circa 1801 in Ireland
• He emigrated and arrived in the United States 

about 1829
• Married Sarah McKee (pre-1836)
• Daniel died in 1864 in South Beaver township, 

Beaver county, Pennsylvania
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Strategy
• Review the 1850 census to identify the Irish 

settlers living in South Beaver township.

• Research Beaver County, Pennsylvania county 
histories to identify the Irish origins of settlers.

• Identify any naturalization records for immigrants 
from Ireland that settled in South Beaver 
township.

Results
• According to the 1850 census, there 

were 39 individuals living in South Beaver 
township that had a birthplace of Ireland.

• Using county histories and county naturalization 
records, we were able to determine the Irish 
origins of five men.

Name Birth 
Year

Ireland County 
(if
known)

Source Notes

William 
Campbell

1819 County Tyrone History of Beaver County, 
Pennsylvania

Came to America about 1842, landing in 
Philadelphia.

He married Mary, daughter of William 
and Margaret
(Graham) McKey

James Cook 1790 County 
Fermanagh

Declaration of Intention (Beaver 
County, PA) ‐ 1
Oct 1825

William Elder 1801 County Down Genealogical and Personal History 
of Beaver County,
Pennsylvania

Parents named as John Elder and Mary 
Elder

Andrew 
Graham

1786 County Tyrone Naturalization Petition (Beaver 
County, PA) ‐
April Term 1819

Reuben Watt 1816 Dungarvan 
(County not
specified)

Genealogical and Personal History 
of Beaver County,
Pennsylvania 

Parents named as Robert Watt and 
Isabella Donahue

Cluster Research Chart
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History of Beaver County, Pennsylvania

William McKey
• Searched for his naturalization petition and 

learned he was from County Tyrone (just like his 
son-in-law William Campbell)

• Researched land deeds for any interactions 
between Daniel McCray and William McKey.

• Found three deeds in Beaver County.
• We learn that Daniel is one of his abutting 

neighbors and that Daniel and William served as a 
deed witness for each other on mortgages from the 
bank.

Naturalization Petition of William McKey, 
1835, Beaver County, Pennsylvania
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Other Migration Examples
• Voyages from abroad – Pay attention to waves of 

migration

• Entire towns migrating 
– New Vineyard, Maine

• Follow land grants

• Westward Migration
– Documents of the travel is scarce, look to associates 

from the same area as your ancestor

Example 2:
Military Associates

Adopt the Regiment
• Seek out the regimental histories for the units that 

your ancestors belonged to.

• They often describe the battles they fought in and 
may include names of some of the soldiers.

• Look for web sites and groups online about these 
specific regimental groups. They often have 
archives of the soldiers that served.
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Passport Application of Thomas Corcoran

"and in addition to act as 
intended for my war 
veteran disabled soldier 
cousin Bernard Corcoran"

Case Study: Bernard Corcoran

ancestry.com

www.archive.org
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Father Duffy's Story

Duffy's War by Stephen L. Harris

books.google.com
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Tip
Check Commanders’ 

Records.

Example 3:
Researching 

Enslaved Persons

1870 Brick Wall
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The 1870 Brick Wall
• It's a commonly repeated myth that you can't go beyond 

the 1870 U.S. census for African American research.

• This census lists the names of each household in the United 
States post-Emancipation.

• Prior to this, formerly enslaved persons were listed by age, 
sex, and race on slave schedules (if enslaved).

• This is not the end of your research

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

Enslaver's 
Name

Child's 
Name

Mother's 
name

Date of 
Birth

County Page #

February 26, 1866 Law (Virginia)
• General Assembly passed an act that legitimized marriages between 

enslaved persons and the children that resulted from them prior to 
1866.

• Cohabitation registers were used as the legal document for the 
county.

• There was a separate register for legitimizing children where the 
parents were no longer cohabiting together.

Contents of Cohabitation 
Register

• Names

• Ages

• Place of Birth

• Residence

• Occupation

• Previous Enslaver

• Previous Enslaver's City or County Residence

• Childrens' Names

• Childrens' Ages

• Date of Commencement of Cohabitation
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Familysearch.org

LVA.virginia.gov

Buckingham County Cohabitation 
Register, Library of Virginia
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Freedman's Bureau 
Records

History
• On 3 March 1865, Congress passed "An Act to establish a Bureau for 

the Relief of Freedmen and Refugees".

• The agency provided food, housing, medical aid, established 
schools, offered legal aid to former enslaved persons and poor white 
Southerners.

• They also helped to resettle former enslaved persons as well as 
supervised employment contracts.

• It had an expiration date of one year after the end of the Civil War.

• On 16 July 1866, Congress passed an act to extend the work of the 
agency for another two years.

Accessing the Freedmen's Bureau 
Records

• FamilySearch

• Ancestry

• National Museum of African American History 
and Culture
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FamilySearch.org

Ancestry.com

Census Return of Black Population of Montgomery 
County, Virginia, 1865, FHL Film #2413666
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Census Return of Black Population 
of Montgomery County, Virginia, 1865, FHL Film 
#2413666

Register of contracts by and between planters and 
freedmen, June 1865-Jan. 1866, FHL Film #2428159

Tip
Review the 

Freedmen's Bureau 
Records in adjoining 

states
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Register of people arriving at Freedmen's 
Village, 1864, FHL Film # 2424796

familysearch.org

List of Persons who Received Rations

Polly Ann is listed with 
presumed members of 
family (same surname)
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Register of Colored Persons, Bureau of Refugees, 
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1863-1872, Louisiana

familysearch.org

familysearch.org
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Register of Colored Persons, Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1863-1872, 
Louisiana

1870 Census, Lafourche, Louisiana

1870 Census, Lafourche, Louisiana
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Tip
Always remain open 
to new possibilities!

Activity #3
Who is associating 

with the Ellis family?

F.A.N
• Associates
– Now that we have researched several of Annie’s children 

and possible family members: What records for the 
Associates could help us narrow down a place of birth in 
Nova Scotia?
•Who are the Witnesses/Informants?
•Who are the ministers?

–Update your Research Log with these records.
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Group Work-
Who are the 
individuals 

associating with the 
Ellis family?

William Ellis Death, Reading, Mass., 
1904

William Ellis

Joshua White Death Record, 
Wakefield, Mass., 1918

Joshua White
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stpatrickstoneham.org

George Ellis Marriage, Reading, Mass., 
1897

George Ellis

Alfred Ellis Marriage, Reading, Mass., 
1900

Alfred Ellis
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William T. O'Connor, 1910 Federal Census, 
Wakefield, Mass.

Rev. William T. O’Connor

Thomas McCoy, 1900 Federal Census, 
Wakefield, Mass.

Rev. Thomas McCoy

St. Joseph’s- Wakefield, Mass.

91

92

93

Day 2, Session 3: Virtual Genealogical Skills Bootcamp

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 



8/1/2023

32

Charles Ellis Marriage, Reading, Mass., 
1908

Charles Ellis

Hunning Jacobson, 1910 Census, 
Cambridge, Mass.

Hunning Jacobson

Hunning Jacobson, City Directory, 
Cambridge, Mass. 1898

Hunning Jacobson
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Update your research log

QUESTIONS?

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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