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• Where are they when?

• Where are those 
locations?

• How did they get there?

• Who made the records & 
where are they kept?

Do:To find out:

Asked and Answered

Make a timeline

Research the area 

Study migration routes

Understand jurisdiction 
levels

5

Tracing Ancestors on the Move: A Great Lakes Gatherine at Erie, PA

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 3



• Border and name changes

• Disappearing people

• Missing records

• Ancestors aren’t in records

• Disconnect in record-
linkage due to migration

StrategiesChallenges

Research

Historical and geographical context

Motivations

Know which records to use

Cluster research

Stay organized

1-2

1-2
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Step
Use records 

showing movement

1
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Identifying movement
• Biographical & autobiographical accounts

• Records indicating residences 

• Records that show previous and current or future 
residences.

• Forms that ask for vital event locations
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Published history/genealogy Emma Lee Walton, The Clark Genealogy (1913).

Pomroy Jones, Annals and Recollections of 
Oneida County, New York (1851).
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Check citations!

Biographical and Historical Memoirs of Adams, Clay, Hall and Hamilton Counties, Nebraska (1890).
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Recent genealogy

Pennsylvania Genealogical Magazine 46.1
(2009):5-14.
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First-Hand Accounts

Find a first-hand 
account of a 
journey.

Check:
http://library.nehgs.org/
https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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Letter, 1830

Letter
Letter from Ira Gridley to parents, 23 Oct. 1830, at Connecticut Historical Society
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How records inform us
about movements

Census

• Residence –
specific 
time and 
place

• Birthplace 
– post-1850

• Parents’ 
birthplaces 
– post-1880

Death

• Birthplace
• Residence
• Length of 

residence
• Burial 

location

Land

• Former 
residence

• Later 
residence

• Timeframe 
of 
ownership

Military

• Birthplace
• Residence
• Former 

residences
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Federal census
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State census

South Dakota State Census, 1905, at FamilySearch.org

Civil War Veteran’s 1885 Census, at history.sd.gov
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Check birthplaces
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Death records
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Gravestones
at FindaGrave.com
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Obituaries

Erie Daily Times, 18 Dec. 1896, p. 1, at GenealogyBank.com.
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Tip
Check all jurisdictions

Tracing Ancestors on the Move: A Great Lakes Gatherine at Erie, PA

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 19



Levels of Land Records
• Colony/State – colony/state to person(s) 

• County – person(s) to person(s)

• Town – town/person(s) to person(s)

• Proprietors –
– colony/state to person(s)
– person(s) to person(s)
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County-level deeds

United States, New York Land Records, 1630-1975, at FamilySearch.org
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Power of Attorney
Massachusetts Land Records, 1620-1986, at FamilySearch.org
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Tip
Substitute for missing 

record sets
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• Vital records

• Census records

• Land records

• Probate records

• Newspapers

• Tax records

• Military bounty land

• Land records

CheckMissing

Substitute options
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Step
Organize data:

-to track movement
-to identify patterns

2
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Ways to organize
• Timeline

• Table

• Spreadsheet

• Family group sheets
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Format notes

Land Acquisition Disposition
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Make a timeline
Date Place Event Name(s)

1830 Muskingum County
Ohio

Census Nathaniel Kennedy

1840 Guernsey County
Ohio

Census Nathaniel Kennedy

1850 Perry County
Ohio

Census Mary Kennedy &
Eli Kennedy

1860 Fayette County
Ohio

Census Mary Kennedy &
Eli Kennedy

1863 Pickaway County
Ohio

Civil War draft Eli Kennedy

1880 & 
1900

Indianapolis
Indiana

Census Eli Kennedy & 
Thomas Kennedy

1910 Greencastle
Indiana

Census Thomas Kennedy
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Timeline Shows Potential 
Record Locations

Family Member Birth 
Year

Place of Birth 
per Census

Alonzo 1839 Vermont

Edgar 1840 Vermont

Judson 1843 New York

Stephen 1847 New York

Dewitt 1848 Michigan

Elmer 1852 Michigan

Philo 1853 Michigan

Agusta Olive 1856 Illinois

Agustus Charles 1856 Illinois

Susan 1858 Illinois

Mary V. 1864 Illinois

Myrtle 1869 Nebraska

• Norwich, Vermont to New York state 
– 1840-1842

• New York state to Livingston County, 
Michigan – 1847-1848

• Michigan to Kane County, Illinois –
1846-1855

• Illinois to Pawnee County, Nebraska –
1864-1869
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Timeline
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Use spreadsheets
When?
(Date)

Where?
(Full place name)

Who?
(Ancestor)

With whom?
(Relative etc.)

What?
(Record type or 
event)
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Compile family group sheets
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Identify family group

Grantors

Minor heirs of 
John Fenton

Fenton sales in 1857
Wapello Co., Ia., Deeds, 
J:376
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Identify family groups
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Step

Cluster research

3
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What is Chain Migration?
• The process in which immigrants from a town, 

parish, or city follow others from that location to a 
new destination

Immigrant Family/Neighbor New destination
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Why is it important?
• Studying chain migration can reveal the 

immigrant origins and prior residence of your 
ancestor

• Researching family, associates, and neighbors of 
our ancestors can provide missing information
– Parentage
– Maiden names

• Learning about communities can offer context to 
your ancestor’s life
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Cluster or FAN Club Research
Neighbors of 
Neighbors

Associates of 
Associates

Associates & 
Neighbors

Family

Ancestor
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To identify the cluster, ask:
• Who else was enumerated in your ancestor’s 

household?

• Who lived next door? Nearby? 

• Who did your ancestor buy land from or sell land 
to? Who were the witnesses? 

• Who was mentioned in your ancestor’s probate 
proceedings?
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To identify the cluster, ask:
• Who witnessed their marriages? Sponsored the 

baptisms? 

• Who provided the affidavit when your ancestor 
naturalized, applied for pension, was at court?

• Who worked alongside your ancestor?

Tracing Ancestors on the Move: A Great Lakes Gatherine at Erie, PA

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 42



F- Family
• Study siblings

• Research parents of spouse(s)

Widemann family, 1881, at Wikimedia Commons
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Walker family cluster

Given Name Residence 1850 Residence 1860 Residence 1870 Residence 1880

Eliza Ann PA, Sandy Creek OH, Scioto UNK UNK

Harvey Mitchell PA, West Salem KS, Bourbon
KS, Jefferson, 
Jefferson

KS, Atchison, 
Atchison

Samuel W.
MI, Madison, 
Lenawee MI, Kalamazoo UNK UNK

George PA, West Salem IA KS, Cowley KS, Cowley

Sarah Catharine PA, West Salem
ILL, Victoria, 
Knox PA, West Salem PA, West Salem

John A. PA, West Salem
MN, Mankato, 
Blue Earth

MN, Mankato, 
Blue Earth

MO, Ozark, 
Barton

Anne PA, West Salem Deceased?
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A- Associates
• Associates through work, culture, or leisure

• Look for relevant records in various areas

The Ball Team. Composed mainly of glass workers. Indiana. 1908, LOC
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Associate cluster
Oswego Daily Palladium, 15 Feb. 1892, p. 5.
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Associate cluster
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Associate cluster

Oswego Co., N.Y., Deeds, 43:79-81.
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N- Neighbors
• Look at land records

• Consider town and county records or m inutes

Mapping West Philadelphia project, at maps.archive.upenn.edu/WestPhila1777/map
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Neighbor cluster
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Neighbor cluster
Guernsey Co., Ohio, Deeds, O:216-218.
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Use tables/spreadsheets

Tracing Ancestors on the Move: A Great Lakes Gatherine at Erie, PA

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 52



Cluster Research Strategy
• Identify Family, Associates, and Neighbors
– Build the family group
– Who were they connected to and how?

• Determine origins/movements of each
– Shared origins?
– Patterns?

• Learn about community
– Who settled there? When?
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Step
Migration routes & 

patterns

4
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Finding the Route
• Using family and local records, discover all you 

can about where your ancestor started or ended

• Determine routes and modes of transportation 
available by time and place

Century Route Mode

17th Native trails, rivers Horse or boat

18th Widened native trails, 
rivers

Horse or boat

19th Roads, canals, then 
railroads

Horse, flat‐bottomed boat, 
canal boat, railroad

Tracing Ancestors on the Move: A Great Lakes Gatherine at Erie, PA

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 55



Study migration routes
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Refer to your timeline
Date Place Event Name(s)

1830 Muskingum County
Ohio

Census Nathaniel Kennedy

1840 Guernsey County
Ohio

Census Nathaniel Kennedy

1850 Perry County
Ohio

Census Mary Kennedy &
Eli Kennedy

1860 Fayette County
Ohio

Census Mary Kennedy &
Eli Kennedy

1863 Pickaway County
Ohio

Civil War draft Eli Kennedy

1880 & 
1900

Indianapolis
Indiana

Census Eli Kennedy & 
Thomas Kennedy

1910 Greencastle
Indiana

Census Thomas Kennedy
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National Road aligns with Kennedy migration

Archer Butler Hulbert, Historic Highways of America, 
vol. 10 (1904).
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Routes and Modes of 
Transportation

• Needed a road or waterway

• Modes of transportation

1600’s
• Horseback
• Canoe, rowboat, shallop, seafaring boat

1781
• Flat boats – introduced for trade and travel on Ohio and Mississippi Rivers

1795
• Canal boat ‐ South Hadley, Massachusetts Canal

1811
• Steamboat ‐ for lower Mississippi and 1818 for Great Lakes

1827
• Railroad –Baltimore & Ohio

Revolutionary War

Tracing Ancestors on the Move: A Great Lakes Gatherine at Erie, PA

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 59



Out of the Northeast
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Major Routes
1644 • Boston Post Road – three branches – Boston to NYC

1699 • Albany Post Road – Albany to NYC

1722 • Mohawk Trail Boston to Utica

1735 • Kings Highway – continued Boston Post Road from NYC to Charleston, SC.

1745 • Catskill Road – Springfield, MA to Catskill, NY on Hudson River

1753 • Mohawk Trail ‐ Utica to Oswego

1794 • Great Genesee Road – Syracuse to Buffalo 

1825 • Erie Canal – Albany to Buffalo

Revolutionary War
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Native Trails 1600s

Howard Russell, Indian New England Before the Mayflower (1980).
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Roads
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Mid-Atlantic and 
Ohio Valley
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Major Roads
1730 • Great Valley Road – Philadelphia to Roanoke

1735 • Fall Line Road – Fredericksburg, VA to Camden, SC

1748 • Upper Road – Fredericksburg, VA to Charlotte, NC

1755 • Braddock’s Road – Cumberland, MD to Pittsburgh, PA

1758 • Forbes Road – Harrisburg to Pittsburgh

1775 •Wilderness Road – Bristol, VA to Lexington, KY

1800 • Zane’s Trace  ‐Wheeling, (W)VA to Maysville, KY

1818 • National Road – Baltimore, MD to Vandalia, ILL

Revolutionary War
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Roads East to West

ExplorePAhistory.com

FamilySearch.org
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Roads North to South
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Southeast to the 
Mississippi
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Major Roads

1797
• Natchez Trace – Natchez, MS to Nashville, TN

1806
• Federal Road – Macon, GA to Mobile, AL

1814
• General Jackson’s Road – Nashville to New Orleans

1814
• General Carroll’s Road – New Orleans to Jackson, MS

1814
• McCraey’s Path or St. Stephen’s Road – St. Stephens to Natchez

Revolutionary War
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Native Trails of the Southeast

Carrie Eldridge, An Atlas of Northern Trails Westward from New England (2000).
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RootsWeb, at 
freepages.rootsweb.com/~tqpeiffer/genealogy/
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Resources
• FamilySearch.org Research Wiki

• Atlases
– William Dollarhide (with Leland Meitzler)
– Carrie Eldridge

• Books

• Local Historical Societies
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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