
Planning a Successful Family History Research Trip 

by Donna Fraser 

A good genealogist prepares carefully before he or she embarks on a research trip. You will want 

to see the records you are not able to borrow or otherwise access from home. You will want to 

visit the area where your ancestor lived, interview the locals and, if you can find them, family 

members. Try to get a feel for what life was like when your ancestor lived in the area to put his 

or her story in its proper context. Planning carefully includes following these steps: 

What is my goal? 

1. Starting with yourself and working backwards, look for the blanks on your pedigree chart 

and family group records and choose a family or individual(s) to concentrate on. 

Remember that sometimes the answer is in the records of the collateral relatives. 

Determine the information you already have that isn't supported by original sources. 

2. Decide where and what you want to visit and locate the places on a map. Ordnance 

Survey Explorer Maps are 2 1/2 in. to 1 mile and give details of farms, churches, etc .and 

can be purchased in Richmond, B.C. or online at www.itmb.ca Other online maps 

include:www.oldmapsonline.org and www.old-maps.co.uk 

3. Assess whether your goals are realistic and modify accordingly. 

Prepare a ‘to do’ list 

1. Define the problem as specifically as possible. Create a to-do list of records you want to 

see with their call numbers. 

2. Create a to do list for photographs of people and places. You'll find addresses on 

certificates and census records. 

Develop your research plan 

1. Find the records that hold the answers to the problems on the to do list. The 

FamilySearch Records Selection Table will help generate 

ideas.www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/England_Record_Selection_Table. 

2. Learn about the records that may have the answers to your questions. Read how-to books 

and go to websites such as FamilySearch, FindMyPast, Ancestry and ScotlandsPeople to 

read about their records. You do not need to be a member to access this information. 

Another great website for this purpose is The National Archives - choose the 'Records' 

tab to find their research guides www.nationalarchives.gov.uk . 

3. Learn about the area by studying maps, gazetteers and websites that describe the area and 

records available. Websites such as the FamilySearch wiki 

www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Main_Page and the GENUKI webpage for your 

country, county and parish provide information about available records 

www.genuki.org.uk. 

Learn where the records are held 

http://qbfhs.ca/www.itmb.ca
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/England_Record_Selection_Table
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Main_Page
http://www.genuki.org.uk/


Determine who has custody of the records or other sources you need so you will go to the correct 

place. 

The major types of repositories holding records of genealogical value are: 

1. National archives and libraries 

1. The National Archives, Kew www.nationalarchives.gov.uk 

2. National Archives of Irelandwww.nationalarchives.ie 

3. National Archives of Scotlandwww.nas.gov.uk 

4. National Library of Irelandwww.nli.ie 

5. National Library of Scotlandwww.nls.uk 

6. National Library of Waleswww.llgc.org.uk/ 

2. County record offices (aka archives) 

The ARCHON Directorywww.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon/default.htm includes contact 

details for record repositories in the U.K.. From this webpage you will link to the local archives 

and learn their location, opening hours, email address and access their online catalogue. You can 

search and locate many of the records at archives via the Access to Archives index at 

www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a/. 

Scottish researchers will find the holdings in local archives by searching the Scottish Archive 

Network (SCAN) website www.scan.org.uk. SCAN will also tell you the range of records that 

are available for a given parish, burgh or county, and where you can find them. You have to click 

on catalogue to find it from the home page. 

 Libraries - try a Google search of the nearest place of any size and the word 'library'. 

 Local history libraries and the local family history society 

 Special archives 

The Family and Local History Handbook contains information on all the major repositories 

(copy in the NFHS library). See also the GENUKI web page (www.genuki.org.uk) for the 

county. 

Prepare meticulously. Search the catalogues and identify the records you need. Update your to do 

list with a brief description of the record, the repository and the call numbers. 

Prioritize your to do list. 

Plan the visit 

1. Spend time on the internet to plan your visit. Are there any genealogy conferences or 

cultural events happening when you will be there? Have you considered visiting a living 

history museum such as St. Fagans near Cardiff or the Highland Folk Museum at 

Newtonmore? Google "Living History Museums in the UK" to find them. 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/
http://www.nas.gov.uk/
http://www.nli.ie/
http://www.nls.uk/
http://www.llgc.org.uk/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon/default.htm
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a/
http://www.scan.org.uk/


2. Check the websites of all the record repositories you want to research and note their 

hours of operation, any closures, how to get there, do you require ID for a readers' ticket? 

Can you use a digital camera? Do you need to book a seat or reader? 

3. Consider writing a letter to the editor of the local free newspaper. If you can't find the 

name using a Google search, send an email to the local library asking the name of the 

local free newspaper. 

Map a strategy 

1. Make your flight arrangements, accommodations, etc. I found wikitravel 

http://wikitravel.org/en/United_Kingdom very helpful. Also 

trywww.visitbritain.com/en/CA. I like the Rick Steves travel books. 

www.ricksteves.com/ 

2. Consider living in the ancestral village in a self-catering cottage or a bed & breakfast. 

3. Consider hiring a professional researcher for a few hours to get you started if your time is 

limited. The local archives may have a list of professional researchers and their area of 

speciality, if any. 

4. Make an itinerary and organize your to do lists and family papers into a folder. 

5. Make up another coloured folder for each of the repositories you will visit with your to 

do list and information about the repository, opening hours, address, etc. That way you're 

not taking all your paperwork with you when you travel to an archives, library or other 

research repository. 

Pack for success 

 Travel light. One manageable suitcase and a carryon daypack is my goal. 

 Airlines weigh your checked suitcase(s) and eyeball the weight of your carryon, pulling it 

aside and weighing it if it looks heavy, but they do not weigh the jacket casually draped 

over your arm so fill your pockets with the heavy non-liquid stuff. 

When you are there… 

 Meet the locals - at church, in the local bookstore, cafe or pub. Ask if there is a local 

historian. 

 Walk in the footsteps of your ancestors. 

 Be flexible and have fun. 

When you get home 

 Send thank you notes or emails so that those who follow you will have a positive 

experience with the locals. 

 Update your records and as you work with each family group, draft to dos for the next 

research trip. 

 Tell us about your experience by writing an article for our family history society's 

journal. 

http://qbfhs.ca/wikitravel%20http:/wikitravel.org/en/United_Kingdom
http://qbfhs.ca/wikitravel%20http:/wikitravel.org/en/United_Kingdom
http://wikitravel.org/en/United_Kingdom
http://qbfhs.ca/www.visitbritain.com/en/CA
http://www.ricksteves.com/

