GENEALOGY THE OLD FASHIONED WAY, BY MAIL

Have you just about given up trying to trace your ‘family tree’ because you don’t receive replies to your requests for genealogical help? Maybe you’re not getting the help you need because you are neglecting to follow the basic ‘rules’ of genealogical correspondence.

 Always enclose a business size Self Addressed Stamped Envelope [SASE]. Don’t use a small one. If you are lucky enough to find someone who can help you, a small envelope doesn’t hold much paper.
 Always put your name and address on the letter. Envelopes are lost or tossed and with no name / address on the letter, no answer. Use 8 ½ x 11" paper. ‘Note’ paper gets lost in a file.
 Do not send a government office a long rambling letter about your family, with the questions lost in the text. Most of these end up in the ‘round’ file! The staff simply doesn’t have time to plow through these letters. Most people don’t care about genealogy, let alone your family tree!
 Don’t write to a government office [or anyone else for that matter] and say, “Send me everything you can find on the _____ family who lived in your area in the 1800s”. Give first names with the surname. Approximate dates if you don’t have good dates, and a location - township, county, town - some clue about where they lived.
 When you write to a courthouse or other government office, take the time to find out what records are available and where they are located. Don’t write to a courthouse and ask for birth, death , marriage, tax and land records for an individual. Vital statistics and estate records are in one office [usually Probate], tax records in the Auditor’s office and land records in the Recorder’s office. No-one from one department is going to go to another department and check the records for you. The personnel can only answer specific questions. They don’t have time to look up information on more than one or two people at a time. The old dockets / books are very heavy, most don’t come apart, and must be carried [sometimes up a flight of stairs] to a copy machine.
 It’s usually best to write to a courthouse office and ask if they have information on the person you are researching. In your letter make an offer to pay and wait until you hear from them before you send money. If you send too much, they probably can’t send you a check for the balance. If you send too little there will be a delay until someone has time to write, return your check and tell you what the charge will be. Many government offices now-a-days don’t accept personal checks and will only take cash or money orders.
 Sometimes the data you want simply isn’t available. When the court tells you the record you need isn’t there, don’t write back and say, “I know he was born [lived, married or died] there, so send me the record!” Wait a few weeks and write again, maybe the clerk who opens your letter will be more knowledgeable or have more time to check on your request.
 Never say, “I want this as soon as possible.” The clerks are busy with today’s business and genealogical queries are last on the priority list of things to do. It’s useless to send your phone number, as the chances of someone calling you are zero to none!
 Never, never call a government office and expect someone to look up records for you while you hold the phone. The staff cannot take time from their work to handle your phone requests.
 The one statement guaranteed to get you zero results? “I’m a taxpayer and I pay your salary!”

When you need a great deal of research done in a specific area, consider joining the local genealogical or historical society for a year. These organizations usually have someone who is familiar with the old records, and volunteers who will aid in your research, usually for a nominal fee.
 When you’re lucky enough to find a volunteer who is willing to help you, please don’t keep writing and asking for more and more information. Most knowledgeable volunteers are doing all they can to help. For most of them it’s a ‘labor of love’ and whatever money they receive is usually given to their local genealogical or historical society. Offering more money doesn’t really help if the volunteer is ‘swamped’ with requests. All the money in the world won’t buy more time.
 If someone who saw your query in a genealogical publication sends you information you already have, don’t write and say, “I already had that.” Thank them nicely and tell them their data confirms your research. Someday they may find material you don’t have, but if you turned them ‘off’ they won’t share it with you. By the way, be sure to send them a “Thank You” and a couple of stamps. They spent time, postage, paper and an envelope to reply.
 Speaking of sharing - if you don’t intend to share your data with others, don’t expect them to share with you. People who refuse to share soon find their sources ‘drying up,’ as the word gets around that they are “takers, not givers.”
 The most important thing to learn is patience. Don’t write, wait a week or so, then write demanding to know why they haven’t replied. If you ask specific questions with names, dates and places, you should get good results.
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