Research

Urgent:
Your
Genealogy
an't Wait!

a friend
asked if I was still
researching my family's
history. I replied that, for now, I
had set my work aside. Limited
free time had prevented me from
working on it for several months,
and this wasn't the first time.
When my children were young,
or w hen career pressures were
great, I had sometimes set my
research aside a year or two . My
answer to my friend's query sug
gested that I had all the time in
the world to get back to my
research and that, in fact, there
was no urgency at all. That's con
sistent with how many people
view this pastime of ours: retired
people leisurely looking over old
dusty volumes, with all the time
in the world.
Developments in technology
suggest that not only is there no
urgency, but that there may actu
ally be good reasons to postpone
our research for weeks, months
or even for years. By waiting, dif
ficult research may become easi
er, and expensive research may
become affordable. Remember
when we used to pay for access
to the Social Security Death
Index? Rare books that were once

N

OT LONG AGO,

According to Bill
Leslie, there's
no time like
the present to
work on your
genealogy_
available only in a handful of
libraries become available
through an online subscription or
even for inexpensive purchase,
perhaps on a CD. I looked for
several years for an out-of-print
book on my wife's Condit ances
tors. It's now available online for
free . Online services are not only
scanning thousands of pages 01
old newspapers, they are index
ing all of the proper names that
appear in them. Research that
would have been very expensive,
and very time consuming, a
decade ago has become fast and
cheap. This may invite a sense of
complacency and a lack of
urgency. If you can't find it now,
stop looking for a while. It'll
probably be available online in a
few months, and for free.
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Can we really set our work
aside for months or years?
Unfortunately, as wonderful as
technology is, it may hide an
important truth: not all research
materials and sources will
become more available with the
passage of time. A delay in pur
suing your research may place
information beyond your reach
forever.
Here are a few reasons to
press on in your research with a
sense of urgency.
WE ARE ALL MORTAL

The most obvious truth is that we
are all mortal. The great-grand
mother that you keep meaning to
interview may pass away before
you find the time to talk to her.
Before you make time to sit down
with your Aunt Jenny, to label all
of her old photos and tintypes,
she may pass away. And even if
she lives for many more years,
her memories may fade and you
may lose her stories. Your his
tories are richer if you can
include the stories of the games
that she played, of her first kiss
or of her memories of collecting
peach pits for use in WWI gas
masks. My wife's grandmother
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kept her memories and mind, but
she lost her voice for the last
three years of her life, and severe
arthritis prevented her from writ
ing or typing.
And of course, you are mor
tal, too. If there are important
things that you'd like to docu
ment before you pass away, don't
keep waiting for the "right" time,
do it now.

8nun home movie projectors and
reel-to-reel players were com
mon, but today they are seldom
seen. In another 20 years, if you
have an ancestor that is memori
alized on either medium, you
may find it difficult or expensive
to access materials. It could be
even more expensive to convert
the sounds or images to whatever
the current technology might be.
Even cassette tape players, which
were present in most homes a
decade ago, are rapidly disap
pearing.

and by many counties. As finan
cial pressures increase, docu
ments that were once available
for free may require a significant
payment.
NATURAL DISASTERS

You will be crushed if Grandpa's
army records, which you have
been meaning to scan for 10
years, are destroyed in a fire.
Major catastrophes, such as hur
REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT
ricanes Ka trina and Andrew, and
Several years ago, my mother
more localized events, such as
called me to tell me that my
the San Francisco earthquake, the
great-aunt Annie's house had
VanJPort flood and almost annual
wildfires in California, have
been demolished (coincidentally,
THE INTERNET Is DYNAMIC
it was knocked down by my
The Internet allows us to share
destroyed important family histo
brother-in-law, who ran a demoli
our research with other
ry information. A few weeks ago,
tion business, but that's another
researchers around the globe
my basement had 10 inches of
story). I had heard stories
water in it. Fortunately,
from my older sisters
my research was stored
and from cousins about
one flight up.
fine times spent in her
So what can be done?
modest little house. I
Each time you chat with a
wasn't aware until after
family member about
it ,,,'as gone that the old
family history is the right
house had stood less
time to take notes. This
than a mile from where I
will show your family
work. One last trip
that you are serious about
your efforts and, over
through the house to
make a small sketch of
time, you will build a
the floor plan, or perhaps
wealth of irreplaceable
information. Do a quick
to salvage a doorknob or
inventory of pending
other piece of hardware,
research projects. Include
might have meant a lot
to the family, but the
photos that you mean to
take, people that you
house was gone in one
intend to interview and
afternoon.
In other areas, devel Keep old family movies and photos lip to date by convertillg copies that you want to
them into formats that call be used by current technology.
order. Label your photos.
opment may destroy
This is fundamental, but
graveyards, places of
it is often overlooked. You know
almost instantly, and virtually for
business or other tangible evi
free. That is it's strength.
who is in the photos that you
dence left by your ancestors. My
take and when and where they
However, it has a terrible weak
wife's great-grandfather was an
were taken, but your children
ness. Have you ever bookmarked
engineer on several early Oregon
may not remember and your
a terrific website, only to find
construction projects. We certain
grandchildren won't have a clue.
that the link is broken just a few
ly need to get photos of those
days or weeks later? Although
Copy your research and send it
projects before they are gone.
to anyone - and to any library
there are sometimes methods of
- that you think might be inter
recapturing such websites, most
ADVANCES IN TECHNOLOGY
ested. Don't wait. Do it now. If
Techno logy can work against us,
materials published to a website
you lose some of your materials,
won't long outlive the person
too. The pace at which technolo
you'll know exactly where to
who published them in the first
gy is changing is increasing. That
means that important mediums
place.
get a copy.
that tell the stories of your ances
CHANGES IN LAWS
tors may be lost to researchers.
Bill Leslie lives in Sandy,
In the past decade, birth certifi
Old 8mm home movie films or
Oregon. In addition to work
cates, adoption records and other
reel-to-reel tapes may become
ing on his genealogy research,
documents that were once avail
fragile and degrade, or the equip
he is CFO for several small
able have been placed under
ment necessary to play them may
businesses.
stricter controls by several states
disappear. Fifty years ago, both
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