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The internet has transformed how we fill in our family trees

 When you reach a certain age, 
tracing your family history 
becomes important. This often 

happens later in life when many older 
relatives have passed away. But filling in the 
blanks about your ancestors is becoming 
easier as more records are published online. 

As teams of people continue to scan and 
digitise records, information is becoming 
more readily available, although piecing 
together a family history is still a time-
consuming exercise.

Where do you start?
Gather family details from living relatives 
before going online so you have something to 
start with. Get as many of the important 
details, such as names, dates and places, as 

you can – and maybe record their stories to 
add a bit of colour to your family story.  
Most family history software will let you 
attach multimedia files, so these can be 
included in your database.

The next step is to go to the official records 
of the most significant life events – births, 
deaths and marriages (BDM). Find the 
relevant BDM registry at  australia.gov.au/
topics/law-and-justice/births-deaths-and-
marriages-registries. Alternatively, see the list 
of individual departments in Following the 
Trail on page 26. Note, however, that recent 
records are restricted by privacy laws. Birth 
records in NSW can be found online from 
1788 to 1911, death records from 1788 to 1981 
and marriage records up to 1961, but records 
for more recent years can only be viewed, 

Location technology is starting to 
be used to help family historians 

locate relevant gravestones and 
burial sites on a map on a cemetery’s 
website. In Australia, the Centennial 
park Cemetery in Adelaide, which 
has 134,000 burial and memorial 
sites, has made records available 
online along with location details so 
that family historians can find 
information about relatives, including 
age, date of death and area of 
residence, and directions to a site. It 
also plans to release a smartphone 
app to provide onsite mapping and 
location information to historians that 
can be used when they are within the 
cemetery to help locate sites. Go to 
centennialpark.org and follow the 
links from the Deceased search tab.

Cemeteries go online

with identification, by those named on the 
certificate. Local libraries hold copies of BDM 
records on microfiche.

Some other areas for your research include 
war, cemetery and immigration records, 
newspaper archives for notices, convict 
registers, The Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
(AIATSIS) Family History Unit and service 
records. Links for many of these and other 
sites can be found on the National Library  
of Australia’s (NLA) family history page  
at nla.gov.au/family-history/genealogy-
selected-websites. 

Location technology can help find burial sites online  

Family ties
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Joining a family history 
group can help you meet 
others with similar interests 
and provide help if you run 
into a dead end with your 
research. Some groups have 
their own resources and 
run seminars to help 
educate people on how  
to find out about their 
ancestors. See SAG Q&A, 
page 28, for some advice 
and tips on family 
history research. 

You can pay the BDM 
registry to conduct a 
search on your behalf  
if you don’t want to do 
the searching yourself, 
but this costs a fee for 
each search. There are 
also transcription 

agents, but be sure to only use one licensed 
by the registry and check on the cost. These 
can be useful if you want some details but 
not a full copy or transcript of a certificate. 

Family tree websites
There are a number of websites that help you 
build a family tree and publish it to the site. 
Their selling point is that they give you access 
to a database to make the job of tracing 
relatives easier and streamline the process  
of researching and sharing a family tree.

However, these sites aren’t free and there 
are ongoing costs for the convenience of 
having a one-stop shop for your family tree. 

It’s best to fully explore all the free records 
available online, and only when all these 
avenues have been exhausted pay for access 
to these sources.

It’s important to read sites’ privacy 
policies, particularly if the site isn’t based  
in Australia as it won’t adhere to our 
privacy laws. Sensitive, personal family 
information should be protected, and  
keep in mind that not everyone in the 
family tree may want it put online.

Accuracy is another thing to consider. It’s 
wise to check and verify things, particularly 
for information that goes back a long way, to 
avoid publishing inaccurate information.

Also consider sharing the cost among 
several people in your family interested  
in contributing who then have “time  
share” access to the site for their research.  
Not only will this save money, it will also 
encourage family members to collaborate 

on the project and share information 
they’ve uncovered.

Always read the fine print before signing 
up and be wary of supplying credit card 
details to activate a free trial. Local sites 
include ancestry.com.au and findmypast.
com.au, which also have links to UK and 
US records. Note that a library edition of 
ancestry.com.au can be used at the NLA.  
A few others include myheritage.com, 
tribalpages.com and onegreatfamily.com. 

It’s now possible to find records  
for relatives going back several 

generations, and in some cases 
complete records and certificates  
can be viewed online. 

start with your home state or 
territory births, deaths and 
marriages website.
● NSW: www.bdm.nsw.gov.au
● SA: ocba.sa.gov.au/bdm
● ACT: ors.act.gov.au/community/

births_deaths_and_marriages
● NT: nt.gov.au/justice/bdm/index.

shtml
● Qld: justice.qld.gov.au/bdm
● Tas: www.justice.tas.gov.au/bdm
● Vic: online.justice.vic.gov.au/bdm/

home
 ● WA: bdm.dotag.wa.gov.au

the Australian government’s 
australia.gov.au/topics/culture-
history-and-sport/family-history 
website has research links.

Following the trail

the online resource site trove has been 
created by the NLA and has a great deal of 
digitised content and links for further 
research at trove.nla.gov.au.

the National Archives of Australia has 
family history information at naa.gov.au/
collection/family-history/index.aspx.

the Australian Family History 
Compendium website afhc.cohsoft.com.
au can be used to search for links to 
online records.

UK and Us records can be found 
through familysearch.org or  
rootsweb.ancestry.com.

the UK births, deaths and marriage 
records can be found through 
freebmd.rootsweb.com.

UK government records are at 
direct.gov.uk, 1901censusonline.
com and national archives at 
nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a. 

Find records for Ireland at 
nationalarchives.ie or 

birthsdeathsmarriages.ie and scotland at 
scotlandspeople.gov.uk.

New Zealand records can be accessed 
through dia.govt.nz.

the Gould Genealogy and History 
website gould.com.au sells a large range 
of family tree software as well as other 
resources for research and archiving. 

Cyndi’s List cyndislist.com/australia  
and coraweb.com.
au have extensive 
lists of genealogy 
sites with links for 
groups that might 
be useful.
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Fully explore the free records online before 
you pay for access to family tree websites 
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The new frontier in family history 
research appears to be in DNA 

testing. services have sprung up around 
the world offering DNA ancestry testing 
for a fee that can be upwards of $300. 
Most services have websites with 
information on how and what they test  
and offer downloadable information kits, 
with some even claiming to be able to  
link people to well-known figures  
from history. 

However, the growth in this new field  
of research has also attracted criticism. 
some scientists and geneticists say the 
tests are essentially meaningless in 
terms of showing reliable links to 
ancestral origins. the results are 
probabilities and aren’t conclusive; for 
example, in terms of ancestral origin to  
a geographic area, a guaranteed link  
can’t be established. 

Other experts are uneasy about  
these services because the databases  
of samples are limited and rely on 
assumptions that may not be accurate. 
Each individual has a set of genes derived 
from thousands of ancestors, and these 
tests can skew the picture by looking so 
far back into the past. there are no 
genetic ancestry testing standards or 
framework to make the results better 
understood to people who want an  
insight into their ancient ancestry. 

A good discussion of this new area of 
research with useful links to DNA project 
websites, such as surname or regional, is 
available on the genealogy reference site 
genuki.org.uk/big/bigmisc/DNA.html. 
Other sites can be found by searching  
for DNA ancestry projects online. 

Family tree software
see CC Mar/Apr 2010 for our 
previous family tree software test. 
there are some free programs for 
recording family history. Gramps  
has a good list of features – see  
our tutorial on page 29 for how to  
use it. personal Ancestral File (pAF) 
is best used with pAF Companion  
for printing charts and reports, and both 
can be downloaded from familysearch.
org/eng/paf, while Brother’s Keeper is  
a Windows-only program that can be 
downloaded from bkwin.org.

several features are important in a 
family tree program. GEnealogical Data 
COMmunication (GEDCOM) is a 
standardised format for recording family 
history data. GEDCOM compatibility 
allows easy sharing of data with other 

Dna anCestry searCh websites

Personal Ancestral File
Look up an entry for someone in the family tab to easily  
view parents, spouse and children

Gramps
View a person and their parents and 

grandparents in "Pedigree" view

researchers and is also needed to upload 
files to online genealogy sites. the free 
programs all save files in this format. 

Look for a program compatible with 
multimedia such as video, photos and  
audio so you can include interviews, 
family photos and scanned certificates  
or records. 

Brother's Keeper
This Windows-
only program 
allows you to 
view a photo  
alongside the  
personal details
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sag Q&a
The Society of Australian Genealogists 

(SAG, sag.org.au) has a large collection 

of family history resources and 

databases with access to paid websites 

for members. CC spoke with its 

executive officer, Heather Garnsey
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Is genealogy more popular today? 

Yes, genealogy is now more 

mainstream largely due to media 

exposure through programs such  

as Who Do You Think You Are? and Find 

My Family, which make it look easy. 

Ancestry service advertising also 

encourages people to have a go. the 

internet has made it possible to trace 

family history 24/7, which suits those 

who can’t spend time in repositories 

such as libraries and archives. 

What advice do you have for 

someone starting their family 

history research?
the advice hasn’t changed in 25 

years. start with yourself and work 

backwards from the known to the 

unknown, documenting and proving 

each generation as you go. Don’t try 

to leap in at the 1820s and claim an 

individual as an ancestor – you’ll only 

end up tracing someone else’s tree 

for them. Use other research that has 

already been done, but prove it is 

right before you add it to your own 

tree – this is especially important 

with genealogy found on the internet. 

Document sources – your information 

is worthless unless you can 

demonstrate where it came from and 

whether that source can be trusted. 

What’s the best way to keep your 

family history? 
the best way is what works for you. 

By all means, use a commercial 

software package to create a 

database of your family. But if you 

spend all your time grappling with 

the technology you won’t get far with 

the family history. It’s OK to use a 

manual recording system if you 

prefer – people did that for 

generations before computers  

came along. Use A4 copy-safe 

sleeves to store certificates and  

other documents in folders – you  

can also scan these to add to your 

database. Back up regularly.

Can people donate their family 

history project to you? 

We encourage the deposit of any 

family history or biographical book 

into our collections. We accept 

research papers, certificates, 

photographs, family trees, etc.  

We also encourage bequests of 

papers to ensure material isn’t lost 

after death if no-one in the family is 

interested in carrying on the work. 

What’s in your library collection?

Manuscript material such as 

research papers, certificates, 

photographs, documents, 

correspondence, family tree  

charts – more than 40,000 items 

relating to both Australian and 

overseas families. 
Family histories and biographies  

– more than 4000 main Australian 

family names are represented. Local 

histories, cemetery transcriptions 

and copies of vital resources such as 

shipping records, convict records and 

parish registers. print collections of 

directories, local histories, parish 

registers and occupational lists  

for England, Wales, scotland and 

Ireland, microfilmed collections of  

NsW parish registers, electronic 

resources with more than 1100  

CDs and online databases with 

worldwide coverage.
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Create your family tree
Make sure Gramps remembers 
all your family history

02NeW PerSoN
Click People to view all members of the 

family tree. Click Add to add a new person, and 
fill out as many of the details as you know. Under 

the basic information is a series of tabs, and 
this is where the bulk of the historical 

and personal details will be recorded. 
For each person that is entered, work 
your way along the tabs from events 

to references and add the information 
that you have. the + sign is used to add 

details in each new field, - to remove, and the 
up and down arrows to change the order of 
entries. Click oK when it’s done. Ideally, start 
with yourself, your partner if you have one, then 
parents, siblings, and children, if you have them. 

01NeW FAMILY FILe
the first step is to open 

Gramps and create a new family 
tree file. Click New, then name 
the family history file and click 
Close Window. to begin with, 
there will be no entries in the file. 
When reopening a saved family 
history file, click Load Family Tree. 
the default view is Gramplets, a 
summary page showing details of 
people you've added.

04NAVIGATIoN, 
the panel on 

the left-hand side is a 
simple way to navigate 
through Gramps and 
view records in different 
categories such as 
Ancestry or places. 

03VIeW PeoPLe
Once you’ve added a few people, 

you’ll see them in the list and any information 
recorded for them will be shown in the details 
tab. Click the tabs further along, such as Events, 
Children and Notes, to see the details for the 
record of this person. It’s an easy way to review 
what is known, or not known, for each person.

è Intermediate.  
Familiarity with 
databases, accuracy 
and self-learning  
 computer  
  programs.

skill level

tutorial CrEAtE A FAMILY trEE 

 G ramps is a free family history 
program for enthusiasts as well 
as professional researchers. It 

has a clean, uncluttered interface that 
can display records in a variety of ways 
and has useful online help sites.

Gramps has a dashboard view to 
show progress on your family research. 
Records can be viewed according to 
individual, family, event or place, to 
name just a few. You can bookmark  
an individual for easy navigation to 
their record, attach multimedia files 
and save records in the GEDCOM 
format or as a web family tree for 
publishing online.

It supports different styles of 
calendars and can generate a range  
of reports including book reports,  
and charts such as dependant  
or ancestor.

Gramps uses widgets called 
gramplets that can be added to a 
record to expand the details that  
are available when looking at the 
record. It has a map feature to  
show places linked to individual  
or family records, a list of sources  

and a reference 
file with address 
and contact 
information  
for source 
repositories. 
Notes can be 
added with a 
notes list and 
preview option.

Go to gramps-
project.org/
download to 
download the 
program and 
install it on  
your computer.

The 
filter panel on 

the right-hand side 
lets you sort records by 

applying different filters 
such as gender or birth 
date. Type in the fields 

and then click Find to 
locate records.
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07 ANCeSTrY ChArT
Click Ancestry to see a visual 

representation of the family tree from the  
starting person, the first record created,  
which is usually you.

05VIeW reLATIoNShIPS
Click on the relationships icon on the 

left-hand side to view a record for someone. Click 
Add on the top panel to enter details for "mother" 
and "father", which will be shown in the listing for 

06VIeW FAMILY
Click Families to view the included family groups in 

the family history database. It will show the parents, and you 
can then click on the tab in the window below to view additional 
details such as events, children or references.

08 eVeNTS, PLACeS
Click on the events and 

Places icons on the left panel to 
navigate through these menu 
items. Events will show a list of 
events that have been recorded 
with a description and date.  
places will show the areas 
associated with members of the 
family tree and include street, city, 
state and country details. Click on 
the + sign in the top toolbar to add 
a new item and choose from the 
drop-down menu.

 10 SoUrCeS, 
rePoSITorIeS,  

 MedIA, NoTeS
the final four items in the 
menu relate to research. 
Use the + symbol to add 
information in each. Sources 
is the place to record from 
where the research has 
been obtained, including title 
and author of publications. 
repositories lists where 
records, books and other 
source reference material 
is held, such as the UrL. 
Multimedia files including 
photos, videos and audio 
recordings can be recorded 
in the Media section. Any 
extra bits of information can 
be added to the records, and 
there's a list and preview  
in Notes. 

that person in the main window. On the right-hand 
side of the panel, gramplets, or extra fields, can 
be added to show more information for the person 
whose record is active. right-click on the tab to 
open the list of gramplets and add as needed. 

relatives can be 
added in this view 
by double-clicking 
on a blank grey 
field to open a new 
card to enter 
details for mother 
and father. Click 
the + sign, enter 
the details and 
click oK.

09 GeoGrAPhY
Click Geography to see a 

map showing graphically where 
family members are, or have 
been, located around the globe.

tutorial CrEAtE A FAMILY trEE 

Gramps  
uses 
widgets 
called 
gramplets  
that can be 
added to a 
record to 
expand the 
details that  
are available 
when  
looking at  
the record


