
 

Assumptions, the Death Knell of Quality Research 

Making assumptions while researching your ancestry can be a dangerous thing to do.  As professional 

genealogists, we at Legacy Tree Genealogy (http://legacy-tree.com) have had many opportunities to 

assume and have seen many clients also make assumptions.  However, assumptions often lead us down 

mistaken paths, scratching our heads and wondering “Where did our ancestor go?” or worse yet, 

making connections to the wrong person.  Here are three assumptions that, if made incorrectly, could 

leave you bewildered, frustrated, and stop you dead in your search. 

Bad Assumption #1 – The name is spelled THIS way! 

Some of the professional genealogists on our team also serve as research consultants at the Family 

History Library in Salt Lake City, Utah.  A patron once came into the Family History Library looking for an 

ancestor’s family in the 1891 Census.  She had been looking all morning and was not able to find them.  

She sat down with one of our professional genealogists who also consults at the library and they began 

their search.  The names of the three children were unusual and seemed distinctly Welsh.  The 1891 

Census is available online at Ancestry.com so the consultant started his first search, choosing the child 

he thought would be easiest to find.  He typed the first three letters of his best guess as to how the 

name might be spelled followed by an asterisk (*).  This indicated that he wanted all given names 

starting with these three letters.  He then typed in the surname, which was Jones; perhaps the most 

common surname in Wales!  He limited his search to those born within five years of the estimated birth 

date.   

The consultant was reprimanded by the patron 

when he typed in the given name because “the 

Welsh don’t spell it that way!”  He asked her to 

humor him.  On the second child, he found a match 

that fit both age and location.  He clicked on the 

actual image of the census and found the family she 

had spent all morning looking for.  The patron was 

ecstatic!  She actually started to tear up.  She even 

came back the next day and brought doughnuts for 

the research staff.   

 

 

What this consultant had done wasn’t particularly difficult; he simply refused to assume the names 

would be spelled any particular way.  Remember, rarely is your ancestor writing his or her own name in 

Figure 1 - 1891 Census of Llanwonno, Glamorgan, Wales; 

Class: RG12; Piece: 4416; Folio 57; Page 39 



a record.  The name may be spelled as the writer heard the name.  You must think extremely 

phonetically. 

Bad Assumption #2 – The database says it has indexed and imaged all the records for this data set! 

With more and more records being indexed and digitally imaged, it can be easy to assume that a record 

set is complete.  This is often not the case.  This could be the fault of the index, digitizer, or the original 

record.  For example, one of our genealogists (http://legacy-tree.com/team) did a study in 2008 of the 

1851 Census for England. He summed up the populations for each country from official tabulated census 

figures for the English population.  He arrived at a total of 16,764,470.  He then performed a search, 

county by county, of residents by county as counted by Ancestry.com.  He counted only 16,424,800—a 

difference of 339,670!  Assuming his numbers are at best estimates, there is still a 2% discrepancy.  Over 

200,000 of those missing came from Lancashire alone!  This is explained to a large degree by the 

significant water damage to portions of the Manchester census returns; however, each county was 

lacking.  This may explain why an ancestor is not being found and a search of different indexes and the 

original records may be quite necessary. 

Another great example of this is the index to the 1930 Census at Ancestry.com.  One Family History 

Library consultant was helping a patron who stated she was born in New Jersey in 1929.  She wanted to 

see herself in the 1930 Census.  After 30 minutes of trying and not being able to find her, he was 

frustrated.  He mentioned the problem to one of our genealogists that afternoon so we did a little 

digging.  Using New Jersey as an example, we searched for any child born within five years of 1925 in 

New Jersey (regardless of residence).  We found only 19,789!   

 

Figure 2 - Persons born in New Jersey with 5 years of 1925 (www.ancestryinstitution.com [screenprint] 13 December 2010 

It was difficult to believe that there were less than 20,000 children under ten years of age born in New 

Jersey. 

We then searched for all children born with five years of 1925 and living in New Jersey (regardless of 

birthplace).  We uncovered 775,462.  



 

Figure 3 - Persons living in New Jersey born within 5 years of 1925 (www.ancestryinstitution.com [screenprint] 13 December 

2010) 

Of course, it makes no sense that most of the 775 thousand were born in other states and had moved in 

to New Jersey.  The findings were the same with other states.  Thus far, the Ancestry index does not 

include birth places for persons other than the head of household and some others.  By making birth 

place a key criterion in his search, the consultant was eliminating the very person he was looking for. 

The lesson here is to not assume!  While searching online indexes, in particular, don’t put all of the 

information you believe you know into the boxes.  By focusing on birth place as a critical variable in his 

search, the consultant was unknowingly eliminating the person he was looking for! 

Of course it’s possible that by the time you read this article, things will have changed and the vital 

information will have been added to the database, which leads to bad assumption #3 . . . 

Bad Assumption #3 – They weren’t in the database before so they must not be there now! 

While working on a client problem recently, one of our professional genealogists (http://legacy-

tree.com/team) had discovered two marriages for a man named Ephraim Morehead that seemed critical 

in solving a particular research problem.  One occurred in Montgomery County, Illinois in 1835 and the 

other in neighboring Shelby County, Illinois in 1842.  The name Ephraim Morehead, including name 

variations like Moorehead, Morhead, etc. was extremely uncommon.  Only two could be found in the 

1830 Census in the entire United States. 

It seemed logical that both marriages were for the same Ephraim Morehead but more importantly, he 

wanted to find the one or two of them living in Shelby or Montgomery Counties in Illinois in the 1840 

Census.  A search at Ancestry.com for this Ephraim Morehead failed to find him.  In fact, in October 

2009, only one Morehead, including variants, could be found in the entire state. 



 

Figure 4 - Results of search for Morehead & variants printed from Ancestry 12 October 2009 

Soon after the search, our professional genealogist checked an old microfilm copy of a card index to 

early Illinois records.  One particular entry of note was an index card for an Ephraim Morehead in Shelby 

County, Illinois, page 191. 

 

Figure 5 - Name index to early Illinois records [Manuscript (On Film)].  (Springfield, Illinois: Illinois State Archives, 1975).  

FHL#’s 1001250-51. 

This indicated that there was indeed an Ephraim Morehead living in Shelby County, Illinois in 1840.  The 

question was then, why hadn’t he been found? 

The genealogist returned to the 1840 Census digitized at Ancestry.com and reviewed the images for 

Shelby County, starting with page 190.  Page 190 appeared as expected. Note the following three images 

which are screen prints from Ancestry.com in October 2009.  The page number in the “Page” boxes is 

consecutive 40, 41, and 42 (red circle).  However the stamped number as shown by the blue circle skips 

from 190 to 192.  The page in between is not 191 but the second page of 190 (notice the different 

wording at the top of the page). 



 

Figure 6 - 1840 Census of Shelby County, Illinois; www. ancestry.com; page 40; 21 October 2010 

 

Figure 7 - 1840 Census of Shelby County, Illinois; www. ancestry.com; page 40; 21 October 2010 

 

Figure 8 - 1840 Census of Shelby County, Illinois; www. ancestry.com; page 40; 21 October 2010 

The microfilm copy of the 1840 Census for Shelby County available at the Family History Library was 

searched and page 191 was located, including the entry for Ephraim Morehead.  The ages of his children 

were critical to helping solve the research problem. 

 

Figure 9 - 1840 Census Shelby County, Illinois, page 191, FHL microfilm# 7644. 

 



A few months ago, we revisited this issue of a missing page and were happy to learn that, because of an 

update to Ancestry’s information, the search results were very different. 

 

Figure 10 - 1840 Census of Illinois search for Ephraim Morehead search results [screenprint].  www.ancestry.com, 13 

December 2010. 

The missing page had been discovered and a digitized copy of page 191 was now available online. 

The lesson is that, in the era of online electronic databases, things can change.  Be prepared to revisit 

old searches, especially those with negative results, after a period of time. 

One other example of this relates to someone we’ve been working with since mid-2008.  Just recently 

we started looking at a pedigree line that had not yet been pursued.  We looked online to find out what 

research had been posted by others and were able to find beautiful pictures of this person’s 

grandparents and great-grandparents posted just this year!  Had we started work on this line back in 

2008, we may have assumed that we knew what was available online and completely missed such an 

incredibly rewarding find. 

Keep an open mind in your search.  Remember that false assumptions can be the “death knell” to 

success at finding your ancestor.                                                                                                                                                                
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