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Introduction

What are 
brick walls? 

Did you 
create the 

wall?

Golden 
rules of 

genealogy

Serendipity
Online 

resources 
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What Are Brick Walls?

Where you 
simply cannot 
go back any 

further

Missing 
information, 

missing records

Someone 
disappears

Someone just 
appears

Too many 
suspects 
(common 
names)
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First Questions

Did you build 
the brick wall 

yourself?

Are you 
following the 

golden rules of 
genealogy?

Are you just 
using indexes & 

transcripts?

Need to look at 
certificates & 

original 
documents

People make 
mistakes!
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Golden Rules No 
1 & No 2

▪Always work back from the 
known (yourself) to the 
unknown (ancestors)

▪Never believe everything on 

a birth, death or marriage 

certificate

▪ Information only as good as 

informant’s knowledge

▪Birth & Marriage certificates 

perhaps more reliable than 

Death – but not always!
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Grandparents as 

parents – hiding an 

illegitimate birth?



Golden Rules No 
3 & No 4

▪ Never completely trust the spelling of 

surnames, place names etc

▪ Always check given name and surname 

variants when researching 

▪ Possibly the most common reason why 

ancestors cannot be found
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Name Variations

Both given names  and 
surnames

Abbreviations – Wm, 
Thos, Margt, Hy

Nicknames – my Pearl 
turned out to be Maria!

Aliases and de facto 
relationships

Maiden names for 
children’s birth entries
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Anglicised & 
Foreign Names

▪ Both given names and surnames

▪ Non English speaking cultures –

Europe, Asia

▪ Chinese look under A for Ah – but also 

check under the other initial – not 

consistent or U for Unknown

▪ My Norwegians Aose died as Mary and 

Andreas as Andrew
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Spelling 
Variations

▪ People were illiterate, difficulties with 

accents (Union turned out to be Onion)

▪ May not have known how a place was 

spelt

Bailieborough, Bailieboro, Ballyborough

▪ Indexing errors

▪ Old styles of writing or poor handwriting

▪ Poor OCR (optical character recognition) 

▪ Human error
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Name – John James Carnegie

Married sister – Helen Dryden

http://recordsearch.naa.gov.au

Indexed under middle 

given name! 

http://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/
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-with-wildcards-in-familysearch
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Golden Rule Nos 
5 & 6

▪Always have at least two, 

preferably three, separate 

sources of proof for each event

▪Don’t blindly trust other 

people’s research – always 

check it yourself

▪Remember that everything is 

only speculation until verified
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Golden Rule No 7 
& No 8

▪ Always photocopy/digitise certificates 
and important documents – leave 
originals in a safe place. Backup, 
backup, backup!

▪ If a document exists, read it!

▪ People miss vital clues eg informants, 

witnesses, addresses, significance of 

dates

▪ Review as it may have more meaning 

later
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Golden Rule No 9

▪ Join at least one family history group, 

genealogical society or historical 

society

▪ Either near where you live or where 

your ancestors lived

▪ Why – many benefits of membership

▪ Specialist library, member expertise, 

seminars, journal, meetings
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Golden Rule 
No10

▪ Share your information and 
documentation (copies only) with other 
researchers

▪ Write/blog your stories

▪ Ensure your research is not lost or 
forgotten

▪ Who inherits your family history 
research?
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Common 
Search 
Mistakes

▪ Start with yourself & work back, step by step, 

certificate by certificate, census by census

▪ Otherwise you may end up tracing the wrong 

person

▪ My great grandmother was Elizabeth Judge, 

she married under that name but it was not 

the name she was born with!

www.shaunahicks.com.au/old-research-new-

resources-fresh-eyes
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Someone 
Disappears

▪ Skeletons in the family

▪ Everyone has them

▪ Places to look

▪ Court of Petty Session records

▪ Gaols and prisons

▪ Asylums and hospitals

▪ Insolvency and bankruptcy

▪ Inquests (suicides, murders)
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Someone 
Appears

▪ Probably skeletons again

▪ Hiding a convict background

▪ Hiding an illegitimate birth

▪ Fostering or adoption

▪ Deserted wife and family someplace 

else
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Serendipity

▪ According to the Oxford Dictionary, the 

definition of serendipity is ‘the 

occurrence and development of events 

by chance in a happy and beneficial 

way’

▪ In other words, a fluke, luck 

▪ Search every index/database – you just 

never know
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What does 
1 Jan mean 
each year?

New release of BDM indexes

New release of archive 
records

BUT some archives & BDMs 
release throughout the year so 
check websites for updates

New resources added all the 
time
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AND MUCH MORE!
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https://webarchive.nla.gov.au/awa/20050217021518/htt

p://pandora.nla.gov.au/pan/10421/20041220-

0000/www.firstfamilies2001.net.au/search.html
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Advertise 
Your Brick 

Wall

Social media Listservs, forums, 
blogs

Webinars, podcasts Genealogy societies 
journals & 

newsletters
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Brick Wall 
Demolition

▪ The whole story is in a number of 

blogs recording my search over 32 

years

▪ Breakthrough was Queensland Police 

Gazettes on Findmypast

▪ Keep checking new resources
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•Searched for death of Ellen/Helen Chick in QLD 

BDMs online - purchased death certificate 

• Reference to second husband Charles Wademore

Chick

QLD Police Gazette 1904
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Last Thoughts

Brick walls 

can be

demolished

Think laterally
Need time, 

perseverance, 
luck

Keep 
rechecking 

new resources

Share your 
story

Don’t give up!
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