
 

FIELDS OF DREAMS . . . 
 
TIP 1: Always look for original documents or images thereof to verify data. 
 
THE QUIRKS:  Databases, being human constructs, are prone to errors and omissions. 
(Original documents are, also, but they can’t be changed.) Indexes may have truncated names 
or page numbers or have other missing data due to delimited characters in a data field, and in 
other cases because an indexer wasn’t as thorough as she or he should have been, or the 
indexer’s inputted data was not compared, double-checked, or proofread by someone else. 
 
Example 1:  Washington State Birth Index, 1940-1954 (on microfilms only) shows just six 
characters for the child’s name and no separate field for middle name or initial, but it does show 
a middle initial if the first name has three or four letters. For common first and last names, it 
may be tricky to distinguish, say, which Willia[m] or Barbar[a] Smith is the person you’re 
looking for, if you don’t know the exact date and place of birth. (Also see Tip 3, below.) 
 
Example 2:   Back in the day, before censuses were digitized and viewable on websites, 
researchers relied on index books to find location codes and page numbers of heads of 
household (or occasionally anyone in a household). Notably, Accelerated Indexing Systems 
books, edited by Roland Vern Jackson, limited the county name field to four characters, which 
causes confusion when a state has more than one county with the same first four letters. 
(Alabama has Talladega and Tallapoosa, for example.) The AIS books also allotted just three 
characters for page numbers, as shown in this entry in the Minnesota 1870 Census Index: 
 
 
 
 
Despite numerous explanatory pages at the beginning of AIS books, they neglected to mention 
that, when pages had more than three digits, the fourth digit wasn’t in the index. So, to find 
somebody, you would have to scroll through a bunch of census pages before spotting them: 
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TIP 2: In addition, don’t assume that the given names of your ancestors are the only 
ones they had, or that the spellings were the same on original birth or baptism 
records as the ancestors later went by or under which they were recorded.  
 
Example:  One of my ancestors was known to the family as Elizabeth Cordeau. Fortunately, I 
already knew her birth date and names of her parents. I found this entry on the International 
Genealogical Index (IGI) fiche of the Family History Library/Genealogical Society of Utah: 

 
 
 

(The same data is now on the FamilySearch website.) A microfilm of the birth and baptism 
register confirmed this was “my” Elizabeth. Added bonus: the record also showed an alternate 
spelling of her surname, which helped me find additional ancestral records in her home town: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
TIP 3: Check locality codes to see if they match the area where a person or family 
was living at the time of a census, a child’s birth, a marriage, or a person’s death. 
 
Example:  Did you know that numerical codes for census enumeration districts in 1930 and 
some indexes of births, deaths, and marriages correspond to the alphabetical order of the 
counties? In California, for example, Alameda is the first county, so statewide indexes show 01 
for its locality code. Washington State has 39 counties, and King County is 17th in alphabetical 
order. Consequently, the E.D.s for King County were assigned 17-[X], and birth and death index 
codes showed 17, then 170 or 171 or 172, etc., the additional digit signifying a specific city 
(e.g., 171 = Seattle). Once you crack the code, your family records dreams may come true! 

         

Next Month: Magic Symbols in Illinois. 

_______________________________________ 

 
This fact sheet is a public service to help people find records about their ancestors, particularly when the 

records have major errors and quirks that can mislead and disappoint researchers in their pursuits. Please 

feel free to share this with friends, fellow kin-seekers, and family history and genealogical organizations. 

 

Kin Hunters is a genealogy and family history research service owned by Evelyn Roehl, who has been 

hunting for ancestors as a livelihood since 1995. She loves finding out where immigrant ancestors came 

from and provides research, translation, transcription, and data entry for individuals; heir searches for 

agencies and law firms; as well as presentations for genealogical societies and family reunions. She has 

been a member of the Association of Professional Genealogists for more than twenty years. Contact her 

by e-mail, kinhunters@gmail.com, or phone 206-634-1709. 
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