
Hunting Forebears on the 
Internet

Search Tools and Strategies



Using Web Search Tools

Types of Search Tools

– Search engine (web crawler, spider, robot, web 
bot, ant)  www.google.com

– Directory (subject directory) www.cyndislist.com

– Meta-search engine www.dogpile.com

– Deep Web (Invisible Web, Hidden Web)
www.freepint.com/gary/direct.htm

– Natural Language Search  www.ask.com
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Search Results

• Relevancy ranking—usually limited to the first 
20 results

• Search algorithm determines results

• Web crawler, directory, meta-search
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Why Not Just Use Google?

http://searchenginewatch.com/3524411 
Looking at the organic or natural listings for more 
than 485,000 first page search results, the study 
found that:

• 84.9% of total results are unique to one engine
• 11.4% of total results were shared by any two 

engines
• 2.6% of total results were shared by any three 

engines
• 1.1% of total results were shared by any four engines
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Unique Results on Each Engine

http://searchenginewatch.com/3524411 

• 73.9% of Ask Jeeves first page results were 
unique to Ask Jeeves

• 71.2% of Yahoo first page results were unique 
to Yahoo

• 70.8% of MSN search first page results were 
unique to MSN search

• 66.4% of Google first page results were unique 
to Google
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Planning Your Search

1. Define your search. Write it down.

2. Start with a narrow, specific search.

3. Use exact phrases. Check your spelling.

4. Use all variations for surnames.

5. Use quotation marks or hyphens to connect 
phrases or words.
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Research Planning

1. Research log

2. What do I know? What do I want to prove or 
disprove?

3. What type of sources will provide proof? 
Primary sources? Secondary sources? 
Original or derived

4. Where will I look?

5. Research results?
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Research Plan Example

1. Name of individual

2. When born and where?

3. Who were the parents?

4. Siblings? Names and 
birth dates?

5. Whom did he or she 
marry? When? Where?

6. Where did he or she 
live?

7. Occupation, church, 
military, organizations?

8. Children?

9. When did he or she die? 
Where? Cause of 
death?

10. Where was he or she 
buried?
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Tweaking Your Search

• Backtrack the URL.

• Look for similar pages.

• Use the Advanced Search feature.

• Browse the site map.

• Search within the results pages and look at 
links on results pages.

• Change the order of keywords, or the form of 
keywords. 
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Tips

• Search in different languages, especially if you are 
looking for ancestors abroad. 

• Capital letters are significant only when enclosed 
in quotation marks. 

• Put the most important keyword or main subject 
first in a query.

• Do not make your searches too complex.

• Google uses stemming.

• Use several search tools.
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More Tips

• Use a genealogy-specific term with a surname 
for better results.

Examples: genealogy, will, birth, marriage, obituary

• Use Boolean logic or operators in your query

OR, NOT, AND, +, -

• Use a date range

1890..1900 (Note the two dots between the 
beginning and end of the range)
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Still More Tips

• Keep a research log!

• Use Advanced Search 
options

• Cite your sources

• Add a location to the 
query

• Print important results

• Evaluate the reliability

• Follow up offline
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Google Tips

• Stop words or common 
words are ignored.

• Google searches on 
synonyms

– To disable synonyms, put 
a + before a word with 
no space following +

• Punctuation used in 
special terms is ignored

• Connect 2 words with a 
hyphen or underscore

• Omit unnecessary 
words

• Google doesn’t 
“translate” 
abbreviations: TN and 
Tennessee are different 
terms
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Search Tool Types
• Search engine – a program that searches Web 

documents for keywords and produces a list of 
Web documents where keywords were found 
on the same page

• Directories or subject directories – lists Web 
sites by category and sub-category, organized 
and edited by humans

• Meta-search engines – a search tool that 
queries several search engines
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Choosing Your Search Tools

• Search engines are well-suited for locating 
specific information

• Directories or subject directories are good places 
to start when looking for a general or broad topic

• Meta-search engines are good for quick 
overviews of Internet resources for a simple 
query

• Wikipedia list of search engines: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_search_engines
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Expanding and Narrowing Your Searches

Example: Find Samuel Ege’s parents

• Ege genealogy

• Ege genealogy Samuel

• “Samuel Ege” genealogy

• “Samuel Ege” “Sally (or 
Sallie or Sarah) Nichols” 
genealogy

• Ege Pennsylvania

• Ege Carlisle Pennsylvania

• Ege Cumberland County 
-North Carolina

• Ege obituaries

• Ege obits

• Ege obit Ege cemetery

• Ege deed

• Ege will

• Ege “last will and 
testament”

• Ege Nichols

• Ege Oldham
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Google Results Page
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1. Search Box
2. Advanced Search form
3. Web page title
4. Snippet (description)

5.   URL (Web address)
6.   Cached link
7.   Similar pages



Exploring Useful Genealogy Sites

• PERSI  PERiodical Source Index  

http://www.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=3165

• One-Stop Search Tools by Stephen Morse

http://www.stevemorse.org/

• Rootsweb/Ancestry Message Boards

http://boards.rootsweb.com/

• Top Search Engines and Directories: Family 
Genealogy and History Internet Education Directory

http://www.academic-genealogy.com/index.htm
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Exploring More Useful Genealogy Sites

• Genealogical Search Engine or Tool

http://gensource.com/ifoundit

• Genealogy Surname Web

http://www.surnameweb.org/

• Genealogy Search Help for Google

http://www.genealogy-search-help.com
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Using Google’s Specialized Tools

• Google Alerts

• Google News Archive

• Google Book Search

• Google Scholar

• Google Images

• Google Video and YouTube

• Google Language Tools
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Using Google’s Specialized Tools

• Google Guide  

http://www.googleguide.com/google_works.html
• Google Options  

http://www.google.com/options
• Google Help  

http://www.google.com/help/index.html
• Google Troubleshooting Guide
http://www.google.com/support/websearch/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=112667

• Google Groups  

http://groups.google.com
• Google Patents search  

http://www.google.com/patents
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