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~ QuahtyTjme
 

ancestor
 

Researching your family's roots is 
easier than ever before and a great way 

to bring the generations together. 
BY AMY ENGELER • PHOTOGRAPHS BY JAKE JOHNSON 

IN THE EARLY '90S, the strain in the HendersoIl hOUle was 

coming- from one source: strong-willed. teenage Heather. 

The oldest of six children. she stormed around and fought 

with her pan~nts over friends, appropriate clothing. ht~r 

c.:urfcw. parties, everythinr~. IIE."r father, an army major. was 

too strict. she complained. and the two battled constantly. 

Heather didn't care. But her father did, and over a few quiet 
afternoons, he drew his daughter into his study in Cookeville, 

TemleSSE."e, and began to show her old family photos, books 

and letters. He didn't know what to expect, but he hoped he 

might revjve her interest in her family and put her in touch 

with who she was. 

One day, Heather picked up an old journal she'd never seen 

before and began to read the scrawling, old-fashioned hand­
RIGHT: Heather Henderson writing. She made out the final cntry, writtCIl in 1928 by her 

with her father, Thomas. ABOVE: 
gn~at-grandfathrrto Anna, his tnen 3-year-old daughter, who 

Heather's ereat-erandmolher Effie 
was Heather's grandmother. 'lllc occasion Was tragic-the littlewith her daughter, Anna, in 1926, 

two years before Effie <.lied. girl's mother had just died from an abscessed tooth, with her 

pbysician hushand at her side, unable to save her. My Dear Girl, 

Your good momma died on Oct-u-28 and she requ(>sted me to 
contirwE' this book for you... thl:' duy sht:' went, she had you jump 
and play on the bed next ito} ht:'rs...When I took you to the under­
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CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT: Thomas Clark Hill, taking parlors you said you would soy "boo 

momma" and she would speak to you, but 

you looked at her, touched her, but did not 

say a word. Yuu sensed it would du no good .. centering on her gmndmother. 

By the end, Ileather was in tears. "It was Like others wlto find themselves drawn 

heart wrenchillg," she recalls now, years into genealogy, Ifeather had discovered 

later. "The humanity of that letter reached within herself a knack for breathing life 

out to me, even as a punk teenager." into bare details. She could look at a 

It was as if she had just read the Revolutionary War pension registry and 

middle chapter of imagine one of her 

a fascinating book, ancestors as a yOllllg 

Though she knew "Yo don't man with his Own rifle, 

generally how things joining up against the ;eedbue
turned out-Anna British. The link to 

grew up to marry Iter life seemed clearloodin 
twice and raise a child, and direct as she saw 

Heather's father-her yo r f~"I~""" ancestors' choices 

interest in bel' ances­ influcncing subsequentee. Reg
tors was aroused. She gcnerations. "When the 

wanted more: details library closes," 1leatherp-o Ie c 
about how they'd uealt says, "they practically 

with heartache and bej st s have to take the chair 

hardships, and how fronI underneath IIlC tomeresher great-rrrandparents get me to leave." 

had met. Soon, she -CJuistin SWP.€t-Hillt Her experience 

and her father were mirrors the upswing 

digging through old census records, in genealogy as ;Ill American hobby over 

writing to her great-grandfather's medical the past 10 years. Almost three-quarters 

college (or uocuments, be8illlling to of Americaus say they are intcn'steu in 

a.sselTlbk an impressive family history their roots, with many actively researching, 

Heather's great·grandfather; Heather and 

her father; Effie, Heather's great-grandmother, 
in 1910, the year she married Thomas; the 

book that Heather and her dad put togettler. 

thanks to the proliferation of informa­

tlon on the Internet. 'I'he R~Uldom Acts of 

Genealogical Kindness Web site (raogk 

.org) unites family historians with volulI­

teers who will gu to a local cemetery, for 

example, and photowapl1 a gravestone. 

Genealogy Internet start-ups continue to 

boom and now boast more than a million 

subscribers. who pay up to $300 a year to 

roam Web databases. 

Part of the thrill is lU1covering a piece of 

the family puzzle. Several years ago, it was 

revealed to his family anu the world that 

Senator Strom Thurmonu. who for most of 

his life was an unrepentant segregationist, 

had a biracial child. hsic Mae Washinetoll 

Willi<UI1S. after Iivillg wilh the secret of her 

parentage for more than 70 years, twu 

chosen to acknowledge her Thurmonu 

lineage lx:cause, as she said, it was the truth. 

"if you say lhat you have a perfect 

family, I'd say you haven't done enough 

reseMdl," says Barbara l{enkk, author 

of GeneoloR)' 101. "It lets you know th;H 
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your ancestors were real people living 

through tough times." ily rereate o-r 
Though family historians typically take 

it in stride when they fmd an ancestor 

imprisoned during a Ct~nsus count, or all 

illegitimate child or polygamy, some of 

their rdatives may he less enthusiastic. 

"You ask your family for information, and 

they say they don't know anytbing," says 

Starr Campbell, a professional genealogist 

in Utah, who discovewd that she and her 

stepbrother were ninth cousins. "Later 

they may come up with photos and letters. 

Sometimes people are ready to give infor­

mation, and sometimes they are not. Same 

goes for receiving." 

Relatives gave Christine Sweet-Hart, 

from a rural Massachusetts town, a 

chilly response after she traced her 

grandmother's line back four generations 

to learn ahout a family rift. "I wanted to 

understand why, when we saw cousins, 

we LOl1ld barely acknowkdge them," she 

explains. What she found was a some­

what dysfunctional Irish immigrant 

family-struggling tinancially and doggccl 

by illness, suicide and gmdgcs-that was 

confounded by a true love story: fIer 

I6·..yearold gralldmother eloped with a 

clashing soldier whom her parems never 

accepted because be Was Portuguese. "I 

felt 1hew that side of lhe family. I 
recognized some of their traits in me," 

says Sweet-Hart, who recenlly took her 

grandm()th~r to Boston to be reunited 

with her lrish cousins. "You don't need blue 

blood or Charlemagne in your family tree. 

Regular people can be just as interesting." 

After working for a decade on their 

family history, Heather and Thomas 

Henderson traced their line (with onr. 

break) to the ninth century ill Carlisle, 

England, a time of knights and battle­

axes and, for most, no surnames. In 

genealogy circles, this is considered a 

monumental achievement, requiring 

lols of hard work and luck (no flooded 

or bllrJlcd church records). To share 

their discoveri(~s, including the poignant 

letter that stilrted it all, the lendersoLls 

Starting Out The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints' main 
library in Salt Lake City claims to have 
the world's largest trove of genealogical 
materials-more than 2.4 million 
roUIl of microfilmed records. Check 
the church's free online index at 
familysearch.org. 

Best of the Web Ancestry.com is one 
of the largest searchable sites and may 
be wurth the $155 annual fee (or, at least, 
the free two-week trial) for its huge 
collection of U,S. records from the 1600s 
to now. At ellisisland.org. the Statue of 
Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation site, you 
can view records from 1892 to 1924 and 
images of ship manifllsts. 

ns s M lelia[ 'hese reveal much 
more information than age, household and 
address. The 1870 censU.'I, for mromple, 
asked the monetary valUll of household 
pos-'*lssions; in 1900, mothers had to list 
the children they'd had. and /laY how 
many were mil alive (sadly, that p;econd 
number was often significantly lower). 

Slave Records CDs of the recently 
indexed Freedman's Bank records, with 
family histories of several hundred 
thousand ex-slaves, can be ordered from 
familysearch.org. 

The DNA Factor New DNA services 
can take you further back than records. 
With a cheek swab you can trace your 
genetic connection to etluUcgroups 
worldwide (dnatribes.com, $200). National 
Geographic's Genographic Project ($100), 
will tell you the migration route your 
ancestors took thousands of years ago, and 
men can learn from dnaancestryproject 
.com ($200 for advanced testing) if they 
are descended from Genghi., Khan (8% of 
Asian men) or Niall Noiginllach, king of 
Ireland (2% of New York Irishmen). 

Help for Hire This is a good option if 
you get stuck or have lirnitlld time. The 
Association of ProfllsJdonal Genealogists, 
apgen.org, lists professionals who 
conduct their research through librarie,;. 
courthouses and archives worldwide, 
Average fee: $40 per hour. 

P.S. PROTECT YOUR IDENTITY! Little on the Internet 11; private, Posting 
a family tree online can make it available to those who might usc, say, your mother's 
maiden name or yOur birth date for nefarious reasonll. Sensitive to the problem of 
identity theft, some genealogy Web sites block out information about those bom 
after 1920; certain states (such as Texas) won't releaSll birth or death records to 
anyone who can't prove an inunediate family relationship. To be safe, download 
forms from the Ellis Island site or buy a genealogy softW&rll program and record 
personal data for your family tree on your own computer. 

assembled the journal, photos, pedigree 

churts :mrl a narrative they wrote; 

printed 40 cop ies; and then paid to have 

them bound into a black cloth book just 

hefore Christmas 7.003. The (;enealo~v 

afAnna lJe1en Hill, by Heather DeVann 

HelHlerson and Thomas II ill Ilendersoll, 

wenl Ollt to family as a present. Anna 

herself, then an infirm 7lJyear-olLi who 

read wilh the aid of magnifiers, wept 

with emotion at the family's celcbratioll. 
"'lhe relationship 1 have with my dad 

now is IHO degrees from what it was wh(~n 

I was 17." says f Ip,Mher. She's now 34, 

living in Salt Lake City and working as a 

professional genealogist. "Looking baek­

should my dad haye let InC go to that U2 

concert? Who cares?" she says. Heather 

hopes to finish soon the docum ntation 

her fathcr !leeds to join tJ:e NMional Society 

of the Sons of the Americall Revolution. 

She's tracing his roots h;lCk to John Peter 

Sartor, a North Carolinian in George 

Washington's army-onc soldier, down 

through seven generations, to another. 0 

Amy :ngeler writes for Conde Nast 

Traveler Gild Good I fOllsckecping. 
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