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Most genealogists love books. We love books of all kinds 
for many different reasons. Some books have records, 
or indexes to records, or list the availability of records. 

Some books teach technique and methodology to improve our 
skills as researchers. Some books that help professional genealo-
gists are not even about genealogy. We may be drawn to books 
about business, marketing, history, sociology, organization, 
mathematics, or the science behind DNA. I consider a geneal-
ogist to be a jack-of-all-trades, master of a ton. We must master 

many different trades to succeed as professionals in our field. 
How do we master all those trades? While a lecture, conference, 
or institute can be excellent training, savvy genealogists still turn 
to the tried and true—the old-school printed book. Books are 
vital. Books teach. Books work.

How to Read a Book
Because genealogists read so many different documents from so 
many different types of sources, anything that helps us analyze 
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In the case of good books, the point is not to see how many of them you can get through, 

but rather how many can get through to you.
—Mortimer J. Adler, Author, Educator, Philosopher
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content and the author’s intent is helpful. 
Of course, the need to properly under-
stand a writer is a concept that has been 
around for quite some time. Mark Twain 
wrote, “Don’t explain your author, read 
him right and he explains himself.”1 The 
question, though, is just how do we read 
something right?

About a decade ago, someone sug-
gested I read a book that I first dismissed 
because I thought it had a trivial title. 
However, How to Read a Book: The Classic 
Guide to Intelligent Reading by Mortimer 
J. Adler and Charles Van Doren is an ex-
cellent text. The phrase “how to read a book” seemed redundant, 
and I thought the book would insult my intelligence. Rather, it 
elevated it.

Adler and Van Doren advocate that readers must “come to 
terms” with the author of the book, meaning a reader must fully 
understand what the author tries (or fails) to communicate. The 
goal of reading a book is to enable “the mind [to pass] from un-
derstanding less to understanding more.”

They also state, “Unless the reader comes to terms with the 
author, the communication of knowledge from one to the other 
does not take place.” The authors assert that the word commu-
nication is related to the word common. To communicate well, 
we use words we have in common, enabling the author and the 
reader to come to terms with each other through that common 
understanding.

How to Read a Book examines a variety of aspects related to 
reading. It explains several different levels of reading, and shows 
how to be a demanding reader. And, it offers tips on how to crit-
icize a book fairly.

One section of the book that I found particularly relevant 
offers tips about how to analyze the author’s intent. If readers un-
derstand the author’s purpose in writing the book, then, and only 
then, can they decide if they agree or disagree with the book’s 
message, and understand why they reached that conclusion. This 
makes sense to me and I propose that this approach to reading is 
vitally important in the field of genealogy.

Part of analyzing a document is understanding why the doc-
ument was created. When I took Tom Jones’s “Advanced Genea-
logical Methods” course at the Salt Lake Institute of Genealogy, 
he asked why a ship passenger list would record the age of passen-
gers. The price for an ocean passage ticket would likely be differ-
ent for adults than children. So, of course, they kept track of the 
passenger’s age. Ages on passenger lists have nothing to do with 

1  Samuel Clemens to Cordelia Welsh Foote, letter, 2 December 1887, reprinted in Benjamin De Casseres, When Huck Finn Went Highbrow (New York: T. F. Madigan, 1934).

genealogy, but everything to do with tick-
et fares. A document was rarely created for 
the purpose of helping us build our family 
tree. Most often, the record was created 
for another purpose, which genealogists 
usurp for our own purposes. Understand-
ing the objectives behind a document and 
its creation helps us understand the docu-
ment more fully.

Overall, How to Read a Book is filled 
with lessons that improved my reading 
and understanding of the written word in 
all forms. One goal of Adler and Van Dor-
en’s book is to help people read more than 

one book on the same subject in a discerning manner, something 
we do regularly in genealogy. For instance, there are many books 
on immigration, religion, war, and the Irish potato famine. For 
our research purposes, we may need to read several books on the 
same topic to comprehensively understand these subjects. The 
discerning reader takes note of similarities and differences be-
tween many books on the same subject.

In genealogy, for example, if there is little or no direct evi-
dence, we may have to build an indirect evidence case to deter-
mine relationships or develop proofs to establish identity. Dis-
cernment is something we already practice as genealogists; any 
book that helps develop this skill is a gold mine in practicality. As 
a bonus, How to Read a Book has made me a better writer as well, 
enhancing my communication in research reports and evidence 
analysis.

What Books Are Best  
for Professional Genealogists?
After considering how to read a book, which books help us the 
most in our passion for research and maintaining a business? Ask 
seven different genealogists what their favorite books are and you 
get seven different responses. And that’s just what I did. I asked 
seven APG members to list which books on their shelves are the 
most valuable to them as professionals. Some books are on several 
people’s lists. (If so, take notice.) But many books mentioned 
only once will be well worth the effort to track down and use as 
a resource. (Find the member-recommended books on pages 19 
and 21.)

What about my favorite books? Even though I’ve conducted 
family research for twenty-five years, I’m new to the world of 
professional genealogy, having just completed ProGen last June, 
so my perspective is unique to my experience. I have a few books 
to recommend to professional genealogists.

If readers understand 
the author’s purpose in 
writing the book, then, 
and only then, can they 

decide if they agree 
or disagree with the 

book’s message.



Robbie Johnson
Sedro-Woolley, Washington

The World of James Van Derzee: A 
Visual Record of Black Americans
by Reginald McGhee

Elizabethan Handwriting, 1500–1650
by Giles E. Dawson and Laetitia Kennedy 

Skipton

The Social Life of DNA: Race, 
Reparations, and Reconciliation after 
the Genome
by Alondra Nelson

The Social Life of DNA has helped me 

better understand DNA and African- 

American research.

Native American DNA: Tribal 
Belonging and the False Promise of 
Genetic Science
by Kim Tallbear

Native American DNA is an excellent 

articulation of what DNA testing can and 

cannot do, of what race is and is not, and 

the use of DNA to determine ethnicity.

The Shawnees and the War for America
by Colin G. Calloway

My husband is a member of the Absen-

tee Shawnee Tribe. The Shawnees and the 

War for America offers excellent historical 

context as I work on his family history.

Fiona Fitzsimons
Dublin, Ireland

Guns, Germs and Steel: The Fates of 
Human Societies
by Jared Diamond

The author explains the big picture of 

human history, with a particular emphasis 

on how resources shaped technology and 

influenced migration.

The Cheese and the Worms: The 
Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller
by Carlo Ginzburg

An Italian miller stood trial for his life on a 

charge of heresy. The author extracts the 

internal evidence of the court docu-

ments, and shows how to use deductive 

reasoning to extract even more facts 

from written and oral testimony. This 

book is a wonderfully entertaining display 

of the historical method that we use as 

family historians.

Social Change and Everyday Life in 
Ireland, 1850–1922
by Catriona Clear

A Daughter’s Love: Thomas and 
Margaret More
by John Guy

A biography of Sir Thomas More in the 

court of Henry VIII.

Any genealogy book by Bruce Durie
This writer sets a template for family 

historians and genealogists in Ireland, 

Scotland, and the British Isles, as we de-

velop our discipline. In an alternate reality, 

Durie could have enjoyed a successful 

career in stand-up.

Katherine Schober
St. Louis, Missouri

German – English Genealogical 
Dictionary
by Ernest Thode

Deciphering Handwriting in German 
Documents
by Roger P. Minert

If I Can, You Can Decipher Germanic 
Records
by Edna M. Bentz

This book has great vocabulary lists, with 

their handwritten equivalents, of words 

found in German records.

The Family Tree German Genealogy 
Guide
by James M. Beidler

Tips and Tricks of Deciphering German 
Handwriting
by Katherine Schober

I can’t help mentioning my own book! 

This book contains everything I wish I had 

known when I started deciphering German 

handwriting. 

What’s on Your Bookshelf?
Recommendations from APG Members

Katherine Schober displays a favorite book. 
She wrote it!
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Getting Things Done
As researchers, we’re trained in the ef-
fective use of certain tools, including 
research logs and research reports. Write 
everything down. Log every source exam-
ined, including negative searches. If we 
run out of authorized client time, a source 
not consulted becomes part of the plan for 
a future research session.

What if we applied this method on a 
broader scale to other areas of our lives? 
Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free 
Productivity by David Allen advocates 
just such an approach. The human mind 
can only think of so many things at a time and, when full, be-
comes cluttered and ineffective. On a regular basis, do a “brain 
dump” and write down all the things that are taking up brain 
space. Moving your “in-box” from your brain to written form 
allows you to file those tasks into separate areas: do it, delegate 
it, defer it, and, in some cases, delete it. Track them in a reliable 
system. If you have more focused action, you are indeed getting 
things done (GTD).

If the task is a future action that should be scheduled, such 
as plan a vacation, buy a book, call someone, write an article, 
or contact a potential client, rest assured it will be taken care of 
once it’s written down, and no longer taking up brain space. If 
the project details are out of your mind and in a trusted system 
that you regularly review, you no longer need to worry about it, 
which makes you more effective at whatever you are doing at the 
moment, thus lowering stress, as the book title suggests.

This process goes beyond the function of a to-do list. It is, 
in many ways, a whole-life organizing system that allows you to 
process and prioritize life’s many tasks in meaningful ways. If all 
you do is think about all the things you need to do, your brain 
gets cluttered and you are ineffective. You can be forgetful, miss-
ing deadlines and appointments, remembering things at the last 
minute and creating the dreaded “crunch time” instead of the 
more productive “planned time.” Your in-box can be pen and 
paper or digital, whatever works for you.

I learned GTD first, then learned about research reports. But 
learning it the other way around would be just as effective. Keep-
ing a research log makes our research more effective, so why not 
apply it to other aspects of our lives as well?

Years ago, I used to be late for work or other appointments 
because I couldn’t find my keys. I spent half an hour or more 
searching for them in my home. I found them in a different place 
every time. I bought a simple key hook and mounted it on the 
wall by my door. The keys went on the hook every time I came 
home. This was the beginning of never again being late. As sim-
ple and silly as that story is, it transformed my life. Getting Things 

Done is like a key hook for all the projects 
and simple tasks floating around in my 
head. I no longer forget about projects or 
things I want to do. I am more efficient 
and productive.

In a similar vein, The Checklist Man-
ifesto: How to Get Things Right by Atul 
Gawande describes how checklists in the 
medical world save lives and prevent in-
fection. He also discusses other checklists, 
such as those used in aviation, construc-
tion, and banking, and how they make 
procedures not only safer, but also more 
efficient. If you can apply a checklist to a 

process (such as preparing a client report or conducting research 
in a particular region) you are more effective and error free.

Source Citations
I think of the two books Evidence Explained: Citing History Sourc-
es from Artifacts to Cyberspace by Elizabeth Shown Mills and Mas-
tering Genealogical Documentation by Thomas W. Jones as com-
panion pieces. In my view, the first explains many different types 
of sources and provides examples of citations, and the second ex-
plains the methodology of crafting a good citation. While either 
book as a solo study is very instructive, I found that using both 
books has improved my citation-crafting skills exponentially—a 
“more than the sum of its parts” equation, in my experience. Re-
turning to these books provides more lessons to learn.

Basic Reference Books
One of my first genealogical acquisitions was The Source: A 
Guidebook of American Genealogy edited by Loretto Dennis Szucs 
and Sandra Hargreaves Luebking. Today, some criticize the book 
as outdated. While a valid point can be made for that argument 
since the most recent edition was last updated in 2006, I find it 
still contains valuable information about a variety of records. The 
Source provides background about the origins and purposes of 
records, the availability of many records, and good foundational 
research suggestions. Sometimes, a back to basics approach gives 
me clarity in my research.

The Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy by Val D. 
Greenwood and the Guide to Genealogical Research in the Na-
tional Archives of the United States edited by Anne Bruner Eales 
and Robert M. Kvasnicka also provide much information about 
records and their availability.

Law
Black’s Law Dictionary is useful, especially for defining archa-
ic words when transcribing a will or other legal document. 
Judy G. Russell, The Legal Genealogist (legalgenealogist.com), 

On a regular basis,  
do a “brain dump” 

and write down all the 
things that are taking 

up brain space.



Helen Edwards
Victoria, BC, Canada

My Old Home Church
 by Rev C. C. McLaurin, DD

This is the story of my husband’s ances-

tor, John Edwards, who came to Clar-

ence, Ontario as its first Baptist minister.

In Celebration of Inverurie
by the Gordon Forum for the Arts

A history of the small village where my 

mother was born.

Evidence Explained: Citing History 
Sources from Artifacts to Cyberspace
by Elizabeth Shown Mills

Family Photo Detective
by Maureen A. Taylor

The Ten Dollar Bets: A History of Killam 
and District
by Sharleen M. Chevraux

A history of the small prairie town where 

my father and his family lived.

Corey Oiesen
Ben Lomond, California
I love each of these books be-

cause they address so many of my how 

and why questions, such as why records 

were created and how to make a proof 

argument stronger.

French Genealogy from Afar
by Anne Morddel

They Became Americans: Finding 
Naturalization Records and Ethnic 
Origins
by Loretto Dennis Szucs

The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th 
edition

Professional Genealogy: Preparation, 
Practice & Standards
edited by Elizabeth Shown Mills

Mastering Genealogical Proof
by Thomas W. Jones

Debbie Wilson 
Smyth
Palm Harbor, Florida

The McGlaughlin Family: Early Settlers 
of Meigs, Vinton, and Athens Counties, 
Ohio
by Barbara Snyder Colton

My love for genealogy took root after 

reading about my ancestors in this book.

The Researcher’s Guide to American 
Genealogy, 3rd edition
by Val D. Greenwood

Land & Property Research in the United 
States
by E. Wade Hone

Professional Genealogy: A Manual for 
Researchers, Writers, Editors, Lecturers, 
and Librarians
edited by Elizabeth Shown Mills

Evidence Explained: Citing History 
Sources from Artifacts to Cyberspace
by Elizabeth Shown Mills

Anne Morddel
Paris, France
Three books by Gildas Bernard of-

fer complete descriptions of the holdings 

and series in French archives. I have used 

them at least twice a week for the last ten 

years.

Guide des recherches sur l’histoire des 
familles
by Gildas Bernard

Les Familles Juives en France, XVIe 
siècle, 1815
by Gildas Bernard

Les Familles Protestantes en France, 
XBVIe siècle, 1792
by Gildas Bernard

The Government of France
by Jean Blondel and E. Drexel Godfrey Jr.

This book is vital for understanding the 

governing bodies that create French 

records and archives.

The Human Comedy
by Honoré de Balzac

This is actually two hundred books and 

I am still working my way through them 

all. No other author explains the French 

people and culture so well and with such 

clarity. Balzac always sheds light on the 

mysterious ways of the French family.

Debbie Wilson Smyth with some 
of her favorite books.
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recommends the fourth edition or earli-
er because subsequent editions removed 
many of the older words no longer in use, 
but which are still found frequently by ge-
nealogists in old documents.2

Also in the legal history realm, En-
lightened Democracy by Tara Ross helps 
genealogists understand some of the legal 
mandates that resulted in records we use. 
Ross explains in detail the great conun-
drums our founding fathers had when 
crafting the US Constitution. Ross offers 
a fascinating story about the formation of 
Congress and the reasons for the census, 
which is a constitutional directive. She has well-sourced endnotes 
referencing historical documents and publications. Although I 
disagree with some of her conclusions, her narrative on early con-
stitutional debates is alluring, and provides perspective on the 
creation of government documents.

Handwriting
I regularly consult Reading Early American Handwriting by Kip 
Sperry, which helps me read older manuscripts. It’s especial-
ly helpful when reading a will or deed written more than 150 
years ago, and takes me back to my grade school days of learning 
cursive. The penmanship of yesteryear was much different than 
modern handwriting. Given that many school districts no longer 
teach cursive writing, this book may prove to be even more im-
portant to future generations who wish to read historical docu-
ments penned by hand.

Presentation Slides
Nancy Duarte’s slide:ology: The Art and Science of Creating Great 
Presentations gives excellent suggestions for creating an electronic 
presentation. If we lecture or teach, slides are helpful visual tools.

Duarte advocates using fewer words and more images. The 
audience can read; if they are reading your verbose slide, they are 
no longer listening to you. She suggests that if you have a slide 
with seventy-five or more words, you have not created a slide, 
you have created a document. If your slide has fifty words, you 
have a teleprompter. They are reading along with you and are 
probably bored.

Unfortunately, this likely means you aren’t a compelling pre-
senter. She fully advocates fewer words on slides and more prepa-
ration by the presenter. Slides with words don’t make you com-
pelling, your stories do; complement the stories with engaging 

2  Judy G. Russell, “Which Black’s?” The Legal Genealogist (blog), 25 March 2015, legalgenealogist.com/2015/03/24/which-blacks.
3  See Caleb Johnson, “The Search for the English Origins of Mayflower Passenger George Soule, Part 1: Eckington Co., Worcester,” Soule Newsletter 33, (April 2005): 28–32, 

soulekindred.org/resources/Documents/Research/GSouleResearchPart1.pdf

images rather than unnecessary and dis-
tracting words.

Her book details suggestions I had al-
ready pondered, but the research she offers 
behind her suggestions bolsters her rec-
ommendations. Duarte has written other 
books on this subject, and she includes a 
references section with books that have in-
fluenced her.

Logic
When faced with scant sources and in-
direct evidence, a genealogist can write a 
proof argument to address a research ques-

tion. That proof argument relies heavily on logic. Euclid’s Ele-
ments deals primarily with geometry and logic. Elements is on my 
list mainly due to a story I heard about Abraham Lincoln. When 
he was a young circuit lawyer, Lincoln carried Elements in his sad-
dlebag. David Hirsch and Dan Van Haften wrote about Lincoln’s 
study of Euclid in Abraham Lincoln and the Structure of Reason. 
Their book outlines how Euclidean logic was applied in many of 
Lincoln’s letters, debates, and speeches to make a compelling and 
persuasive argument using logic.

For another study of logic, I recommend Logically Fallacious: 
The Ultimate Collection of Over 300 Logical Fallacies by Bo Ben-
nett. A logical fallacy is an error in reasoning. Bennett humorous-
ly shows reasoning mistakes that people often make. He promises 
that watching the news will forever change for you after reading 
this book, and I believe your research methods will change too.

Studying logic—especially Euclid and Lincoln—and the 
humor of poor logic, has helped me write more compelling 
proof arguments. Using logic helps narrow down genealogical 
events. For example, I am a descendant of Mayflower passenger 
George Soule. His origins have not yet been discovered; we do 
not know who his parents were or when he was born. However, 
we can narrow down his age using several facts and logic.

Caleb Johnson, a George Soule researcher, demonstrates 
this logic. Soule was an indentured servant to Edward Winslow 
in 1620, which makes him younger than twenty-five years old. 
He also signed the Mayflower Compact in 1620, suggesting 
he was over twenty-one. These two facts put his birth year at 
approximately 1595–99. Correlated with the cattle division in 
May 1627, when he had a wife named Mary and one son, the 
estimated age fits.3 Assembling these facts and arriving at a con-
clusion is an exercise in logic. Any book that helps me develop 
and hone this skill provides a practical advantage.

Given that many school 
districts no longer 

teach cursive writing, 
this book may prove 

to be even more 
important to future 

generations.
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A Personal Library
When I was a kid, I knew that one day I would have my own per-
sonal library. I had lofty dreams of keeping a card catalog to track 
my inventory. Alas, card catalogs have gone the way of the dodo 
bird in most modern libraries. At the central branch of the Los 
Angeles Public Library, they retired the card system years ago in 
favor of a computer database. The old index cards are now used as 
a modern art display, sealed behind plexiglass covering the inner 
walls of the elevators.

I have digitized my personal library inventory using 
LibraryThing. George G. Morgan wrote about LibraryThing, a 
web-based database with apps for smart phones, in an APGQ 
column.4 I encourage you to discover an organizational system 

4  George G. Morgan, “Organize Your Reference Library with LibraryThing,” APGQ 32, 
no. 3 (September 2017): 37–41.

for your books that works for you. There are many to choose 
from, including the now-outdated card catalog.

Obviously, not every volume in my library is listed here. But 
these are some of the books that have influenced me most as a 
professional genealogist. While the human mind can dazzle with 
the details it can retain, nothing replaces a reliable, solid, and 
well-used reference library.

How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to  
Intelligent Reading
by Mortimer J. Adler anad Charles Van Doren

Getting Things Done: The Art of Stress-Free Productivity
 by David Allen

The Checklist Manifesto: How to Get Things Right
 by Atul Gawande

Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources  
from Artifacts to Cyberspace
by Elizabeth Shown Mills

Mastering Genealogical Documentation
by Thomas W. Jones

The Source: A Guidebook of American Genealogy
edited by Loretto Dennis Szucs and  

Sandra Hargreaves Luebking

The Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy
by Val D. Greenwood

Guide to Genealogical Research in the  
National Archives of the United States
edited by Anne Bruner Eales and Robert M. Kvasnicka

Black’s Law Dictionary, 4th edition
by Henry Campbell Black

Enlightened Democracy
by Tara Ross

Reading Early American Handwriting
by Kip Sperry

slide:ology: The Art and Science of Creating Great 
Presentations
by Nancy Duarte

Abraham Lincoln and the Structure of Reason
by David Hirsch and Dan Van Haften

Euclid’s Elements: All Thirteen Books Complete  
in One Volume
edited by Dana Densmore, translated  

by Sir Thomas Little Heath

Logically Fallacious: The Ultimate Collection  
of Over 300 Logical Fallacies
by Bo Bennett

Favorite Books for Professionals in My Library

Mark A. Cross is a safety trainer and 
genealogist living in Southern California. 
He serves on the board of directors for the 
Southern California Genealogical Society 
and is a member of APG. He recently 
completed ProGen 37, and has been 
researching his family history for twenty-
five years.

by Mark A. Cross


