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Who’s Your Hoosier Ancestor? Genealogy for Beginners. By Mona
Robinson. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992. Pp.
x, 215. Maps, illustrations, notes, bibliography, suggested
reading, index. Clothbound, $27.95; paperbound, $12.95.)

Editor’s note: Because of the importance of genealogy to Indiana’s
history the editors of the Indiana Magazine of History invited three
experts to review this book. We are grateful to Thomas Hamm, John
D. Beatty, and Susan Miller Carter for their contributions.

Genealogy is, by some estimates, now the third most popular
hobby in the United States. It is also one that has particular con-
nections with history. At their best, genealogists work with the
same kinds of records and wrestle with the same questions of proof
and verification as do historians. Many archives and research li-
braries find that genealogists are by far their largest group of pa-
trons; many historical societies are made up mostly of people
pursuing family history. (Well over half of the Indiana Historical
Society’s members indicate an interest in genealogy.) Some histo-
rians, however, view genealogists with scarcely disguised distrust
and dismay; “genie” stories are a staple of archival conferences.
For that reason, it is encouraging to see a respected academic pub-
lisher such as Indiana University Press issue such a book.

Unfortunately, this work has major problems. There is a real
need for a specialized guide that will lead genealogists through the
intricacies and peculiarities of working with Indiana records. Mona
Robinson’s book does some of these things. But it contains so many
errors both of omission and commission that its value is suspect.

First of all, this book desperately needed a thorough reading
by a knowledgeable United States historian. There are just too
many mistakes. Ohio is not listed among the states formed out of
the Northwest Territory. The Treaty of Paris ending the Revolu-
tionary War came in 1783, not 1787. Arthur St. Clair was governor
of the Northwest Territory, not the Ohio Territory, in 1792, and St.
Marys is in northwestern, not northeastern, Ohio. Interstate 65
only remotely parallels the Michigan Road. There are far too many
others.

More serious are the errors that will lead genealogists astray.
The County Records of Indiana Microfilming Project (CRIMP) did
not end in 1990. The 1807 territorial census does not include the
number of people in each household. The 1850 census does not in-
clude parents’ birthplaces. The 1860 Indiana census, in the opinion
of everyone I consulted, is not “notoriously difficult” to read
(p. 137). On page 139, Robinson says that Indiana birth records do
not begin until 1907, even though on page 124 she has correctly
stated that they begin in 1882. Reading page 125 would make one
think that there are no death records in county health departments
after 1899, when in fact they are there. Although the Genealogy



168 Indiana Magazine of History

Division of the Indiana State Library has an excellent collection of
census microfilm, it is not complete for every state through 1920.
A call to the Division of Vital Records of the Indiana State Board
of Health brought assurances that their marriage records begin in
1958, while Robinson says that they go back to 1882.

Perhaps most disappointing is what the work does not men-
tion, things peculiar to Indiana that one would not find in general
genealogical “how to” manuals. The discussion of county histories
on pages 152-55 is good, but there is no mention of the wonderful
every-name indexes of Indiana county histories begun by the
Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s and completed
in the 1980s by the Indiana Historical Society and the Allen
County Public Library. Even more disturbing is the omission of the
indexes of birth, death, and marriage records up to 1920 for most
Indiana counties done by the WPA, a basic starting point for most
Hoosier genealogists. Another disservice to readers is the lack of
any mention of the excellent 1860 census index done by the Indi-
ana Historical Society. Then there is Robinson’s discussion of pro-
bate records, which is good as far as it goes, but ignores one of
Indiana’s nineteenth-century peculiarities. By law, county clerks
kept two sets of probate books—order books, which provide a bare-
bones outline of actions relating to an estate, and complete records,
which contain transcripts of every document relating to an estate,
compiled at the time of settlement. The latter are often more acces-
sible and more easily used than the original files of estate papers.
Yet Robinson says nothing about them.

This book is not all bad. The section on cemeteries and reading
tombstones is first-rate. Also welcome is the author’s insistence on
careful note taking and citation of sources. This reviewer hopes,
however, that Robinson will reconsider her emphasis on photocop-
ying—the last thing that many increasingly fragile courthouse and
library volumes need is that stress. This is not “genealogy for be-
ginners,” however. I recommend the book only to the most experi-
enced genealogists who will be able to separate the useful from the
erroneous and misleading.

THoMAas D. HaMM is archivist and associate professor of history at Earlham College

in Richmond, Indiana. He currently serves as chairman of the Genealogical
Publications Committee of the Indiana Historical Society.

* * * * *

Ever since the booming interest in genealogy began in the
mid-1970s, a need has existed for a comprehensive guidebook for
the novice wishing to begin research in Indiana. Mona Robinson’s
Who’s Your Hoosier Ancestor represents the latest and possibly
most lengthy effort to date in the quest of this objective.
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Robinson divides her book into two parts. She devotes the first
section to a brief but necessary historical overview of the state,
framed to the interests of the genealogist. She discusses historical
topography and boundaries, Native Americans, early settlement
patterns and ethnic groups, providing important background infor-
mation and adding a section of notes for further reading. In one
chapter on emigrant trails, she lists the major roads that existed
during Indiana’s formative years, who used them, and how they -
affected the state’s settlement and growth. The novice and experi-
enced alike can benefit from the:clues provided about possible an-
cestral origins and migration routes.

The second part of Robinson’s book focuses on specific sources
for genealogical research. Included are chapters on military,
church, cemetery, county, and census records, as well as a section
on secondary county histories. In a readable, straightforward style,
Robinson illustrates the genealogical value of each record type
while warning of its limitations. For example, her section on cem-
etery research, arguably the best in the book, includes practical
advice on how to decipher tombstone inscriptions, how to locate
cemeteries, how to look for evidence of possible relationships based
on tombstone arrangements, and what type of apparel to wear
when doing field work. Robinson cautions the novice correctly that
carved information is sometimes wrong and should be verified,
when possible, from other sources.

But where Robinson succeeds with her explanations, she some-
times stumbles by failing to mention a crucial resource for a par-
ticular record group. In explaining the value of county histories,
she misleads the reader when she writes that these sources “are
indexed only by broad classifications” and that it can be “time con-
suming to locate an individual in an unindexed volume” (p. 155).
She seems unaware of the Indexes of Persons and Firms, which
provide every-name access to most of Indiana’s county histories, as
well as the Indiana Biographical Index, a similar though distinct
index on microfiche. Both of these are basic sources for the begin-
ner, and their omission remains a serious flaw.

Several other sections are also bereft of references to key
sources. In discussing vital records, Robinson makes no mention of
the typescript indexes by the Works Project Administration avail-
able in most genealogical libraries. In her section on wills, she fails
to mention the nine-volume Indiana Wills Index through 1880, a
basic starting-point in doing probate research. She ignores the vast
amount of periodical literature for the state, the valuable records
often published there, and the Periodical Source Index (PERSI)
that provides genealogical access to most of it. Her section on
church records contains no reference to I.. C. Rudolph and Judith
Endelman’s Religion in Indiana (1986), the most authoritative
guide to the state’s religious archives.
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In spite of these problems, much of Robinson’s approach is wor-
thy of commendation. She offers well-written discussions of those
research methodologies essential for every novice to learn before
beginning research. Her expertise is clearly in the area of primary,
rather than secondary sources. Her book could have been made bet-
ter had the publisher consulted other genealogists about the
sources used and omitted and then made the necessary additions
before going to press. ‘
JOHN D. BEATTY is a reference librarian in the Reynolds Historical Genealogy De-
partment of the Allen County Public Library. He is the author of several books and
articles, including “Genealogical Research in Indiana,” which was published in the

National Genealogical Society Quarterly (1991). He also serves on the editorial
board of the Indiana Genealogist magazine.

The publication of Who’s Your Hoosier Ancestor? Genealogy for
Beginners holds great promise. Those who have Hoosier ancestors
or who help others find forebears with Hoosier roots would appre-
ciate a comprehensive, up-to-date, and factual volume to guide the
search. Because the book is published by scholarly Indiana Univer-
sity Press, expectations are high.

Although the book has weaknesses, author Mona Robinson
succeeds overall in meeting her goal “to present the means and
methods for locating elusive ancestors who once lived in Indiana”
(page ix). Robinson, genealogical researcher and newspaper gene-
alogy columnist, has produced a serviceable guide. She covers a
broad array of topics that concern beginning researchers.

The first five chapters are packed with information on geog-
raphy, Indians, boundaries, emigrant trails, and immigrants. One
cannot successfully isolate family history research from a general
historical survey. It is historical background that gives the re-
searcher a basis upon which to conduct genealogical inquiry. Chap-
ters six through nine treat topics typically associated with
genealogical research: military, church and cemetery, county, and
census records. In addition to a discussion of the availability of
records, the author also includes useful ideas on the genealogical
value of various record types and a summary of potential problems
with their use.

The chapter on military records draws on information from
Carolynne L. Wendel Miller’s Indiana Sources for Genealogical Re-
search (1984). Unfortunately, Robinson confuses the locations of re-
cords housed by several distinct entities in the State Library and
Historical Building: the library of the Indiana Historical Society,
the Indiana State Archives, and the Indiana State Library. The
location and holdings of these agencies frequently perplex re-
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searchers, but to have this confusion perpetuated in print is a blow
both to beginning genealogists and to the institutions involved.

The last two chapters might have been even more helpful had
they been located earlier in the book since the topics they cover are
so fundamental. They are “Indiana County Histories and Other
Sources” which includes libraries along with city directories, news-
papers and mortuaries, and “Basic Genealogical Principles.” The
tenth chapter treats “other sources” and contains dated or incorrect
material in the address list of Indiana societies and libraries. A
more carefully checked and updated list would have been a greater
service to researchers. Also, the Works Progress Administration
(WPA) consolidated indexes to county histories and the WPA in-
dexes to births, marriages and deaths, indispensable tools for ge-
nealogy research in libraries, are not mentioned specifically by
name. This would have been a logical inclusion, given the thor-
ough treatment Robinson gives many other resources.

Robinson concludes by sharing sensible suggestions with the
novice. For example, she recommends contacting research facilities
in advance to arrange for a visit, an excellent idea for those on a
tight schedule. There is always a disparity between research to be
done and time available. Robinson’s practical tips will repay the
reader who heeds them.

Taken as a whole, the effect of Who’s Your Hoosier Ancestor?
on genealogy in Indiana should be positive. The beginning re-
searcher who reads the book will gain a foundation from which to
work and will benefit from Robinson’s years of work with family
history. The how-to tips and warnings about possible research and
documentation pitfalls will serve beginners well. Inclusion of incor-
rect or dated information and omission of valuable resources are
regrettable, however, since they will slow novice researchers and
will compromise the book’s credibility.
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