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General Reminders

• There are no boring ancestors, just ones 
begging to be researched more fully. 

• Locate every item that has your ancestor’s 
name. 

• Small details matter—research clues and 
broader picture of your ancestor

• Exhaust all records—not just ones that are 
easy to locate.

• Learn occupational and social history. 
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General Suggestions

• Estate records can provide clues about ancestor’s farm operation, 
financial status, and farming practices.

• Newspapers may provide a variety of minor details that provide 
insight into ancestor’s daily life. 

• Newspapers can provide background detail about the area and 
farming in general—read more than just the sentence that mentions 
your ancestor.

• Census can help compare your ancestor’s farm operation to that of 
neighbors. 
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What’s a 
“Farmer?”

• Landowner-they leave the 
most records.

• Tenant Farmer—no land 
records, but estate records if 
they had significant personal 
property.

• Farm Laborer/Farm Hand—
leave fewer records—could be 
working for parents.
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Estate Inventories

• Determine what items were used for

• Compare to other inventories

• Compare appraised value to sale 
value
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Other Estate Records

• Properties owned

• May mention leases

• Loans they made to others

• Money they borrowed

• Bills paid

• Farm operation details
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Finding Estate Inventories and Probate 
Records
• County court records

• FamilySearch Wiki may 
say where located

• Some are online at 
FamilySearch

• Search for all extended 
family members
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Court Records

• Lawsuits over inheritances

• Lawsuits over other boundary 
disputes, fence lines, livestock, etc.

• Depositions or affidavits may 
mention details of farm operation in 
addition to ownership issues, family 
relationships, etc. (depending upon 
case)
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Finding Court Records

• Usually at county level (or 
independent city in some 
places)

• May have been multiple 
courts that heard different 
types of cases

• Many are only in original 
paper format

• Some are at FamilySearch

• Search for all extended family
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Agricultural Censuses

• US 1850-1880

• Details about farming 
operation

• Compare to neighbors

• Determine what all items are
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Finding Agricultural Censuses

• Online at FamilySearch—some are online 
on subscription sites

• Usually only name farm operator

• Usually only as specific as township of 
residence
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Some Pension Applications

• In contested pensions, testimony may 
provide financial details and information 
about farm operation.
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Finding Pensions

• Generally Civil War and after are more detailed—if an 
examiner was appointed.

• For Federal Service—US National Archives

• Confederate—appropriate state archives
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General Techniques for Out-of-Print Books

• Google Books https://books.google.com/

• Archive.org https://www.archive.org

• HathiTrust.org https://www.hathitrust.org/

• BYU Library https://lib.byu.edu/collections/digital/

• FamilySearch http://www.familysearch.org

• Digital collections of local and regional libraries

• For certain historical topics, check academic libraries 
with departments in those areas
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Agricultural History

• Contemporary books about farming practice

• Contemporary books about veterinary practices

• Search books.google.com for terms found in court, probate records, 
etc. 

• Historical, social, cultural studies of appropriate groups

• Focus on material that is peer-reviewed and not simply based on 
speculation and assumptions about life

• JSTOR https://www.jstor.org/
• Database of academic articles
• Read footnotes, endnotes, bibliography of any article of relevance. 
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Plat Maps

• Detail farm sizes

• Show neighbors 

• Show other political and 
local features

• Can make nice 
illustrations if out of 
copyright. 
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Locating Plat Maps

• Local libraries, historical/genealogical 
societies, regional libraries. 

• Online techniques already discussed
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Local Newspapers

• Rural newspapers are usually full of 
gossipy information

• When families moved from one farm 
to another

• Information on crop, purchases of new 
equipment, etc. Never know what 
might make the local newspaper.

Boring Farmers No More (c) 2022 Michael John Neill 
www.genealogytipoftheday.com

19

20



3/4/2022

11

Other Periodicals

• Farming magazines—ex Farm, Field, and Fireside Collection at 
University of Illinois

• County Farm Bureau or other newsletters—start with Google 
Books to search these things. Reach out to locals who may be 
aware of digitizations of niche materials. 
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Reaching Out to Locals

• In some rural areas, reaching out to locals “in the know” is best way 
to learn of materials, sources, etc. 

• Local Library

• Local Genealogical/Historical Society or social media groups/pages

• County Courthouse Offices
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