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Abstract

The contemporary and burgeoning interest in geggadad family history research in Britain
has been identified as a ‘new national obsessid®’popularity is apparent in numerous
television and radio programmes devoted to botHirary’ and ‘celebrity’ family trees, as
well as a plethora of internet sites, computer vemfé, databases, magazines, self-help
manuals etcetera, and all these alongside massiedoaination and queries uploaded and
disseminated by individuals, groups and networkaniily treeing’, to use an idiom from the
north of England, is a social practice through \whracgood number of broader contemporary
preoccupations are revealed. As a practice, idgdles social class, confined to neither the
middle nor the working classes but it shows a bomgey and flourishing interest in the
workings of social class and in a history thatc¢bats up’ place, past and person. In the north
of England, It is inflected by a post-industriahdscape and recent experiences of social and
economic upheaval with attendant threats to workiags life and dignity, but is as much
about continuity as rupture. It reveals a preoctiapavith serendipity, fate and chance which
turn on the ethereal and mystical. It is also setige of an ‘imperative to connect’ forging
kin connections to both ancestors and newly-fouwihg relatives. This paper draws on
recent fieldwork in the north of England and att&srp look ethnographically at some of the
practices, materials and meanings of family histegearch.
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The Ancestor in the Machine

A local branch of the Lancashire Family History d#eraldry Society (FHHS) meets on the
first Wednesday of the month in the back room @&f khethodist Chapel in one of the three
towns that, together with their satellite villagesmprise a northern English borougA.
monthly newsletter informs members of the topicfofthcoming meetings and usually
includes a vignette, or two, from members abourt then family history research, as well as
gueries about specific patronyms. The hope isdhaader will recognise a hame from their
own researches and be able to shed further lighit@social life of the deceased and provide
the enquirer with further information about the galogical niche of their ancestors. At
monthly meetings, there is usually a presentatipra lyuest speaker followed by questions
and comments and then tea and biscuits. Occasioraalineeting is devoted to short ‘ten
minute talks’ from local members on their own caotreesearch, or to ‘heirlooms’, or
‘research’. The society used to meet at the Morfemple but, the chairman tells me, they
were not allowed to drink tea; now, at the Metho@bkapel, they can drink tea but can’t have
a raffle, which is regrettable, he continues, bseatiused to be ‘a nice little earner’. Neither
venue permits alcohol, which is not really an issxeept perhaps, he muses, for the
Christmas party. Tea lubricates a more generatiehit usually about things other than family
history because, as everybody knows, and as thetagc pithily put it, ‘get them started and
you can’t shut them up’. It is clear that membés to talk, not only about their ancestors but
also, and perhaps more so, about the struggladimfj them.

The talk at the first meeting | attended, which wasng the winter of 2006, was billed ‘The
Witches of Pendle’ by ‘Mrs M. Stopworth’. The spealgave an animated and amusing
account to an attentive and amused audience oft éhioly people - more women than men
(but not many more), all over the age of forty (Ioséiny not much older than that), and
ostensibly ‘English? Mrs Stopworth owns a shop called ‘Witches Galove’ the road
leading up to Pendle Hill. On Halloween, crowdspebple (some say thousands) - Goths,
Pagans, Wicca, and others ‘just out for the cradkiudge up the hill and spend the night on
its summit. Mrs Stopworth tells us that the shdpaats tourists from all over the world and
not only at Halloween. She has brought a seleabibher ‘best sellers’ to show us, they
include flying witches, small, medium and large,dmdrom wood, felt and fabric. With tall,
black hats, hooked noses and patterned ‘pinnibg’,witches sit astride broomsticks with
their black cats perching precariously behind. Tasydesigned to be hung from a ceiling by
elastic. From Mrs Stopworth’s vivid description,jstnot difficult to bring to mind a picture
her shop. It is crammed with flying witches of difént sizes, shapes and colours and bobbing
at various heights, speeds and angles accorditigetstretch of the elastic attaching them to
the ceiling and the strength of the draught from tloor that jangles as it is opened and
closed. As well as visitors from all over the worMrs Stopworth tells us, people with all
kinds of interests in witches and witchcraft visie shop and many of her customers imagine
she is a witch.

At the end of her talk, the questions and commizata the audience take the discussion on a
different tack: to the arrests, trial and hangirigeight women and two men, living in the
Pendle area, who were accused of witchcraft in 1612he gruelling and cruel walk they
suffered from Pendle to Lancaster assizes in shsckind to Alice Nutter, with whom a
number people | have met in Rossendale who arengddheir family history suspect a
connection. In many accounts of the Pendle WitchAése Nutter was the odd one out. It is
said that those on trial belonged to two destiuid feuding families and that members of
each family confessed and accused members of tier of witchcraft. Alice Nutter, by
contrast, is said to have been wealthy, catholid anandowner who did not confess to
witchcraft but probably, and conveniently for thegecution, was in the wrong place at the
wrong time. Mrs Stopworth’s talk acts as a catalgst discussion about the social history of
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Pendle Hill and its most famous ancestors. It mtesithe opportunity for the display and
performance of the knowledge of local genealogidie are as interested in excavating and
elaborating detailed social histories as they mgenealogy.

| am interested in what drives, shapes and cotesitthe contemporary and burgeoning
interest in family history in the UK. | am drawn the contemporary popularity of family
history and genealogical research in the north mafl&d through my previous research on
kinship and what | loosely glossed then as newodytive technologies (NRT). As NRT
revealed tacit assumptions about kinship - acts@raethnographic window through which
cultural and otherwise implicit understandings dfatvconstitutes a person and relatedness
could be discerned - | am interested in what thetezoporary passion for genealogical
research, what a recent report in @eardiancalled ‘our new national obsession’, might tell
us about another facet of English kinshifhis has also compelled me to look again at the
rise and demise of the Genealogical Method (GMBiitish social anthropology at a time
when a version of it is being mobilised by a langiaority of the British population.

| am purposely confining what | say to England #melEnglish, but more can and ought to be
said about the breadth of this phenomenon. Reeseiarch, from a range of social science
perspectives, has focused on the genealogicalrobsearried out by residents of what is still
frequently and oddly called ‘the new world’ who dweking for their ancestors in what is just
as oddly called ‘the old world'. In social anthrépgy, for example, Paul Basu focuses on
what he identifies as the Scottish diaspora - is tase, Australians, Canadians and New
Zealanders - who visit Scotland, physically or waity, in pursuit of knowledge of their
‘ancestral lands’ (Basu 2007). He argues that gearch has to be understood in the light of a
‘fractured modernity’ - a search for roots is arshdor a homeland in what they deem a more
authentic country than the one in which they livel an a country from which they were
expelled. The narratives of many of Basu’s genasteg@re inflected by injury and injustice
and a claim to what rightfully belongs to them erlmps, more precisely, a claim to where
they rightfully belong.

Sociologist, Ronald Lambert, is also interested\ustralian genealogists: specifically in the
emergence of an interest in ‘convict ancestry’. &hialysis draws on interviews with forty six
members of two Australian ‘convict descendent s@sé (combined adult membership
1000). Although we do not get much of a sense efstbcial life of the societies themselves,
Lambert’'s reflections on social change are pertidere. The majority of his respondents
were unaware, prior to commencing their family dvigtresearch, that one (or more) of their
ancestors was transported, as ‘a convict’, to Aliatrfrom Britain. (Lambert 2002). For
Lambert, this is indicative of the way in which fooct ancestry’ was, in the past,
stigmatised: convict ascendants were screenedfdatmily stories and effaced from family
mythologies, thus forgotten. Today, by contrashvict ancestors are prominent: they are not
only sought but also celebrated. Lambert pointa &hift from ‘shame’ to ‘pride’, which he
dates to the 19605He goes on to shows how present-day genealogsfitinhate and
accommaodate their convict ancestors by eitheritrgdhem ‘quasi-professionally’ as objects
of historical interest (thus sanitising their attaent to them as a matter of scientific
curiosity), or by minimising the crimes of their astors (by, for example, excavating
mitigating personal circumstances and empathisiii thie harsh realities and injustices of
the time). Although Lambert does not spell it othiis ability to both attach and detach
ancestors is a feature of a particular kind of tkipghinking which has been glossed, albeit
problematically, as Euro-American (Strathern 1992arsten 2000), and to which | will return
below.

Here we might also add insight from geographer €atk Nash who critiques the idea that
genealogy fixes people in places (either geographigenealogical). Her focus is on the
search by white North Americans for European, paldrly Irish, ‘roots’ and for her the

genealogical imagination questions both the 'naiess’ of the nation and ideas of cultural



The Ancestor in the Machine

purity by revealing 'diversity, uncovering interc@ction [and] charting complexity'. It can,
she writes, ‘map flows and contamination rathemtlz@anfirm pure identities and fixed
locations' (Nash 2002).

My own focus is on local genealogists who live lie horth of England: many (but not all)
define themselves as ‘born and bred’ in The VallEyey claim to belong to one of the three
main towns in the borough, to one of their satelitllages or to a specific neighbourhood
which, in turn, belongs to them. Amongst other @isina focus on family history research has
led me to think again about expertise - how itdastituted, acknowledged and enacted. The
FHHS, for example, hold regular ‘Research Eveningisich are open to non-members who
are encouraged to bring their notes and queries@sdek advice from those recognised as
experts in family history research. A number of rbens also organise ‘outreach’ activities -
sessions at local libraries to help family seelard their way not only through the paper
archives and records that the library holds but #ieugh the software - through the internet
portals and electronic databases. Family seekdrsratiome in person to a research evening
or send their queries by email or telephone viasg@etary who answers their query directly
if she can or posts it in the newsletter if she'tcAlhile many members gain their expertise
through experience and practice over time, theeeaasome who are known to have ‘a feel
for genealogy: not only are they able to manoewomfortably and agilely around the
archives but they act on hunches and ‘feelingséyTére not only able to ‘see’ things that the
inexperienced cannot, but also know (unlike theice)vhow important it is to verify
information (especially that found on the interp&s)check and double-check. Intuition needs
the back up of patient and painstaking attentioddtail. At the same time, while only some
family historians have a feel for genealogy, alimily historians have feelings about
genealogy: they are affected - moved - by what ttliegover. The stories that all family
historians tell (both those who attend the sociatyg those who pursue their interests
independently) are emotionally charged: they feajoy as well as sadness, frustration as
well as satisfaction, and empathy as well as ahjam interested in how we take account of
the emotion both invested in and elicited from gadogical research.

The Genealogical Method

The contemporary British interest in tracking dowancestors has an early *2tentury
complexion to it: it draws on the latest in infortioa technology, an unprecedented speed of
communication and ease of travel. Neverthelessel tompelled to look again at the
Genealogical Method of early 20th century socighespology. British social anthropology
came of age with the Genealogical Method (GM). Arerging discipline attempting, on the
one hand, to carve out a distinctive disciplinageritity and, on the other, to defend its
scientific rigour: kinship was the solution to tftemer and the Genealogical Method to the
latter. Kinship was the dominant paradigm of e@@} century British social anthropology,
which saw as its prime and distinctive focus ‘faoeface’ and ‘small scale’ society. The
‘genealogical method of anthropological enquiryweleped by W.H.R. Rivers and on which
he pinned his conversion from psychology to antblogy was first published in 1900. It was
like an early rapid rural appraisal technique:ithea being that the anthropologist, pressed for
time and without a (necessarily) sophisticated grafsthe relevant language, could quickly
get sense of the social structure of a villagenmailscommunity by collecting the pedigrees of
knowledgeable people. Rivers advised that you shsiart by asking informants the name of
their father and their mother, then their fathddther and their father's mother and so on.
You should also make it clear, he said, that yoatwiae name of the person'sal parents -

he was clearly confident that the real father amdher, as opposed to any other person who
might be referred to as such, could be elicitedomand straightforwardly. He writes, in the
language of the time:
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In collecting the genealogies | therefore limitegiself to as few terms as possible,
and found that | could do all that was necessath tie five terms, father, mother,
child, husband, and wife. Care had of course ttaken to limit these terms to their
English sense. The term which was open to the se&us liability to error was that
of father, but | was able to make the natives ustded very thoroughly that | wanted
the "proper father" (Rivers 1900).

In subsequent publications Rivers went on to corapdi this over determined grid of kinship,
asserting four modes:

1. Social kinship: where fatherhood and motherhdod not necessarily depend on
parturition and procreation as with adoption (Rév&rPerry 1924).

2. Genealogical kinship: which, he said, mightdeéermined by blood relationships but
can also be determined by other social procedures.

3. Relational kinship: that is, defined througle tterms of the relationship (although
ultimately he found this unsatisfactory as ‘he sidared pedigree and genealogy to
determine the terms of relationship and not tense’ (Read 2001).

4. Functional kinship: where ‘(p)ersons are regdrds kin of one another if their
duties and privileges in relation to one another those otherwise determined by
consanguinity’ (Rivers 1924 [1968]: 53).

It was this insistence on the consanguineal tieldthDavid Schneider to reject kinship as a
domain of study and to assert that ‘[i]t existsthie minds of anthropologists but not in the
cultures they study’ (Schneider 1972; Read 200%)aktused anthropologists of imposing a
European folk model of kinship onto other societisl alleged that ‘his predecessors and
contemporaries were mired in a genealogical wathioking that rested, if only tacitly, on a
view of kinship as ultimately biological’ (Parkin &tone 2004). According to Schneider,
‘[a]ll Rivers really does, then, is to say that $ip is in the first instance defined in terms of
consanguinity . . . and that sometimes social cotime alone may confirm a kinship
relationship even in the absence of a relationshigpnsanguinity but that, when it does, it is
created in the image of a consanguineal tie’ (Scdenel972:54; cited in Read 2001).
Although Schneider has been held personally resiplensor the demise of kinship in
anthropology in the 1970s and indirectly respomrsibt it reincarnation in the 1990s, he was
of course developing arguments that had been mefteeband elsewhere (Edwards 2009).
The relationship between kinship as an analytioalstruct and kinship ‘on the ground’ — or
kinship as anthropological model and as empirieality — had already been hotly debated
(Harris 1990), and the Genealogical Method wasadlyeout of favour by the 1960s. But |
think it fair to say that, in the rejection of theethod, the proverbial baby was thrown out
with the bathwater and kinship went down the dveith the ‘tool box'.

In retrospect, the GM was neither as fixed nomélexible as its critics have made out and it
is worth recalling Rivers’ own observation that lghjjenealogical kinship may be based on
blood ties it can also be based on other sociat@utions. The mistake, it seems to me, has
been to conflate genealogical kinship with gendiitship® | am reminded of Rebecca
Cassidy’s observations on race horse and horserogerealogies in Newmarket, England
(Cassidy 2002). The genealogical diagrams thatviddal members of prominent racing
families made for Cassidy were, she writes, ‘miggiat anyone who was not associated with
racing, so long as they didn’t provide any linksather racing families’. Cassidy tried to
persuade her informants not to do this, but thegyed the point. Eventually a compromise
was reached. According to Cassidy, ‘we put a diagtine through non-racing folk ... this
has the bizarre effect of recording reproducticat tpparently takes place from beyond the
grave’.
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Cassidy’s amusing account raises the question aft whgenealogical diagram should look
like. What is the relationship between the livirgngalogy produced as social commentary -
in process, unfinished and indeed unfinishable d #me genealogical diagram of the
anthropologist - necessarily truncated and forpitspose complete, albeit partial? In his
recent book ‘Lines: a brief history’, Tim Ingoldsal goes back to Rivers and the GM. The
line of the genealogical chart, he argues, ‘neittp@ws nor flows butconnects (Ingold
2007). He points to the distinction at the backRifer's mind between pedigree and
genealogy, which John Barnes was to elaborate rasist iupon fifty years later. For Barnes,
the pedigree is the genealogical statement madeebiynformant ‘orally, diagrammatically or
in writing’, whereas genealogy is the statemerthefethnographer as field record or analysis
- one belongs to the realm of culture and the odhince. Of course, what is interesting here
is the work (effort) required to maintain a separatetween these two realms (and indeed
local historians produce both genealogies and peeky but this is not what Ingold is
concerned about (at least here): his interesttiseémature of the lines themselves. For Ingold,
the consanguineal line of the genealogy is ‘a cotuneand the genealogical chart is purged
of the ‘elegant tracery and ornamentation of theigree’: each of the persons on the
genealogical chart signified by the small femaleles and male triangles is ‘immobilised on
one spot, their entire life compressed into a sirgisition within the genealogical grid, from
which there is no escape’. In Ingold’s elegantidioThe lines of the genealogical chart do
not go out for a walk, as those of the traditiopediigree do’ (2007: 111). Instead they follow
the logic of the dotted line forming an ‘assembfypoint-to-point connectofg2007: 113).
Put in a broader context, and in the light of Imt®Iprevious work on how people do not
simply occupy but rather inhabit environments, éerss to be arguing that while residents of
‘western’, cosmopolitan societies live in fragmehtnvironments which are assemblies of
connected elements (like the genealogy), they tlesiess thread their way through these
environments tracing paths as they go. Best thensdys, to shift from the paradigm of
assembly (connecting up points) to the paradigth@fvalk.

Ethnographically the walk is useful in thinking aibéhe meanderings in the doing of family

history - the digressions family historians tala, dxample, into finding out more about what
a particular occupation, inscribed on a census fantailed; or to speculate on the living

conditions in either small and overcrowded housetame and spacious mansions; or to
dwell on the experience of high infant mortality afife serviced by servants including wet

nurses. The walk is also usefully applied to theegdogical diagrams they produce - the lines
do more than connect up people they catch themnapcarry them (in more than one

direction). Family historians also talk about cogito dead ends - to cul-de-sacs - to lines
that end abruptly.

Ingold’s ideas resonate with Deleuze and Guattdiiiss of flight’ and their commentary on
the need for mediators (Deleuze & Guattari 198&rC8& Kwinter 1992). In his criticism of
the retrenchment of philosophy back to eternal emland to reflection on things rather than
movement, Deleuze writes of the relationship betweet, science and philosophy (as
aggregate, function and concept) and asks how, tivi ‘different rhythms and movements
of production’, is it possible for them to intergdi992: 283)? For him, they are separate
melodic lines in constant interplay with one anotl@d, in all three, creation requires
mediators. Mediators tend to be, in his examplégrgpeople (his, for example, is Guattari),
but they can also be plants or animals. The psitihat having found mediators you can say
what you want to say.

It seems to me that family history research inrnbeth of England marries art, science and
philosophy. At least as they are imagined by Dedeauzd Guattari: the art of creating sensory
aggregates, the science of ordering, archiving @hecting-up, and a philosophy which
mobilises concepts, in this case, of fate and ahamcich project the person outside the
mundane, secular world. The ancestors - the nodethe family tree - are the mediators.
They are caught (up) in what Deleuze, followingnfimaker Pierre Perrault, calls legending.
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In his 1963 filmPour la suite du mondeRerrault enters into ‘a collaborative process of
invention’ with the Québécois islanders and fishemmwho are the subject of his film. As the
fishermen, at the instigation of Perrault, reerthet abandoned practice of building weirs
(which they used to do to catch dolphins), theyeshheir memories of the past and narrate
the ancestral and hunting lore with which they tamiliar. The camera catches them, in
Perrault's words, ‘in a state of legending’ andtheir legending they are creating a new
collectivity with its own community lore. For Deleg, they are ‘fabulating without being
fictive’ (Bogue 2004). In their legending, the miaaised Québecois islanders invent and
reinvent themselves in the face of the imperialgsrd orthodoxy of high French culture. | am
struck by the notion of legending and am intergstimwhat gets ‘caught up’ in fabulation. If
narrating ancestors in the north of England - elaimg their social lives and their
genealogical positions which are processes entailéamily treeing - are states of legending
(fabulations not fictions), then what kind of newllectivities are narrated into being and in
the face of what perceptions and practices of matigiation?

Catching-up

In what follows, | move around the Valley: from tiamily History Society (FHHS) I
introduced earlier, to a neighbouring town in whidiave carried out research on and off for
twenty years and which | have called Alltown. | raobetween (catch and catch-up with)
individuals who are searching for their ancestodependently and those who guide and give
advice to other family seekers and who know theweselnd are known by others to be
experts. The materiality of ‘family treeing’, toaia local idiom, is central: the paper pedigree
and two dimensional family tree; the accompanyinchi@es of photographs, certificates
(birth, marriage and death), maps and letters;otdbjef evidence such as the inscription on a
tombstone, a family bible, or a memorial, as wellthe family ‘heirloom’ passed down
through generational hands. What kind of narraivewoven from these heterogeneous
materials and how are they configured and refig@edboth social and personal and, above
all, significant?

On my return to Alltown in late 2006, | lodged wighformer neighbour and made contact
with people | already knew some of whom | had regrsfor several years. | had to be
brought up to speed - told what | should know atdit had missed: what had happened to
who, when and how. | was asked about my son, lieefamy parents, my house and my
work. What was | doing back in Alltown? It surpriseo one that, as a social anthropologist, |
was interested in family treeing. Everybody | spé&eseemed to know somebody who was
doing it, and everybody had seen one or more oftelevision programmes dedicated to
celebrity genealogy. | was passed on to relatives)ds, neighbours and colleagues.

| started going to The Nat agdihike the small public libraries in this region Bfigland (and

| suspect elsewhere across Britain), The Nat hak enmew lease of life with the rising
popularity of family history research. Visitors na@me on a Thursday evening when the
library and museum are open to the public to cdrthd back run of the local newspaper
(bound copies since 1865), to look at old photolgsapooks and maps, and to consult records
that have been deposited at The Nat over many .y&hes new photo librarian is an avid
‘family tree-er’ (her words) and is delighted tolheeople with their research. She has
designed and launched a web page which report®ioovn research but also, significantly,
and for the first time, promotes The Nat outsidioMin.

| also went to meet Paul, the youth worker basetherarge, and what used to be infamous,
council estate. He remembers me and reminds mehéhatas a Goth when | first met him
(almost twenty years ago) and that | interviewed hnd his friends when they were members
of the theatre group attached to the youth cluturits out he is going to be getting ‘the kids’
to do some family history with elderly residents thie estate. His aim, he says, is to work
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with ‘the younger end’ and get the younger teergdmzfore they reach the age when they are
out and about on their own and potentially disngtio interview elderly residents and to ask

them about their lives and the changes they hateessed in the town generally and on the

estate specifically.

My landlady, Barbara, took me to meet her cousid &is wife. Her cousin has been
researching ‘the family’ for many years, she sayst she has some doubts about how
accurate all his findings are. She also invitestmeome and talk to the Baptist bible class
again. Six years previously | had recorded a caatem with them about NRT. Barbara tells
me they remember our discussion and are keen fotonwgsit again. The class meets one
morning a month in the house of a key member ofjtbep. The meeting begins with prayer,
followed by a reading from the bible and a hymn &nein occasionally a talk by a guest
speaker. This is followed by tea, cakes and more&sation and the meeting ends with a
prayer. Just as in our last meeting, members ofjithep engaged animatedly with the subject
and were happy for me to record our discussion.yTdleo, like last time, prayed with
sincerity for the success of my research. The mgetvealed that they had all, unbeknownst
to each other, either ‘dabbled’ in family histohemselves or have a relative who has.

There has been a different quality to the stranfieddwork at the FHHS, which, although
changing over time, has been more formal and inymaays more circumscribed than
fieldwork in Alltown. This is partly because | oniyeet members of the society at monthly
meetings® And partly because my peculiar status as a somihropologist (with a
proclaimed interest in the phenomenon of familydrisresearch itself) is compounded by the
fact that | am not tracing my family history at, &t alone in The Valley.

It might be worth saying at this point that mangdbgenealogists insist that for me to fully
understand the process of family history researat well as the excitement, frustration and
obsession the search for ancestors generates | 8teruld do it myself; that is, | should do
my own ‘family tree’. Up to now, | have demurrechi§ compelled one local genealogist in
Alltown to do it on my behalf. The result, preseht®® me in the form of a computer
generated ‘all in one tree of John Joseph Frosy ifiother’s father), was surprising, not least
because it began from my mother’s father who my ¢amily would not consider the best
relative to highlight. My father’'s father (with tteame name as my father) and his siblings
took the genealogical place of my father and Huirgjs who were missing from the chart.
The family tree, with its errors, generously progdion my behalf shows how much can be
discovered with so little information and at themsgatime the limits to what can be
‘discovered’. On the one hand, it highlights theoamt of information available on the
internet and how little initial detail is neededarder to spin a relatively complex web (my
genealogist had garnered little about me prioretioresearch: not much more than | was born
in Liverpool and that my mother’s maiden name wass}. On the other hand, the ‘all in one
tree of John Joseph Frost’ reveals the limitsrifotimation’, showing how other personal and
intimate knowledge is required in order for it te put together (caught-up) in a meaningful
manner. My genealogist has connected up my kim#@rwhereas | would have had to go for
a walk. The ‘all in one tree of John Joseph Frizstlso interesting in what it reveals about
the increasingly diminishing domain of privacy, apmity and ability to remain silent
(unknown). This last point has interesting methodalal and ethnographic implications. It
challenges anthropological conventions of maintajrprivacy, of both researcher as well as
researchee; it opens to scrutiny the decisionsrésaiarchers make about what they choose to
reveal about themselves (there is no hiding plaa#iile this only underscores (in a different
way) what is readily recognised as the intersuhjeatature of ethnographic research, it is
also an example of what many see as the contenypoxarioad of ‘information’. What
Strathern calls the tyranny of transparency and el the tyranny of
expression/communication: ‘... the problem is no kmggetting people to express
themselves, but providing little gaps of solitudw ailence in which they might eventually
find something to say’ (1992: 288).
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Relative on the microfiche

The doing of family history research is as, if mobre, significant than the results. Local
genealogists describe the obsessive nature of rdmarch and how it is like detective work
with clues leading to other clues. The more oneaks/the more there is to discover. The
idiom of putting flesh or meat on bones is freqlentobilised: for many, the pedigree is the
skeleton on which the detail - the flesh - is |la&gerOne of the beauties of family history
research for the people with whom | am workingtssimfinitude: a new affine, for example,

even a daughter's new boyfriend, provides a whdffierént set of connections to explore:

and an adoption, instead of curtailing genealogitainection, presents a new conundrum.
The excitement of discovery features in the nareatiof all the family historians | have

spoken to, as does the thrill of the chase. ListeMr Jones who describes a moment of
breakthrough - what he calls a Eureka momenthérMormon Templé.

Mr Jones On Tuesday | went to the Mormons ... | t&nbw whether you have ever
been?

Jeanette Not yet.

Mr Jones They have these microfiches and we fouwé could never find Harriet's

[his wife’s] great grandma - but we found hestiveek on a microfiche.

He describes his excitement at the discovery: hewarfd his daughter-in-law punched the air
above their heads and let out a football-suppditea-of cry on finding his wife’s great
grandma. In his words again:

That night we found Mabel, there were a bloke camewe were in a room on our
own - and he says, ‘what’s all the noise, it souilasa football team scoring a goal'.
It were ‘Yes! We've found her!

Genealogical research is emotional work. Familgitrg is likened to detective work where
leads that go nowhere frustrate and discoveriesteexand where disappointment and
doldrums are interspersed with joy and elationadidition coming to know the life of an
ancestor evokes feelings of sadness, pride, trivmtigtiain etc. and family historians express
fondness for some ancestors and antipathy towah#&s o Adam Reed identifies something
similar in his description of a literary societyliondon. He is interested in the act of solitary
reading, and describes the obsessive and imaginatialities members take to their reading
of the novels, in this case, of Henry Williamsonembers of the society are passionate
readers and in the words of Reed:

They dwell on the quality of their engagement wliterature, in particular those

cherished moments of reverie or rapture. Indeegl stilitary reading experience is
presented as an emotional investment, drawing owtefdul and often unexpected

depths of feeling that lead them to question whey thre and how they perceive the
world around them (Reed 2002).

Members of the FHHS describe their enthusiasmduonilly history in terms of both obsession
and emotion: discovering detail of the social |dé their ancestor evokes joy, sadness,
antipathy etc, and clues lead to more clues. @fést is what gets elided in their ‘obsession’:
does a sustained focus on a dead relative, for peancome at the expense of living
relatives? Are immediate family members ignoredthia concentration on the distant? In
searching for ancestors, how far do family treessape family’? The local genealogists |
know seem to me, thusfar, to supplement thrivingaametworks of family and/or friends
with more.
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It is clear that internet has fed the burgeonirtgrigst in family history research. Paul Basu
describes how, for his informants, it is both reskdool (mobilised to find links and organise
data) and a medium (the forum where interactioredaglace) (Basu 2007). Clearly the
internet, and the ready availability of civil re&ion records, church registers and census
records for 1871, 1881, 1891 and 1901 (and novalffii, as many local family historians
would say, 1911), as well as the masses amoumtf@fimation uploaded by individuals and
groups across the country, is a prime mover in libegeoning contemporary interest in
genealogical research in England. People ask guestanswer queries, share information
and upload both their records and the narrativeg tnaft from their findings on the internet.
They also communicate with each other and with pefglnd kin by email, messenger
services and in chat rooms. But not everybody tleeinternet: not everybody is ‘connected’
and even if they are, not necessarily so all theetiMany other technologies and media
facilitate genealogical research: paper, microfidhkevision, teletext, inscriptions on graves,
memorials, heirlooms. The genealogy industry is bigh a constant flow of new printed
media - magazines and books - as well software datdbases. Genealogical tourism is
booming with travel agents and tour operators srgatew niches in homeland, genealogy
and war cemetery tours. In addition to producingirttown web pages, local genealogists
produce and disseminate newsletters, pamphletsraps (indicating, for example, former
parish boundaries), photographs and their own figgli Some Valley family treers have
painstakingly transcribed, by hand, parish recoo#gsisus forms, gravestone and memorial
inscriptions, war records and more - reams of @xofhe sheer volume of unpaid labour that
continues to go into transcribing, recording andkimg available various records, and the
altruism embedded in the efforts on behalf of unkmothers is striking®

Local genealogists express antipathy towards tbfegsional genealogist who charges for his
or her service but who may draw on information tisafreely available or that has been
collected and collated through the voluntary labmiusthers. Much has been written about the
way in which the commoditisation of kinship in tbentext of NRT provokes disquiet. There
is a commonly expressed aversion amongst the Engiisiongst others, to commercial
surrogacy arrangements, or to buying and sellimgeges, and people are acutely aware of the
inequality implied in the privatisation of fertijittreatments (Edwards 2002; Edwards 2004).
As well as refusing to accept the commercialisatibtheir role, local genealogists also resist
commoditisation of the genealogy. As a kinship objé ought to be kept outside the realm
of the market. Their attempt to keep the commegatbn of genealogical research at bay,
while at the same time consuming tons of magazieesymercial software, television
programmes and so on, is intriguing and somethiognit pursue here, but it might worth
keeping in mind for when we come to their roleiasaf experts.

In the machine

Martin flips open his Psion, Series 5, hand helganiser - it's about 6” wide and 4” high -
and with its pen-like stylus he taps on the keybaard looks intently at the tiny screen - a
few more taps - a studied silence - and then tagtenishment of the woman who has asked
him if he has any information about her great urkcled Perry, proceeds to tell her where he
is buried (Newchurch cemetery), when he died (188® names of those buried with him,
when they died, when he was born, when he marnddfaally, the plot number of his grave

- which, he says, he can show her on the schemmstjr of the same cemetery over on the
other side of the room and, furthermore, if she twdre can take her to the grave tomorrow
because it is difficult to find as many of the aldgavestones have fallen down and the plots
are overgrown. The woman’s jaw drops, before thmpeadoes. She is taken aback. She was
clearly not expecting this, and certainly not scchinformation in such a short space of time.
She’s been stuck, she had already told us, forieewdmable to go further with this particular
branch of her family. Her initial bewilderment clg@s to delight - which she expresses in a
sharp shriek fading to an awed silence. ‘How didi yado that?’, she eventually asks.
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Meanwhile, Martin is insouciant. He has got theitigndown perfect and is familiar with the
effect. He has found the woman’s ancestor, and mes&les, in his machine. | have seen this
happen four or five times now. | have also withddglartin drawing a blank - the person he’s
looking for is not on his database - but he cadhistpress with a snippet of information, not
required but nevertheless interesting, about sotebtse: perhaps somebody with the same
name but, unfortunately, with the wrong date.

There are, of course, many people who were bowhar lived in The Valley who are not
buried there and Martin started his database bychirag burial records with gravestone
inscriptions. A few weeks later, | get a chancagk him about it. He had agreed to talk to me
about the database on his palm top and, as | diisrapartment, | fiddle with my new
recording machine which is a very small Olympusitdlgecorder with which | am not yet
confident and, if | am honest, still somewhat emted. Martin approves, he tells me he sells
them in his shop (he is a manager in what was Bixard is now Curry’s Digital). ‘They are
very compact’, he says, and agrees with me thatjtiadity of the recording is excellent but,
he hastens to add (as | randomly push the tinyefoltitton and murmur in its direction
‘testingtestingtestingonetwo’) he doesn’t know hibmy work.

| sit facing a large television screen, which Inthimust be state of the art. The television is
turned on and shows a teletext page with an endrdrng somebody looking for the Hiltons
of Bromborough. Not familiar with teletext, | aska¥in about it. He scrolls through the
various enquiries posted and explains how you miglbgnise a name from your own
research and be able to provide the enquirer wittueial lead. Local genealogists, it strikes
me, seem to be constantly alert to the possitbfitgelping out unknown others: of providing
sought-for information promptly and accurately.

In a talk entitled ‘An email too many and a goote far’ presented by the secretary of the
FHHS a couple of weeks before my meeting with Nbarshe read out a news clipping that
she had accidentally come across when ‘googlinghething else. The newspaper piece
mentioned that Martin was in his early fifties aadgrandfather. He looks younger and is
dapper. Other members of the society, both maldemdle, some of whom are younger than
him and others not much older, tend to treat hirthwe kind of affection older people

reserve for younger people. Sitting in his livimpm, facing the television screen which lists
queries from around the country, surrounded by é@family photographs, and with a small
digital recorder on the coffee table between wssk Martin how he got interested in family
history.

Do you remember in 1991 there was an enquiry in.tieree Press of somebody who
wanted to know somebody that lived in Hawthorn?l.went to see if | could find it
and match it against the marriage records, whictevea microfilm at [the] library,
with what was on the gravestones to.try and build up a better picture. And ...
because it was an Australian in Melbourne, and because my brother lived in
Melbourne, | had this obligation to help. But itnedefore the internet.

Needless to say | did not remember the enquirhénRree Press in 1991, but that is beside
the point. The obligation to help, that Martin appeto feel keenly, threads through the rest
of our conversation. He remembers that | had caigirasked if | could talk to him about the
database on his palmtop and he is quite takenéidta that what he has is a database, while
at the same time suggesting that it is much mae that. In his words again:

And so all this, what people think is data, is Ijieces of a jigsaw puzzle. You try to
build up a picture of people that once existed t@ejmu did and you try to think ‘well
how did they manage without all the mod cons thelvergot?’ and ‘what kind of life
did they lead?’. By helping people, | found thahdeded to get more data. For
instance, Hawthorn cemetery records were heldeaVdiley and | had to keep going
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down there and saying ‘who’s in that grave?’ beeabg obtain[ing] the grave
records you knew whether [you could go back] twdloee generations. And then
each of those names could be matched against dhe oensuses, either 1901, 1891,
or 1881 ... so you're building up a bigger picturait Bhe names themselves don't
mean anything. | remember somebody saying - ‘Ohdflects dead people’ .[but]
what | was doing was sitting there and copyingafuhe index books ... | would sit
there for a couple of hours ... on my days off, ia #fternoon. | would go for about
two hours at a time, and I'd probably write downOlaybe 150 names, but of
course it was week afteveek, and month after month ... | transcribed thst finree
volumes from April 1902 to July 1969 and then Iugbt, ‘that's enough that’. | had
8307 names. | was just doing it [then] with pen gagber ...But then Hawthorn
cemetery with 8,307 names just didn't seem eno{lgkanwhile] | had joined the
Family History group, so [as] a kind of contributito that branch, | decided to do
Rawthorn’s burial records which had 20,000 names.

So Martin had 28,307 names in his palm and negatih name an age, a grave number and a
last address. ‘To make the picture complete’, lea tlvent looking for matching marriages in
the local church records and was able to creater @blumns: ‘not only did | have a burial’,
he says, ‘I then had a marriage and most impotthatl a parent’. He turned his attention to
other burial sites in the region and his databasd¢irtued to grow. Its creation fuelled, he tells
me, by curiosity, a desire to help people and asrdribution to the FHHS. The disjuncture
between the hard slog of copying records by hamtl@moriously entering them into a mini
computer, and the flourish with which they areiested in response to a specific request is
striking. Like the medium connecting mundane aridtapl domains, Martin conjures up the
ancestor with a performance that is appreciatechisyaudience. Members of the FHHS
recognise that some people have more of a fealldorg genealogy than others. There is a
mastery of technique whereby practice and expegibudd up an expertise at navigating the
archives - a skilled practice which is acquiredrdirae. But there is more - some people have
more of a feel for the archive than others: theyifise intuition to great effect and are more
adept than others not merely at following cluesdiutecognising a clue when they see one.

| ask Martin why he thinks people get interestedaimg their family history.

| think sometimes the curiosity starts when thera death in the family .their great
granddad has died and they suddenly realise thgitdon’t know much about him. So
for the ordinary person this starts the curiositlyfmily history, then they need to go
further back and further back. And that's wherecaa help, but ... we are a bit old-
fashioned - people used to come to us and ask a$ wi&'ve got, but now most
people don't have to join the societies they camp$y connect to the internet. They
can stay more and more at home and they find thatitternet is just a gigantic
library, and they can get to somebody the othee sifdithe world who might be a
possible connection.

Martin recognises that the role of the family higtsociety - self-fashioned to promote family
history research, to provide expertise and to letse who do not know where to start or
those who have reached a ‘dead-end’ - might nowedandant. The society might be old-
fashioned, anachronistic even, as people increlgsirsg the internet alone at home and forge
connections and exchange information independenmitly others around the world. Yet, a
spin-off group from the FHHS in a local library gahore queries and attracts more visitors
than it can easily deal with, and the monthly nmegiof the FHHS usually have an audience
of between twenty and thirty people. Like membdr$toe Nat (Edwards 2000), members of
the FHHS are known (and know each other) for sjesffecialisms: one for local cemeteries
and burial records, another for war graves, anotfeer the history of a particular
neighbourhood, another for monumental inscriptiand so on. Expertise is distributed and
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allocated and members frequently note that ‘if wa'dknow something, we know somebody
who will’.

At the same time, members take seriously the respility entailed in revealing to somebody
something about their ancestors that they did mowwk ‘you can’'t know how people will
react’, one member told me, ‘when they find outytlee not who they thought they were’.
The implication of genealogy for one’s self knowdeds stark. The genealogists are acutely
aware that in matters of kinship what is known @drive unknown. Towards the end of our
conversation, Martin remarks, almost as an afteight

| can’'t do my family history because of my mum’scaimstances. She was a prisoner
of war and was taken prison from Western Ukraiod, think for me it's a substitute:
not being able to do my family history, but beingeato do family history for my
local area.

Inscribing kinship on behalf of others, and doiremealogical work, roots Martin here in his
home town - where he was ‘born and bred’. His sesfseontributing to his ‘local area’
resonates with other ethnography of Britain whiglawb attention to the way in which
notions of ‘belonging’, whether to places or peisoentails notions of reciprocity (e.g
Edwards 2000, Cohen 1982, Frankenberg 1957 andosggbutors to Edwards, Macdonald
and Savage 2006). Belonging is imagined in botimdaupon, and contributions to, places,
persons and pasts which in turn project a futum Martin’s contribution is enduring and
diffuse. Both his observations and practice enageinas to look at the dynamic processes of
genealogy, at its materialities and performanced,ta avoid being fixated by its potential to
fix.

Class and contingency

As | mentioned above, the Nat's photo librariaramsavid family historian. | shall call her
Joyce. She is in the process of identifying anaking the Nat's extensive collection of old
photographs. She has developed a web page whitldésc details about her own family
history research, a list of Nat resources, suclthasfull and bound, albeit disintegrating,
collection of the local newspaper from 1863, andreage of old photographs with captions.
The web page encourages people to visit The Nat,Jagice fields numerous queries from
people looking for ancestors in Alltown and itsediite villages. As | also mentioned earlier, |
think it fair to say that ‘family treeing’ has ginelrhe Nat a new lease of life (as it has many
local libraries, many of which now have a dedicategimber of staff to field family history
enquiries).

For Joyce, doing her family tree has revealed tioenment role her ancestors played in the
town. Participating in Alltown’s history, deepenarttonnection. In her words:

| was born in Strawthorn [a satellite village] alinked in Alltown for eighteen odd
years - | never felt really connected to it untilitt me family tree and realised an
my nana’s side just how much her family had to dth weally important people [in
the town] like the mayor. My great granddad mustehgone and had meals with the
mayor and stuff like that because of the positibat the had. He was only an
overlooker in a cotton mill but because he washmsé various hospital boards and
Alltown’s trade’s council he would have had lunadadinners with all these, you
know, noble people. And I am thinking ‘well, me daever told me anything about
that’. So | do feel more connected to Alltown artca®thorn and | think it's a good
thing.

For Joyce the knowledge that her nana’s family lobbed with important people in the town
- the discovery, for example, that her great gratidfr who was a working man took up civic
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responsibilities on the hospital board and thee'sadouncil - connects her more firmly to the
town and renders the boundaries between her owityfamd what she calls ‘noble people’
less firm. Her marginalisation is mitigated.

According to Paul Basu, the search for Scottishtsroand the ensuing ‘homecoming’
narratives and experiences act to deepen classtydar members of the Scottish diaspora.
His genealogists dwell on the injustice and ineitypalf the past where land was forcibly
stolen from their ancestors who were forced to eatigand seek their fortune and livelihood
elsewhere. Drawing on Paul Heelas’'s work on new agewements, Basu identifies a
‘demodernisation impulse’ amongst his informantsm® ‘homecomers’, for example, draw
parallels between their own and Aborigine land ki Both, they claim, suffered injustice
and had their ancestral homes taken away from tHdra. white Australian settlers thus
confirm and affirm their connections to their ancashome in Scotland and, according to
Basu, are ‘imagining a home and a past from adradtmodernity’ (Basu 2007).

| could also argue that for many of the people |working with in this area of England
modernity is fractured. Many long-term residentgehaxperienced a decline in the quality of
community - the closure of mills and factories, Brahops and local markets, the exodus of
the sons and daughters who can leave, the probiéraroin use amongst some of those who
cannot - incomers who, it is said, play no paforal life because they commute to work and
they shop and play, and otherwise spend their moglesgwhere. However rather than only
deepening class identity in the way that Basu ifleatfor the Australian genealogists, | want
to suggest that genealogical research in the mdiimgland also renders class identity a more
arbitrary phenomenon. It does indeed, as Basu stgygarovide a deeper understanding of
the historical workings of social class, but inrpio it has the potential of casting class as a
more fickle and capricious phenomenon.

Stories are told of those who start ‘family treéiagd stop abruptly because they find a
distasteful relative, or an unpalatable truth, buth examples are presented as out of the
ordinary, as evidence of the narrow mindednessho$d who want only an unblemished
ancestry, or of those who are in a sense ‘soc@snmagining that that their social standing
will be diminished by the revelation of a convisgy, in the family. Most family tree-ers
cheerfully embrace the wild one, the black shelep,skeleton in the closet - these characters
go with the territory and indicate an idiosyncraggd non-conformity which can be
appropriated safely from a distance. As one societynber put it ‘we family historians wear
scandals like medal$®.Even though family myths may be confounded indtsgovery that
things were not as they seerrtéd.

Often, what intrigues the English about the cetghgenealogy, exemplified in the popular
television series ‘Who do you think you are’, i thoor relative: the grandmother, for
example, who died destitute in the workhouse or gheat grandfather who worked in
abysmally dangerous conditions as a navvy - corlererhat intrigues about the ‘ordinary’
person’s genealogy is the discovery of wealth, fameé fortune’ Of interest are the links
that are made prominent and the ancestors that commatter - ‘the differences that make a
differences’. Genealogy acts as a leveller smogtbint differences and inequalities between
people which, in other fora, are construed as mnat

Serendipity, fate and chance
Local genealogists reveal to people links that atfeerwise hidden and act as mediators
between the past and the present and between ¢kstars and the living. In this sense, they

figure more as shaman than as archivist. In thewats people give of and for their research,
serendipity, fate and chance are prominent. Nagatabout ‘family treeing’ almost always
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touch on the accidental. Moreover, in the tellisgrendipity accrues meaning and turns
quickly to fate: to what was meant to be. Let meegivo examples out of many.

Mrs Massey started researching her family histdtgrahe death of her son who died of
Duchennne Muscular Dystrophy. She was interestetismover if there was a history of the
disease in her family. She thought that perhapsetihvas but that people just never talked
about it in the past. She knew her great grandmdtheé six sons and Mrs Massey wanted to
know how they had died. She started by joining temily History Association in
Manchester and visited their library.

Anyway | was browsing around there one day. | knew family were from
Lincolnshire - this is my grandma’s family. So kded browsing through these
family history booklets - you know all these asations publish something every so
often - | picked up one started to flick throughdahere is this Arthur Lewis of
Doncaster - now my family are the Lewis’ of DoneasfAnd | looked at it and all the
names he was researching were all the names leseaanching and | thougwow’!

... It was the first one | picked up! Maybe | wouldve found it eventually - but |
could not believe it - it was just there ... fate .selnt him an email and he emailed
back straight away and he says ‘My grandfatheryoas grandmother’s brother!

Mrs Massey eventually found out that none of gggahdmother’s sons died of Duchennne,
confirming what she had suspected, but she caonduer research anyway - by now, she tells
me, she had ‘the bug’. She has met up with Artingt they both talk via MSN to another
newly discovered cousin in Australia and the thaee planning to meet up, she says, in
Alltown, Doncaster or Adelaide. At present Mrs Masdhas no money and the cousin in
Adelaide is ill and cannot travel but neverthelié$s the juxtaposition of ‘Alltown, Doncaster
or Adelaide’, in one breath, that gives pause liought: that gives this endeavour a very 21st
century complexion.

The second example is from the research of anddual genealogist and it shows the
interrelatedness of serendipity and materialityemehfate and objects (both of which mediate
relations to the past and the present) collide.a®omnally, instead of a guest speaker or a
research evening, the monthly meeting is desigredegh ‘heirloom evening’. Joanna Harvey
is a long serving member of the society and shébbas doing her own family history on and
off for many years. Her research got a boost, slie ime, when her brother, while bird
watching, accidentally came across a chapel witiraveyard that contained a ‘bunch’ of
Harvey graves. Over several years she looked upllvecords and came across and swapped
notes with other Harvey’s one of whom had traceddarly ancestors to Gisburn Forest and
to 1797. She became intrigued by her Great Unctk Harvey who was killed in the First
World War and her piecing together of his shoe kihd brutal death provoked an interest in
the thirty four other young men, listed alongsidedTHarvey, on the war memorial in the
Parish Church of a relatively small village in therth eastern corner of the borough. She is
compiling and collating family and residential infieation about each of the men including
photographs of them and of their burial places nyna war cemeteries in France and
Belgium. She is struck by how many of the men anwlar memorial were siblings, cousins
and/or neighbours. Between 1915 and 1918, she smgsly all the young men of this
particular village joined-up, together with theiegss, as soon they reached the age of
seventeen. She is also struck by the fact that laléthe young village men who enlisted had
at least one deceased parent. Joanna explainswimm, you do this kind of research, you
have to check and double check: accuracy, she &ysucial. She went on an ancestry
website, for example, and could easily have mistakee of ‘her men’ with a man recorded
on the site. ‘My man’, she tells me, ‘was moarried and had | not double-checked | might
have had him married to Jane Smethers!’. If sheaind a definite marriage record herself,
as opposed to a secondary source, she would ratieesays, leave the detail out than run the
danger of ‘going down the wrong line’. In her war@iéou have got to be careful to sort out
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the facts especially on somebody else’'s ancestdts’s obligation towards accuracy is
something that all the local genealogists mentiod & is often couched in terms of a
responsibility towards both the dead and theimbivdescendents. It is from this perspective
that they criticise both the International Genegdabindex (IGl) compiled by the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the telewipimgrammes which hide the hard slog and
make it look so easy.The visitor who comes to the meeting and asksHeir ‘family tree’

as if it can be compiled from ‘thin air’ thus fallato the category of the naive. Local
genealogists convey a notable ethos of care amat@th to detail. They also take their
pastoral duties and responsibilities seriously.

Joanna brought her Great Uncle Ted’'s war meddlsetdeirloom evening. Another member,
Maddie, brought in a gold locket which had belondedher Great Auntie Lois. Joanna
describes how at ‘heirloom evenings’ participantsugp around small tables and take it in
turn to talk about the object they have broughhwmeeting. On this occasion, Joanna talked
about her Great Uncle Ted whose medals she showddwhose name is on the war
memorial which is the subject of her ongoing reseaMaddie talked about the gold locket
which had belonged to her Great Auntie Lois in Wwhiwo tiny photos are encased. At some
point, with a crawling sensation at the back of heck, Joanna realised they were talking
about the same person. Aunt Lois’ fiancé, killedha war, whose photograph was lodged in
the locket, was Great Uncle Ted. Maddie’s Greattiunois had been engaged to be married
to Joanna’s Great Uncle Ted. Joanna recalls howaseMaddie were ‘gobsmacked’. Lois
had never figured in the family mythology that h@ctulated in Joanna’s family, while in
Maddie's family it was always known that Auntie kdiad tragically lost her fiancé in the
war but nothing was known of him and no detailsuaited. It turns out that Maddie also had
some postcards that Ted had sent to Lois duringvidrefrom the front and, awkwardly for
Joanna, who said felt like she was intruding, parste from another soldier to whom Lois
may also have been writing. Maddie and Joanna @redfose friends. They travel to France
together where they visit the war cemeteries ireptd complete Joanna’s research on ‘her
men’ on the war memorial. Last year, Maddie gawe ltdtket to Joanna as a gift. She had
initially said she would leave it to Joanna in thdt but changed her mind saying ‘I am going
to give it you now so that | am sure you've got it’

Histories of place, past, persons (and things)

| started off thinking this would be a small setfrtained ‘project’ that, amongst other things,
would allow me to add a further ethnographic strema long-standing interest in ‘English
kinship’. It is early days and work in progress Hatnily treeing’ in the north of England is
proving to be a social practice through which a bhanof broader aspects of contemporary
English social life are revealed. It shows a bunjeg and flourishing interest in social
history and particularly in the workings of soc@ss. This is a history that marries place,
past and person (and see Edwards 2000). It isctefleby a post-industrial landscape and
recent experiences of social and economic upheaitialattendant threats to working-class
life and dignity, but is as much about continuity raipture. As a practice it straddles class,
confined to neither the middle or the working céssginteresting given its aristocratic
histories). It reveals a preoccupation with seneityli fate and chance which hint, surprisingly
(at least to me), at the ethereal and mysticaladspd genealogical research (which perhaps
should not be so surprising given that it is degtdte ‘finding’ one’s ancestors). My sense is
that family treeing in the north of England is eising some of the emotional capacities that
would otherwise be exercised by organised religioalthough they are not mutually
exclusive. Serendipity is also mediated by ‘thingshe chance encounter with a booklet, a
necklace, a photograph, sets off a chain reactmhraveals hitherto unknown connections.
Things elicit attention, as do the dead: they arnegbt up in legending. At the same time,
family treeing exemplifies a contemporary enchamimeith information technology and
what Green, Harvey and Knox call ‘the imperativectmnect’ (Green et al. 2005). And to
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return in the final few words to kinship, the presef family treeing both unearths ancestors
and creates new living kin: these are genealodiical The genealogies thus fashioned seem
neither to fix nor geneticise kinship. Indeed gasetrarely comes up as an idiom of

relatedness in this context. Instead family treeqieigerates the doubleness of this kind of
kinship: your ancestors can be either deeply imptid in the person you are or distant
enough not to be too influential. Like the ovum @his understood on the one hand to forge
connections into the future and on the other toabdetachable, alienable, body bit, the
genealogical ancestor is also both embodied arathled - he or she is both part of who you
are and safely disconnected through the distantenef The doing of family history research

marries, amongst other things, the technological i@ mystical, empirical research and

imagination, kinship and class, thus connectingetta®f human being that are often, in

analysis, kept apart.
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! Which for present purposes, | shall call The Valley

2| use ‘English’ here with caution: many member®dds/ claim to Irish, Scottish, Welsh or European
ancestry, while at the same time laying claim te$@mdale either because they were born and/or ‘bred
in the region or because they have settled thedeeartered into what are locally considered to be
suitable, appropriate and sustaining reciprocaitieis (Edwards 2000).

% Sabine Durranthe Guardiar06.05.06

“ Other scholars are not convinced that the shiftoisiplete and point to ‘a lingering, subterranean
anxiety’ (Lambert 2002, citing Dixson 1999), whichrhlert acknowledges.

®> Empathy with the ancestor might entail anger attighperceived to be past injustice and inequality.

® In anthropological theorising about ‘western’ Kiips what gets to be included as biological still
remains notably under-problematised. Like otherutalty competent actors, anthropologists seem to
‘know’ what belongs to the domain of biology. Bhetbiology available to us today is quite a diffare
biology from that available to Rivers and colleagjues Hannah Landecker (Landecker 2009) suggests
in a recent and insightful paper, ‘biotechnologwarfjes what it is to be biological’ - her focus s o
possibilities presented by cryopreservation whesdls can be made to live differently in time’. In
Sarah Franklin’s words, ‘biology can make itselfasgge quicker than any of its critics’ (Franklin &
McKinnon 2001).

" The Natural History Society (The Nat) began in thieldie of the 19th century with local men
interested in collecting and identifying local fffoand fauna’. By the beginning of the 20th cenitgy
focus had shifted to industrial and domestic adtsfand its identity from ‘natural’ to ‘local’ histy
(see Edwards 2000). Now at the beginning of thecnhtury it is its collection of printed materiabt
has come to the fore.

® To borrow from Marilyn Strathern, we do not pagigie in each other’s biographies (Strathern 2006).

°® The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints kfleemons) is responsible for the International
Genealogical Index (IGS) which is an index ‘to mills of names gathered from records all over the
world’ (Annal 2004) and comprises mainly parishamts of baptisms and marriages as well as
information submitted by church members based @ir thwn research. Local genealogists advise
family seekers to check what they find on the IG&whe original record, and point out that it istn
comprehensive and only useful for records from keei@37.

18



The Ancestor in the Machine

9 penny Harvey (pers. comm.) cites an example ofetteager who smashes the computer in anger at
the time spent on it by a parent obsessed by fahidyory. | guess this will resonate with the
experience of those parents who try (often in vénprise their teenage offspring off the consaole i
order for them to interact with humans rather tirechines.

2| am reminded of Monica Konrad’s ethnography og dgnors in the UK. She shows how a spiritual
kinship is conceived between women who donate tbedr and nameless and unknown recipients
(Konrad 2005).

12 Although, of course, it would be interesting t@koat which scandals are okay and which at any
particular historical moment are difficult to accmmdate with glee (e.g. paedophilia in the present
day).

3 This is clearly a significant dimension of geneaafj research which needs further attention -
although not here - and | am grateful to Brigittedan for reminding me of the role that myth plays
the infrastructure of family life. How do genealstgi manage unwelcome knowledge - knowledge that
has implications for other family members who haet asked to know? How do they readjust what
they thought they knew, render new knowledge immipter keep secrets? Similar questions emerge in
the dilemmas that face patients undergoing medieaétic tests which have implications for other. kin
do relatives have ‘the right' not to be told whaey do not want to know? (see, for example,
Featherstone et. al).

1 Members of the FHHS were involved in the resedocione of the ‘Who Do You Think You Are’
programmes which focused on an actress from thieyalhey were struck by the programme makers
stated attempt to elicit tears from the subjedhefprogramme. Interestingly they had failed tondli

the Lancashire actress but had managed it with JeRarman a news caster famed for his ‘tough’
interviewing style (thanks to Tony Simpson for rediirg me of this).

!5 ocal genealogists advise family seekers to chewktwhey find on the IGS with the original record
and point out that it is neither comprehensive accurate and only useful for records from before
1837.
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