
AJHS Beginners Course - June 14 2026 
1. Introduction: The Addictive Art of Research 
Genealogy is defined simply as the study of your individual family history. On the surface, 
it is a fascinating and engrossing journey through time and space that allows us to 
understand ourselves by uncovering the stories of our ancestors' lives.  

However, as a Senior Genealogical Research Consultant, I must issue a professional 
warning: KNOW THE DANGER. 

Genealogy is highly addictive. There are no shortcuts in this craft; you will draw on the 
skills of a historian, a data analyst, a psychologist, a detective and a storyteller. What 
begins as a casual interest will evolve into a hobby and may become an obsession. 

Have fun!! 

2. Busting the 3 Pervasive Genealogy Myths 
Many potential researchers are deterred by misconceptions that suggest their search is 
futile. Here are the facts to counter those myths: 

Myth 1: Our family name was changed by officials at the border. 

◦ Fact: While language barriers existed, most migrants and refugees were required 
to carry official travel documents with correctly spelled names. Immigration records 
reflect these documents. Name changes usually occurred after migration—often 
unofficially—and a diligent researcher can often pinpoint this transitional moment. 

Myth 2: My family came from Europe; all the records were destroyed in the war. 

◦ Fact: While many records were lost, millions survived. The Mormons (also known as 
the Church of Latter Day Saints) have spent decades traveling through Europe 
collecting and copying records. Many others were protected in cellars. Millions of 
these have been indexed, digitized, and are available online, often for free. 

Myth 3: My family is boring. 

◦ Fact: No family is boring. Every lineage is an amazing collection of rakes, rogues, 
renegades, hellraisers, high achievers, heroes, and heroines. Uncovering these 
stories is an act of love that preserves their memory for future generations. If you 
don’t do it, who will? 
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3. Core Methodology: The Golden Rules of Research 
To build a credible family history, it’s best to follow a few established “Golden Rules”: 

1. Work backwards from the present: If you’re not sure where to start, then start 
with YOU (Generation 0). Use the Pedigree Chart on the next page to record what 
you know about your parents and grandparents before moving further back. 

◦ Use the symbol "~" or "c." (circa) for approximate dates when you’re not 
sure of the exact data. 

2. Look for spelling variants: Be prepared for name and place variations caused by 
accents, language shifts, and shifting international borders. 

3. Cite your sources: Best practice is to record exactly where your information 
originated. This allows you to distinguish between more or less credible sources 
when conflicts arise. 

4. Seek contextual information: Research the historical time and place your 
ancestors inhabited. Understanding the context often reveals unexpected new 
sources of data. 

5. Join your local genealogical society: Societies like the Australian Jewish Historical 
Society (AJHS) provide essential expert help and a community of like-minded 
“obsessives." 

4. The 3 Key Activities: Share, Collate, Collect 
Why are we doing this? TO SHARE WHAT WE LEARN  
Share the stories you uncover with your children and grandchildren, write a memoir, 
publish a narrative family history, or produce a podcast, documentary or even a movie.  

Try and cultivate a "genealogical heir" to ensure your data is passed down to the next 
generation. 

How do we stay organised? COLLATE YOUR DATA  
Try to organize your data into a logical system. I recommend computer based solutions, 
whether it's online or offline. 

• Online - Subscription: Ancestry, MyHeritage, Geni. (Pro-Tip: These programs often 
automatically cite sources if you connect a record using their matching services.) 

• Online - Free: FamilySearch. 

• Desktop Software: Family Tree Maker, Gramps, RootsMagic. 

Where do I even start? COLLECT THE DATA & STORIES 
This is the most time-consuming activity. It involves the raw gathering of data, 
photographs, maps, and personal stories. This is the "heavy lifting" where your detective 
skills are most required. Start by completing the Pedigree Chart on the next page. 
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5. Data Security and Research Ethics 
Maintaining the integrity of your research and the security of your family's data is 
paramount. 

• DON'T believe everything you see, hear, or read: Be skeptical. Even official 
government records can contain errors. Until a story is verified with evidence, it 
remains mere speculation. 

• DON'T share primary identification documents: Never post birth certificates or 
other modern ID documents online. Scan them for your private records and store 
the originals in archival-grade storage. 

• DON'T change data in others' trees: If you find an error in someone else's online 
tree, message the owner rather than editing it yourself. Ensure your own privacy 
and security settings are high. 

• DON'T hoard your research: Genealogists are a generous community. Sharing 
your findings often leads to other researchers unearthing surprising treasures for 
you in return. 

6. Understanding Relationships: The Consanguinity Guide 
A Consanguinity Table or Kinship Chart is essential for calculating exact relationships 
between individuals with a common ancestor. 

• First Cousins: Share a set of grandparents. 

• Second Cousins: Share a set of great-
grandparents. 

• The "Removed" Rule: "Removed" refers to 
the number of generations apart two 
individuals are. For example, your first 
cousin's child is your first cousin once 
removed. Your first cousin's grandchild is 
your first cousin twice removed. 

• Great vs. Grand: These terms refer to direct 
ancestors or direct descendants in different 
generations. "Grand" is used for two 
generations back (grandparents), while 
"Great" is added for each subsequent 
generation (great-grandparents, or 
conversely, a great-niece or great-nephew). 
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7. AI in Family History: Opportunities and Warnings 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) provides powerful tools for transcription of old, handwritten 
documents and the translation of foreign records. However, it must be used with extreme 
caution. 

Warning: Hallucinations - AI frequently generates "hallucinations"—information that 
sounds perfectly plausible but is entirely false. AI specifically struggles with historical 
European geography, which is a significant factor in Jewish genealogy. 

Pro-Tip: Treat any data generated by AI as a "lead" only. You must verify every date, 
name, and location against primary source documents before adding it to your tree. 

8 DNA for Jewish Genealogy 
DNA testing has become one of the most powerful tools available to Jewish genealogists, 
and for good reason: Jewish populations — particularly Ashkenazi Jews — share a 
remarkably compact genetic heritage. Ashkenazi Jews descend from a relatively small 
founding population that remained largely endogamous (marrying within the community) 
for centuries, most Ashkenazi individuals today are distantly related to one another. This 
means that DNA matches are abundant, but it also means you need to be thoughtful 
about interpreting them — a shared segment of DNA might reflect a specific common 
ancestor, or simply the background "noise" of shared Ashkenazi ancestry. 

The three key questions to ask are:  

• Which company should I test with?  
• Which test should I take?  
• What the results actually mean?  

For genealogical purposes, the autosomal DNA test, available via AncestryDNA, 
23andMe, or MyHeritage DNA, is the best starting point. This general test tests DNA 
inherited from both sides of your family and reaches back roughly five to seven 
generations. By uploading your raw data to GEDmatch as well, you can dramatically 
expand your pool of potential matches.  

The Y-DNA test (paternal line only) and mtDNA test (maternal line only) are more 
specialised tools you can explore once you have the basics down. 

Once you have matches, the real work begins: connecting DNA to paper records. A 
match means nothing without a hypothesis about how you're related, and for Jewish 
researchers that hypothesis almost always needs to be tested against documentary 
evidence — vital records, community registers, emigration papers. The goal is to build 
out your family tree far enough to see where it overlaps with your matches' trees, 
revealing the shared ancestor. DNA can be a useful addition to your genealogical toolkit, 
especially if your family was split up by the Holocaust. See below for links. 
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9 Websites, online resources and links 

AUSTRALIAN RESOURCES 

Accessing state and federal government resources is free but in some cases registration is 
required. Payment is required for physical and digital copies of documents.

BIRTHS, DEATHS & MARRIAGES

BMD NSW https://www.nsw.gov.au/topics/family-history-search

BMD VIC
https://www.bdm.vic.gov.au/research-and-family-
history/search-your-family-history

For a full list of state based 
BMD registries visit the AJGS 
website

https://ajhs.com.au/genealogy/research-resources/
australian-genealogy-resources/

AJHS - Australian Jewish 
Historical Society databases

https://www.ajhs.com.au/burials/

https://www.ajhs.com.au/marriages-up-to-1940/

ARCHIVES AND LIBRARIES

Trove trove.nla.gov.au 

National Library of Australia www.nla.gov.au

State Libraries, local libraries 
and specialist collections

Some state and local libraries hold oral history recordings 
and collections of private papers; specialist collections may 
hold evidence of an individuals professional experiences.

National Archives of Australia 
(NAA)

www.naa.gov.au/

Individual State Archives https://ajhs.com.au/genealogy/research-resources/
australian-genealogy-resources/ 

Australian War Memorial www.awm.gov.au/advanced-search/people

Google Sometimes it can be as simple as Googling (but not often)

HISTORICAL SOCIETIES

Australian Jewish Historical 
Society

www.ajhs.com.au

Federation of Australian 
Historical Societies

www.history.org.au/historical-societies/

Society of Australian 
Genealogists

www.sag.org.au
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INTERNATIONAL RESOURCES

COUNTRY SPECIFIC SITES 

Most countries where Jews settled have national and regional archives. Some have active Jewish 
communal organisations. Many also have historical or genealogical societies. The depth and 
breadth of resources is too extensive to adequately list here. You can find links to resources in 
many geographies on the AJHS Website 

Jewish Facebook Groups require a membership application. They cover the gamut of 
locations and subject matter. 

AGGREGATE SITES

JewishGen www.jewishgen.org FREE with the option to donate for more 
services

FamilySearch www.familysearch.org/en/ FREE

JRI Poland jri-poland.org// FREE Includes localities beyond the borders 
of contemporary Poland

Gesher Galicia www.geshergalicia.org $$ membership required for full access; 
Covers the former Austro-Hungarian province 
of Galicia

HOLOCAUST RESOURCES

Yad Vashem Central Database of 
Jewish Victims

www.yadvashem.org/archive/hall-of-names/
database.html

Arolsen Archive arolsen-archives.org/en/

US Holocaust Memorial Museum www.ushmm.org

The JDC Archives archives.jdc.org

FACEBOOK GROUPS

Tracing the Tribe www.facebook.com/groups/tracingthetribe

Jewish Genealogy Portal www.facebook.com/groups/JewishGenealogyPortal

Jewish Genealogy 
Surname Project

www.facebook.com/groups/
jewishgenealogysurnameproject
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10. AJHS Membership 
Your journey into the past is a lifelong endeavor. As you uncover your family’s stories, you 
will inevitably learn more about your own place in history. 

The logical next step in your research is to join a supportive, expert community. We 
encourage you to review the AJHS membership information. Joining the Society gives 
you access to specialized resources, archival assistance, and the collective knowledge of 
experts who can help you navigate the most complex branches of your family tree.

ONLINE FAMILY TREE SERVICES

FamilySearch https://www.familysearch.org/en/

My Heritage ($) https://www.myheritage.com/

Geni ($) https://www.geni.com

Ancestry ($) https://www.ancestry.com.au

OFFLINE FAMILY TREE PROGRAMS

My Heritage Family Tree Builder https://www.myheritage.com/family-tree-builder

Roots Magic https://www.rootsmagic.com/essentials/

Gramps https://gramps-project.org/blog/

Family Historian https://www.family-historian.co.uk

DNA COMPANIES

Ancestry DNA https://www.ancestry.com.au/c/dna/offer

MyHeritage DNA https://www.myheritage.com/dna

FTDNA https://www.familytreedna.com/

GEDMatch https://www.gedmatch.com/

AI PLATFORMS

ChatGPT https://chatgpt.com/

Claude https://claude.ai/

Google Notebook LM https://notebooklm.google.com/
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