
Starting to Research Your Family Tree Online - for Free 

 

1. Start with what you know and can find out from your family members.   You need full names, 

including names before marriage, with dates and places of birth, marriage and death, 

occupations and addresses.  Details of siblings, parents, aunts and uncles etc. etc.  Everything 

you can get! 

2. Sketch your family tree out on paper with yourself and any siblings at the bottom and working 

upwards, add parents and their siblings, and grandparents and their siblings. 

3. Then open a free account at www.ancestry.co.uk  where you can put together your family 

tree without paying a subscription.  You need to decide whether or not you want your tree to 

be private, or whether you want other people to be able to see it.  All living people will 

automatically have their details kept private, whether your tree is private or public.  The 

advantage of a public tree is that others may be able to work out their connection to you and 

you may get help from them too.  The disadvantage is that anyone can copy your information.  

It depends on your own personality as to which situation you prefer. 

4. When you are entering the details of a person on your tree, make sure that you do the 

following: 

a. Use the person’s full forename(s) according to the birth registration 

b. If they are known by another name e.g. registration says William but they are called Billy, 

then record their forename as William and put Billy in brackets after that. 

c. Record the surname at birth, not a married surname or changed surname. 

d. Do NOT put Mr or Mrs etc in the Suffix box – some use it for Jnr or Snr but you can leave 

it blank. 

e. Indicate whether the person is deceased or still alive. 

f. Record the date in this format:  01 Jan 1865 (always use 3 letters for the month). 

g. Record the location as the townland name/street address, parish, county, Northern 

Ireland (see point 6 below). 

5. Even with a free account, ancestry.co.uk will give you hints to help you build your tree – these 

are little green leaves on the top right of the name on your tree.  Taking out a subscription will 

allow you much more access to records to help you build your tree, but you can certainly start 

with a free tree.  There are special offers from time to time. 

6. You really need to know the name of a direct ancestor who was born more than 100 years 

ago, was married more than 75 years ago or died more than 50 years ago, as these are the 

only registrations which you can access online.  You can go to 

https://www.irishgenealogy.ie/en/   and find such registrations for what is now Northern 

Ireland, for the years before 1921.  Birth and death registrations start in 1864, Protestant 

marriage registrations start in 1845 and all marriages registrations are available from 1864.  

7. You will find on all BMD (birth, marriage and death) registrations that any address will be 

given as a street address if the event occurred in a town/city, and a townland address if it 

occurred outside a town/city.  Townlands are very important in Northern Ireland family 

research, so make sure when you are entering information on ancestry.co.uk that you use the 

townland name, followed by the parish name, the county and then Northern Ireland – even if 

the year concerned was before Northern Ireland came into existence.  Ancestry is set up with 

modern day addresses, so it is important to use Northern Ireland, not Ireland. 

http://www.ancestry.co.uk/
https://www.irishgenealogy.ie/en/


8. Look up www.townlands.ie  to get information on the townland mentioned on a registration.  

You will find a map and the parish in which it is situated.  You may also find that there are 

multiple townlands of the same name, so be careful to choose the right one. 

9. Once you have entered all the information you can find, you should know quite a bit more 

about your ancestors and you can start to check them out on other research sites. 

10. Try ‘Family Search’ – you can register for free and search their extensive range of resources: 

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

11. For those alive in 1901 and 1911, check out the Ireland census at 

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/search/ 

12. Similarly, if you think they might have signed the Ulster Covenant in 1912, check it out at:  

https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/services/search-ulster-covenant 

13. For those ancestors alive in the 1860s, look up Griffith’s Valuation, which listed all the heads 

of household in Ireland between the years 1847 and 1864 (information for Northern Ireland 

counties was mostly printed in 1863/1864).  This is a great resource which tells you about the 

value of the property the head of household either owned or leased, and there is a map 

letting you see where the property was located.  https://askaboutireland.ie/griffith-

valuation/   You need the townland and parish. 

14. Following on from Griffith’s Valuation, the information was updated each time the landlord 

died or a household left a property and this was all recorded in the Valuation Revision Books 

which can be looked at online (up to around 1930) at 

https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/about-valuation-revision-books 

15. Many wills and letters of administration details are online at 

https://apps.proni.gov.uk/WillsCalendar_IE/WillsSearch.aspx      Handwritten copies of 

some older wills are shown, which can be invaluable for family history information. 

16. The PRONI website has lost of useful information, including which church records it holds and 

has digitised, but unfortunately these can only be viewed in PRONI.  

https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/public-record-office-northern-ireland-proni 

17. PRONI’s e-catalogue is another useful resource, for two main reasons – it holds some online 

resources such as Tithe Applotment Books which you can downland for each parish (dating 

from 1820s-1830s) and which list heads of household in each townland, along with the 

property they own or rent, and it enables you to research the reference numbers of 

documents you may like to request to see if you visit PRONI’s headquarters in Belfast.  Search 

PRONI's eCatalogue | nidirect 

18. PRONI Freeholders Records are another useful source of information and can date back to the 

mid 1700s – you need a surname and a townland name. 

https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/services/search-freeholders-records 

19. Two websites in particular can be useful for burial information, but are only as good as the 

information supplied to them by the public, so some graveyards have very little - 

https://billiongraves.com/ and https://www.findagrave.com 

20. If you are researching someone who died in war, then the Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission may help:  https://www.cwgc.org/ as may the War Graves Photographic Project: 

https://www.twgpp.org/ 

21. All the previous websites given are free to use and cover all of Northern Ireland.  There are 

also plenty of more local free websites to help your research - Visit Armagh - Family History ,    

Co. Down Ireland Genealogy Research Site (rosdavies.com),    http://www.lurganancestry.com/,  

Search for a burial record (belfastcity.gov.uk),   http://countydown.x10.mx/html/banbridge.htm 
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