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Which wars were your 

ancestors in?



It is not enough 

to find the 

record



Build the Framework

Use census records and vital 

records to build a timeline that 

has:

• Dates

• Places

• Events

• People

• Thoughts

• Sources



Build the Framework

Start with Excel Spread Sheet or Word Table



5 Things You Should Do with Every Record

• Source the Record

• Examine the image, not just the Index

• List ALL points of genealogical importance

• What questions do you have?

• File your notes and the image so that you can find them again 

later



Case Study: 

Using the 

Framework to 

start the story



James Calvin Donald(1836-1899)

Problem we are trying to solve:

Tell the story of James Calvin Donald’s Civil War Experience

Start by developing a timeline of his life so that we know when and 

where he lived and where to look for records



Source the record

Stonewall Jackson Memorial Cemetery, 

Lexington, Rockbridge, Virginia,  James C 

Donald (1836 - 1899), Find A Grave 

(http://findagrave.com : accessed 16 Mar 

2015), Find A Grave Memorial no. 

34,346,979. memorial by Thomas Daniels, 

photo by anne mitchell; photo and maker 

legible.

Examine the image, not just the 

index





1. Source the record
Find A Grave, database and images 
(http://findagrave.com : accessed 5 Feb 2014), 
memorial page for Pvt James C. Donald, Find A Grave 
Memorial no. 34346979, citing Stonewall Jackson 
Memorial Cemetery, Lexington, Virginia.

2. Examine the image, not just the index
Information is not sourced.  
The dates appear to come from the 
tombstone; locations unknown.
Description is not sourced.



3. List ALL points of genealogical importance
• James was born June 30, 1836 in 

Rockbridge County, Virginia
• James died July 20, 1899 in Rockbridge 

County, Virginia
• He mustered into the service in 

Company H, 4th Virginia Infantry on 
April 26, 1862

• He transferred the 14th Virginia 
Cavalry on April 16, 1862.

• He was captured and held as a 
prisoner of war at Wheeling, West 
Virginia and exchanged between 
March 10 and March 12, 1865

• Daughter was Laura Cecile Donald 
Gillespie (1877-1964)



4. What questions do you have?
• Nothing is sourced.  Where did this 

information come from?
• Who was he married to?



A note about why I can use 
this photo in my 
presentation.

I took it.

Always get permission if it 
is isn’t yours!



5. File your notes and the image so that you 
can find them again later



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)



1880 U.S. Census, Rockbridge County, Virginia, population schedule, Lexington Township, ED 65, p. 71 (penned), dwelling 492, family 544, James Donald household;  
database and digital images, Ancestry.com (http://www.ancestry.com : accessed 5 Feb 2014);  FHL film 1,255,387; citing NARA microfilm publication, T9, roll 1387.

• James Donald, born about 1836, farmer, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Elizabeth, wife, born about 1845, keeping house, b. VA, p.b. VA
• James H, son, born about 1865, works on farm, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Aurelia D, daughter, born about 1869, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Jno C, son, born about 1873, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Laura C, daughter, born about 1877, b. VA, p.b. VA
• Andrew M, son, born Apr 1880, b. VA, p.b. VAo



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)



James Calvin Donald (1836-1899)



What Wars Did They Fight 

and Who Did They Fight 

With?



Which wars were your 

ancestors in?



Get Organized

Even if you are looking to find the story of one ancestor, it is probably 
worthwhile to search your tree, and determine who might be a likely 
candidate.

What are you looking for?

• Men
• Between born between 1816 and 1846.  (This includes men between 

the ages of 15 and 45 in 1861).
• Men who were in the United States in the 1860 census.



A framework for searching

1. Examine your family tree

2. Organize your family data

3. Gather the likely suspects

4. Pick someone and gather their brothers, cousins

5. Which side did they fight for

6. Start searching for records

7. Summarize and update what you know

8. Update your story



Step 1: Examine Your Family Tree

I start walking up and down my family tree, looking for ancestor’s in 
my direct line that might have served.



Step 1: Examine Your Family Tree

26

Jeremiah seems like a likely 
candidate.

He was born in 1826, and he 
would have been 35 in 1861.

He is in the 1860 census in 
Amherst, Virginia.

He is in the 1870 census in 
Amherst, Virginia.



Step 1: Examine Your Family Tree

Also, note the ages of the children.

Are there gaps between 1860 and 1865?  That is a clue.



Step 2: Organize Your Family Data 

Let’s start a spread sheet to organize our data.

• Where he lived in 1860 and 1870 help us determine what side he 
fought for, as well as where he might have enlisted.

• Gaps in ages of children help us decide if he was not at home in the 
1860’s.



Step 3: Finish gathering the likely suspects



Step 4: Pick someone and gather family data

James Calvin Donald

Find his brothers:



Step 5: Which side did they fight for?

Confederate States:

South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, 
Arkansas, Tennessee, North Carolina

Border States:

Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri, West Virginia

Union States:

California, Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Nevada, New Hampshire, New York, New Jersey, Ohio, Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, Wisconsin



Step 6: Let’s see what we can find

http://www.ancestry.com/militaryrecords

http://www.ancestry.com/militaryrecords


Step 6: Start looking!

Enlistment Record

Now there is a lot of information.

DO NOT JUST ATTACH THIS TO YOUR TREE!



Step 7: Summarize and update what you know

First, update your spread sheet.
Include the Unit’s Served, Enlistment Date, Muster Out Date



Step 8: Update Your Other Spread Sheet



Start Your Story

James C Donald, was born on 30 Jun 1836. 

Three days after Virginia seceded from the union, he 
enlisted in Company H, Virginia 4th Infantry Regiment on 
20 Apr 1861, at the age of 24, three days after Virginia 
seceded from the Union.  

He also served in Company Preston’s Virginia 7th Cavalry 
Regiment and  Company G, Virginia 14th Cavalry 
Regiment.

He was 5 foot 9, had a fair complexion, blue eyes, and 
light hair. He was a laborer.

He died in Lexington, Virginia on 20 Jul 1899 at the age 
of 63.



Civil War Indexes to Look at

U.S Civil War Soldier Records and Profiles

U.S. Civil War Soldiers, 1861 -1865
• From the National Park Service
• http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss

http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss


Look at Fold3



Civil War on Fold3



Let’s Find James Donald



Look at the Unit Information



Service Records







Add the document to Ancestry



Save the Entire CMSR



James 
Calvin
Donald 



Download the 

entire set of 

records





James 
Calvin
Donald 



James 
Calvin
Donald 



John
Donald 



Benjamin
Matchette
Donald



What happened around June 12th?





Update the Spread Sheet



What about the people at home?



Family and 
local 
histories



Family and 
local 
histories



Family and 
local 
histories



Historical Context and Newspapers



1. Source the record
"Deaths," Lexington (Virginia) Gazette, 26 Jul 1899, online archives, 
Chronicling America (http://chroniclingamerica.org : accessed 5 Feb 
2014, page 3, col 4.

2. Examine the image, not just the index
Not too applicable



3. List ALL points of genealogical importance
• James died at the age of sixty-three – his birth year 

around 1836
• He died on a Thursday. The paper was published 

on Wednesday, July 26th, so he died on July 20th.
• He suffered from Bright’s disease and was confined 

to his bed the last two months of his life.
• He was a Confederate soldier and served with the 

Rockbridge Grays and the 14th Virginia Calvary.  
• He was a prisoner of war at Camp Chase.
• His wife was the daughter of Charlton Wallace.
• In 1899, four children were living: Mrs. James 

Brogan, Mrs. W. P. .Gillispie, J. C. Donald, and J. H. 
Donald.  All lived in Rockbridge

• He belonged to the Lee-Jackson camp.
• Rev. Henry P. Hamill officiated the funeral



Update the Spread Sheet

64



Pensions and Casualty Reports



The Snavely’s of Smyth County

66



67

Adam Boyd 
Snavely



68

William H 
Snavely



69

Frederick 
Sprinkle 
Snavely



70

Joseph Ralston (h/o Susan Snavely)



World War II



The Records and The Fire



http://www.archives.gov/st-louis/military-personnel/fire-1973.html

http://www.archives.gov/st-louis/military-personnel/fire-1973.html


7 Draft Registrations

1. 16 Oct. 1940: all men between the ages of 21 and 31 

2. 1 Jul. 1941: all men who reached 21 since the first registration 

3. 16 Feb. 1942: all men between ages 20 and 21 and between 35 and 44 (Note: Some of 
these are available on Ancestry.com) 

4. 27 Apr. 1942: all men between the ages of 45 and 65 (Note: This is called the “Old 
Man’s Draft” and these men were not expected to serve; these records are available 
on Ancestry.com) 

5. 30 Jun. 1942: all men between ages of 18 and 20 

6. Dec. 1942: all men who had turned 18 since the last registration 

7. 16 Dec. 1943: all men living abroad between the ages of 18 and 44







World War I





U.S., Headstone 
Applications for 
Military 
Veterans, 1925-
1963



Indian Wars, Mexican American 
War









Spanish-American War













War of 1812















Revolutionary War



98



International Records











References and Useful Links

• Finding Forgotten Stories: http://finding-forgotten-stories.com

• Slides and Presentations: http://finding-forgotten-stories.com/slides-from-presentations/

• Fold3 Training Center: http://www.fold3.com/tour/

http://finding-forgotten-stories.com/
http://finding-forgotten-stories.com/slides-from-presentations/
http://www.fold3.com/tour/

