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Timelines are a uniquely important research tool. When done correctly, they can aid us in sorting out the “where,” 

“when,” and “why,” of our ancestor’s lives – shedding new light on the important events of those who came before us. 

They can help us identify holes and inconsistencies, making new possibilities for research visible for the first time. 

 

Often, when we research, we stumble around adding new facts and records as we find them. We get so caught up in 

the details that we often forget to look at the big picture. But a timeline allows us to step back and see our work with 

new eyes. 

If you’ve been struggling to piece together an ancestor’s life, or are facing an unsolved mystery in your tree, creating 

a timeline should be next on your list of things to do. Even if you’re not, timelines will almost always help you build a 

deeper understanding of any person or branch in your research. 

What’s the best kind of timeline to make for your ancestor? It’s up to you, let’s look at some options. 

There are two types of handwritten timelines – the first is a list of events from beginning to end and the second is 

literally a line with the years evenly spaced across it. For the second variety, each event is then placed on the line 

when it happened. You can find templates for each kind on the internet or you can do it by hand.  
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You could also consider using a spreadsheet for creating your timeline, which can be very helpful with its many rows 
and columns. I suggest starting your spreadsheet with three columns, one for each of: the date, what happened, the 
source of information. 

 

 

 
Once your timeline(s) is in place ask yourself these 10 questions: 

 
1. What facts am I missing? 
2. What details (dates, locations etc) are missing from specific facts? 
3. Are any facts missing sources, or are the sources week? Can I add new records? 
4. Are there inconsistencies? 
5. Is there more information on the sources I do have than I have recorded in my tree? Should I add them? 
6. Are there big gaps in my ancestor’s life? What records might fill them? 
7. Were there big external events that influenced his/her life that may have produced records? 
8. How do the timelines of his/her relations fit in? 
9. Did my ancestor always live in the same location? If not, where did they move to? Can I create a date-based 

map of their travels to help me find new records? 
10. What can I learn about the locations in each event? 

 
For even more help with timelines for genealogy take the online Genealogy Research Course from Family History 
Daily. It includes in-depth help for using timelines to solve family mysteries. 
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