
Obituaries 
From a Genealogical Perspective 

 

Everyone, since we could first read, has been exposed to obituaries as a notice of a death.  For years 

these similarly crafted messages appeared as printed columns in our family newspaper subscription 

editions.  What was contained in almost every one of these were the following facts: 

Name of the individual who had died 

 Date and place of death 

 Age at date of death, with the full birth date usually also included 

 A brief summary of the occupation of the deceased, their accomplishments, and interests 

 The names of the father and mother of the deceased, if known to the article preparer 

 Sometimes the names of a few other elderly relatives or influential mentors 

 Usually the birth name of the current spouse, and how many years they had been married 

Then, what usually followed was a listing of names of their children and grandchildren, and 

sometimes their town of residence – often plus names of siblings of the deceased 

As a conclusion, a listing of time and place of memorial service, and burial location was given. 

 

Although not considered as legal documents, these serious announcements can be relied on to be 

generally factual – up to a point.  Often, some of these facts or other details about the deceased were 

omitted – especially if they might not present the deceased in a totally favorable image to be 

remembered.  Like, were there other spouses who had died or been divorced?  Was their birth parent’s 

marriage uncertain?  To which child and which of their own possible multiple spouses were each of the 

named children and grandchildren born?  Obituaries are usually not perfect genealogical references! 

 

But they can be valuable sources of surnames of some spouses, names of children and given names of 

their spouses, birth and death dates of the deceased, and their burial location (or their cremation). 

 

Ever since Civil War days obituaries became frequently published in local newspapers within a few 

days of deaths.  A lot of your grandmothers would cut these out and save them in a shoe box under a 

bed.  That’s where many of you found old obituaries.  Then up to a few years ago, you could find 

newly published ones in the daily newspaper delivered to your door.  Newspaper clippings of 

obituaries for folks who died in distance locations had to be mailed to you, upon request, by folks who 

lived near the deceased. 

 

But times have changed.  Newspapers are no longer our main source of information.  Now, it’s the 

internet, but obituaries do still survive.  Now, Funeral Home web sites are the best source – some 

allowing downloading and printing a hard copy obituary.  Notice of a death occurring some distance 

from where you live is not a hindrance – you can often successfully GOOGLE a name or a Funeral 

Home entry.  That’s what I now do regularly, and how genealogy data bases can be kept reasonably 

current with info from obituaries.  For more on the definition and history of obituaries, click here: 

 

https://people.howstuffworks.com/culture-traditions/funerals/obituary-history.htm 
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