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I came across some news items which are very interesting, 
but raised the question of whether I should make them 
more widely available.

The first was a photograph in the London Metropolitan 
Archive of a boy associated with Whitechapel Methodist 
Mission. Looking at the small packet of photos, I realised 
that many of the photos had a life story written on the back. 
One described a boy as “useless” twice and showed where 
he had been sent to work. Another referred to a boy stealing 
from his employer, which then led to seeing his juvenile 
court records in the 1920s. Thinking about it, this could have 
been my father. Would I want the information to be given 
more publicity, seeing that he may have died in the last 20 
to 30 years and his children would still be alive? Whilst some 
children may be fascinated by the revelations, others may 
be very hurt.

The second news item was about an inquest in 1847, where a 
daughter killed herself. It is a very graphic account, but the 
father also stated that her mother had been unstable and 
at times had been “confined” in a hospital. 1847 can take 
us back to a great-great-aunt, but should I publish such a 
distressing account? 

A third item arose recently: I track items with my surname 
coming up for sale on eBay, and one day a search showed a 
lovely picture of a presentation cannon given to a person 
on their retirement from a position in 1986.(Don’t worry, 
only a desktop ornament!) It had a small plaque on the side 
which identified them, so I could easily spot them in one of 
my trees. This lovely photo would be ideal for my newsblog, 
and in itself is innocuous, but, this person would be 68 and 
they or a relative may be clearing out their house, as this 

item was found in a car boot sale. Would they be offended 
seeing this given a wider audience, possibly indicating that 
this person may be moving into a care home? It’s quite a 
minefield!

Some situations to consider
Here are twenty situations that you may come across, many 
that I already have. Not all are difficult, but many could have 
consequences for the relatives. Across the top are different 
types of sharing, from very private or kept within the family 
circle at the left, and becoming more open towards the 
right, reaching very open disclosure on Ancestry or Genes 
Reunited family trees. At the very right are two columns for 
completeness, ‘would you quietly file the information?’ and 
‘would you dispose of it?’ 

Almost all the situations are information in the public do-
main, but your choice in sharing that information may make 
that much more public than others might like. For instance, 
in the past I have shared GEDCOMs with researchers who 
have then loaded the whole file onto Genes Reunited despite 
my requests when sharing it.

As one-name researchers, do we not have a duty to record 
this information, good and bad? But what should we do with 
the bad? And how bad is bad: does time always sanitise them, 
and how long should that time be?

So what would you do in each of these situations, and what 
might the consequences be? Here’s your chance to work out 
your own policies. As you do it, think about what key aspects 
of the data are causing you to think in this way? Also, think 
about where you should store the information, as you may 
share a file which contains it without realising it.

What Information Would You Share?
(…and Who Would You Share it With?)

by Ian Gotts (Member 1398)

• Date of death of your 
grandfather

• Date of marriage of your 
parents

• Your parent’s birth 
certificate

• Birth certificate for a great-
great grandfather which 
shows he was illegitimate

• The fact that someone 
in the last 100 years was 
adopted which wasn’t 
generally known

• News item about a grand-
parent being given a medal 
for bravery posthumously

• Details of children given 
away for adoption by any 
relative

• Details about a relative 
who was transported to 
Australia

• News item about a grand-
parent being the cause of 
someone else dying

• Birth certificate for an 
uncle or great-aunt from an 
earlier marriage not known 
about

• News item painting a close 
relative as an awful person, 
true or not

• Juvenile court record for 
1926

• News item on the value of 
your grandparent’s will

• Divorce papers for rela-
tives in 1930’s, e.g. from 
The National Archives with 
adultery declarations

• Death certificate showing 
a close relative died in a 
lunatic asylum

• Suicide details 1847 show-
ing mental problems within 
family

• Tale handed down from 
your great-grandmother 
about who the real father 
was

• Bankruptcy petition for 
your grandfather

• Conviction of a great-uncle 
for being homosexual

• Details of trial for at-
tempted murder (but not 
convicted) by 4th cousin
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Would you share this information with your parents or siblings? 
Their relatives or descendants? A non-family researcher? 
Would you post the information on your website? Or would 
you quietly file it away, or dispose of it?

This is a great discussion topic for a family hstory group!

I have now used this list with four family history groups 
with 31 responses overall. What has been fascinating is that 
for almost all the questions someone has come up with an 
example of a similar situation or dilemma, both in the past 
and with living people they know about. 

I hadn’t realised just how different people react, with some 
radically different views about how to treat the data.

Some people have appreciated the hurt which could ensue 
by making this information widely available, and would 
err on the side of not sharing much data. Others felt that 
publicly available data is public, and felt no qualms about 
passing it on. Both views are valid, so I’m not trying to make 
any judgement on either, just trying to work out what my 
personal views are.

“People should be remembered for the good and the bad 
they have done,” was one statement made, whilst others 
felt that if they did nothing with the information it did not 
compromise others from finding it in 20-30 years time and 
deciding their actions for themselves.

Another angle is that some people have a strong feeling 
about equality and diversity, where legislation and views 
have changed significantly over the last thirty years. 
Consequently they were very keen to expose the wrongs done 
to ancestors, and would publicise the historical treatment 
of a homosexual, as well as the bad use of asylums, e.g. 
commitment of unmarried mothers by their own fathers, to 
help society better understand mental health.

Surprisingly, quite a number took a while to realise that some 
of the information disclosed about parents or grandparents 
can be used for identity theft. Whilst it is publicly available, 
why make it easier for a criminal?

Here are the results of all 31, normalised to show the score 
out of 10.

  YOUR THEIR RESEARCHER NEW   OWN
 FAMILY RELATIVE KNOWN TO YOU RESEARCHER GEDCOM WEB TREE WEBSITE

Dod gf 10.0 9.4 10.0 6.8 8.4 6.1 3.9
Dom parent 9.4 9.7 7.7 3.5 6.8 4.5 2.3
Parent birth cert 10.0 8.1 6.1 1.9 6.8 2.3 1.3
Illeg gggf 9.0 9.0 8.7 4.5 7.7 4.8 4.8
Adopted 8.7 5.5 3.9 1.3 6.1 2.9 1.6
Bravery 9.7 9.7 9.0 8.4 8.7 6.8 5.2
Child given up 7.7 5.2 3.9 1.0 4.8 1.6 1.3
Aus transport 9.7 9.4 8.7 6.8 7.7 4.8 4.8
Caused death 7.4 5.5 3.5 1.0 5.2 1.3 0.6
Unknown mar 8.7 7.4 6.5 2.9 6.8 3.5 3.2
Awful news item 6.1 4.2 2.6 1.0 3.5 1.0 1.0
Juv court 8.4 5.5 4.2 1.0 4.2 1.6 1.0
Value of will 8.7 7.7 5.2 3.5 5.2 2.3 2.6
Divorce papers 8.1 6.1 5.2 1.6 4.8 1.3 2.3
Death in asylum 8.1 6.1 4.5 1.3 4.2 1.0 1.0
Suicide 8.7 8.4 6.8 3.9 5.2 2.9 3.2
Tale handed down 9.0 8.1 5.5 3.5 4.2 2.6 3.2
Bankruptcy 9.4 8.1 4.8 2.3 4.5 1.9 2.3
Homo conviction 7.7 6.8 4.5 1.6 3.5 1.3 1.0
Attempted murder 8.4 6.5 4.8 1.3 3.2 1.0 1.0

Observations From the Results
As expected, people are more conservative the wider the 
publication of the information. 7 out of 10 would store it in 
their GEDCOM, and discuss it within their own family, 5 out 
of 10 would pass it on to other researchers, and 2.6 out of 10 
would put it on the web. The age of the information appeared 
to be less important, with a difference of only one point: a 
slight surprise given the 100-year rule that many apply.

I wondered how different the views were between Guild 
members and U3A members. The U3A members were much 
more likely to pass on information about adoption and 
divorce; I wonder whether this might be partly due to the 
higher proportion of women in those groups?

Guild members were more likely to pass on this information to 
other researchers (no surprise there!), and were more likely 
to store it in a GEDCOM file. I recognise that many people who 

have come to family history recently do not use a computer-
based family tree program, but keep their trees on line in 
Ancestry or Genes Reunited. This is also driven by the rapid 
adoption of iPads which do not have on-board FH programs.

And the two columns at the far right? I haven’t had anyone 
say they would dispose of it, but that’s not a big surprise as 
we’re all hoarders of tidbits! “I’ll just keep it for the next 
generation of researchers: they might decide to use it!” I do 
have my folder of ‘quietly filed’ material, even though it is 
public information, and that’s where the cannon photo is at 
the minute.

Some Guidelines That Emerged
I’m sure many have written up their own view of what is 
good practice, but here’s what has come out of my use of the 
questionnaire.
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The primary aspects of sharing data were seen as:

• Any impact on personal security against identity theft

• The sensitivity to living descendants

• How far back in our tree the data relates to, as time 
often sanitises it

• Whether it is good or bad news, e.g. bravery is good 
news and much less of an issue to publicise

• The possibility of malicious use of the information, e.g. 
publishing it for extra news sales at the expense of the 
person involved 

• The level of trust in the people you are giving the data 
to, to make the same call as yourself.

Some approaches people identified include:

• Using a hundred-year rule for publication on a website 
(On my website I do not describe people born after 
1910, neither do I publish any ‘bad’ information later 
than 1900).

• If you are aware of a family member, check with them 
whether they are happy for it to be published. They 
will have their own views, which may surprise you.

• Being careful about who you share GEDCOMs with, and 
privatise any living people. (I usually start by sending 
PDFs instead of GEDCOMs as it is a bit more difficult 
to extract the information which stops the immediate 
upload of your tree onto a public website.)

My folder on unpublishable material is not included in my 
GEDCOMs, and at some point I will pass on to whoever takes 
over my study. 

This exercise has sharpened my own views on what to share 
and with whom, and I am now more conservative with sharing 
large-scale electronic trees. I am sure many readers have 
their own views and policies on what should happen to these 
sorts of information. Feel free to add your comments to my 
GOONS Bulletin Board entry or the Forum.

Looking at the Guild Wiki, all I could find on guidance was this 
reference: US National Genealogical Society’s Genealogical 
Standards & Guidelines: Standards For Sharing Information 
With Others are particularly relevant (and they have been 
endorsed by the Society of Genealogists). The site is: 
http://www.ngsgenealogy.org/galleries/Ref_Researching/
gssharing.pdf.

If you wish to use this questionnaire with your own family 
history group it is available on the GOONS Bulletin Board. 
You’ll find it a very lively discussion and will certainly make 
people think about their own approach! n

After spending a long day looking through British Isles records 
at the Family History Library in Salt Lake City a few years 
ago, I decided to take a break and do something different. I 
ventured to another area to explore records of United States-
Canada border crossings. 

The US-Canadian border is an often-overlooked though impor–
tant US immigration channel, as the border typically offered 
easier entrance to the United States than more common immi-
gration stations such as Ellis Island and Castle Garden.

My father had moved to Canada from England some time in the 
late 1930s, but after the outbreak of the Second World War he  
ended up in Washington DC working for the British Admiralty. I 
didn’t know exactly when he had gone to Canada, what he had 
done there, and when and why he came to the US. I thought 
the border crossing records might provide some clues.

The border crossing records are indexed by surname, and I 
quickly found a listing for my father in 1940. But I also noticed 
a listing for a Henry Dexter in 1910. My father had an uncle 
named Henry — but to my knowledge Henry had spent most 
of his adult life in Nuremberg, Germany, where he was a busi-
nessman and also served as honorary British consul. I believed 
he had lived continuously in Germany until he was interned at 
the start of the First World War. I doubted this Henry Dexter 
was related… but as I was already in the area, it would only 
take a few extra minutes to look up this Henry’s card as well 
as my father’s.

I quickly found Henry Dexter’s record on microfilm. Henry 
indicated his next-of-kin was his brother, Thomas, in London. 
Thomas was my grandfather’s oldest brother, and I knew the 
address to be Thomas’ residence. He was my Henry!

Henry was transiting the US on his way back to Germany 
from Canada. A note attached to the card indicated he was 
travelling with a group of English and German school teachers. 
That was strange, as he was a businessman, not a teacher — 
but that is a subject for further research. One question solved, 
but a new mystery added! n

Serendipity at the Border
by David Dexter (Member 4101)

The border-crossing record proved that the unknown Henry 
was my grandfather’s brother.

http://www.ngsgenealogy.org/galleries/Ref_Researching/gssharing.pdf
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