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Connected Lines:
Ian Gotts

by Karen Heenan-Davies 
(Member 6760)

Welcome to the first article in a new series called 
Connected Lines where Guild members are 
interviewed about their studies and their approach 

to one-name research. This edition we hear from a UK 
member, Ian Gotts who’s been a Guild member since 1989. 
Ian was a winner of a Guild Excellence Award in 2017 for his 
Gotts website www.gotts.org.uk and is a regular contributor 
to this journal. 

Q. Why did you decide to start doing a one 
name study?
When my Dad died in 1983, I had lots of papers from him, 
including a search request to the Registrar in Norwich about 
my great grandfather’s birth details as his marriage had been 
registered as ‘GOUTS’. The next year we were on holiday in 
Cromer, and I popped into Norfolk Record Office to see if I 
could find out any more about him. I read the parish registers 
for East Ruston, and found 60+ Gottses, of which only twenty 
could I link to our tree. But why throw away this information, 
as I might find that they were connected? As I spotted the 
name in different parts of the country, and collected those, 
I thought it was worth registering the name so that if anyone 
else was searching for Gottses then they were likely to come 
to me.

Q. Where are you now with your study?
I have 20+ trees containing 4000 people with the surname 
Gotts, 6000 UK BMDs and 92%  of the 1911 UK census located 
in trees. I also have quite a lot of data for USA, Canada and 
Australia but, other than trees in those areas, there’s still a 
nice chunk of work for someone to do. I’ve created a FTDNA 
website and a 300-page GOTTS website.

Q. What’s been your greatest or most satisfying 
achievement?
Gottses tend to be at the Ag-Lab level of society: grafters 
but not much recorded for posterity. I feel that through my 
website I have given some of them a voice in history.

Q. What approach have you used that you 
found worked particularly well?
At the outset it was about trees, to understand how 
people were related, which is the way most people start. 
Correspondence was done by letter, and you didn’t have 
access to the amount of research online. BMDs were gathered 
at St Catherine’s House (London) and census data at Portugal 
St around business meetings in town. Now you can do all that 
in a day using Ancestry!

Q. What’s been your number one challenge?
Giving away Y-DNA kits for free! Everyone goes quiet when 
I raise the topic and even when I sent out some kits the 
recipients then went quiet or stopped corresponding!

Q. Have you made any mistakes along the way?
Yes, not talking to my dad about hundreds of things before 
he died! We had roughed out a tree but there is always stuff I 
didn’t know. I am currently researching his WW2 army record 
which is fascinating, but there are so many loose ends and 
questions I would like to ask him.

Q. As you’ve done your study have you 
developed any particular interests? 
I had never touched military history until the WW1 records 
started becoming available. Since then I have tracked and 
recorded twenty-eight soldiers in WW1 from where they 
started through their campaigns and deaths. I went on a 
guided tour of the battlefields in 2014, and in 2016 I went 
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to all the twenty war graves where they were buried to 
photograph their gravestones and memorials, as well as 
to four battlefields. By piecing together the trench maps, 
satellite maps and orders in the Battalion diaries you get a 
much better feel for what it would have been like.

Q. Who has been the most interesting individual 
you have discovered via your study?
My aunt told me that two brothers and a cousin came North 
from Norfolk. Two were miners and one was a ship’s captain, 
but she couldn’t tell me who the ship’s captain was. Several 
years ago I found a ship’s captain who had sunk in the North 
Sea on a ship which fought in the American Civil War, but it is 
only this last year I have been able to prove he was related. 
So he wins the prize for making the family tale true!

Q. What’s your number one tool you use in 
your research?
Tool 1: my inquisitiveness: just keep looking and thinking 
outside of the tree and at their wider situation.
Tool 2: all the people who have written something up on 
the web, set up forums, added photos, not to mention 
other people researching your names of interest and being 
prepared to share it with you. It’s a huge resource to tap.

Q. If you were to start your study all over 
again, what would you do differently? 
At the start I was doing just the genealogy, ie trees, but now 
the more interesting part is the family history of individuals 
and their social situation. I should have asked the question 
much earlier: ‘So what would life have been like for them? 
What was happening around them?” I have learned so much 
social and political history, which really makes their stories 
come alive.

Q. What one piece of advice would you give to 
someone just starting out on their own study?
Join your local Guild group and a family history group of 
some sort, FHS or U3A. The people in all of these have been 
very willing to share their knowledge and they will have been 
to FH corners and records you never knew existed. We all 
have a different take on things and pooling the knowledge 
means everyone learns.

Q. Paper hoarder or computer fan - which are 
you? 
Mainly computer, with 63Gb of space taken up, but you can’t 
replace the A3 wills, Battalion diaries, etc.

Q. What software program do you use?
Family Tree Maker 2017 for trees. It’s what I bought early on 
and gradually upgraded to in steps, and I can’t see any real 
reason for changing it. Everyone learns how to get the most 
from their own favourite.

Q. Any tips for someone who wants to create a 
website/blog to support their studies
My website predates all the excellent work being done by the 
Guild’s Members’ website group. Think about:

1. Can you preserve your study and website after you stop 
doing it yourself. Because I own the web address and it 
ends in ‘.uk’, it is archived by the British Library. This 
year I aim to move or create a copy of it within the 
Guild’s framework.

2. Think about how to drive traffic to it. At the moment it’s 
about Search Engine Optimisation and all the metadata 
you put behind each page that the search engines (like 
Google) use. But the approach changes over time, so 
keep aware of how they are indexing your website.

3. The software you create your website with will get out 
of date with no easy upgrade at some point. My Serif 
Webplus package has no upgrade path to use responsive 
design techniques, so can you design your website in 
some way to allow people to read it without a major 
rewrite into the next whizzy system? I have tried to do 
that by making the page width 600 pixels so it is readable 
on phones.

PS: The answers to 1 & 3 may be to start off with TNG on the 
Guild’s website, though others will have their own ideas on 
this.

Make the Connection
Hopefully Ian’s responses have sparked some ideas for your 
own research. If you have any follow up questions, please 
contact him at gotts@one-name.org n
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