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 Tracing People Through Time & Space  
Using Timelines (Chronologies) 

by Mary Kathryn Kozy 
genmail@marykozy.net 

 
 

Timelines can help us to: 
• Organize our data on a given ancestor to determine where we have holes in our sources 
• Organize our data on a given family to try to trace them through time and space 
• Determine what important historical events may have influenced our ancestors and 

caused them to move to another location (migration patterns) 
• See which of our ancestors were contemporaries 
• Watch how future husbands and wives moved into the same social circle or  

physical location 
• Sort out which children belong to which wife (or husband) 
• Give our ancestor’s lives context, giving you a head start  

when you are ready to write your family’s history 
 
How detailed? What’s your purpose? 
• Big picture – gives a general overall bird’s eye view to let you see  

the big holes in your research 
• Family events – birth of ancestor, birth siblings, birth of spouse(s),  

marriages, births of children, divorces, death of siblings, death of spouse(s)  
• Historical events – helps you place your ancestor in context with major (or even minor) 

historical events 
• Military service/wars – can give you an idea when/where your ancestor might have 

served in the military 
• Boundary changes – ever wondered why you couldn’t find a record for your ancestor? 
• Legal proceedings – show when land, court, probate, estate, jury, road crew, etc. records 

were recorded 
• Ultimate timeline – show all of the above! 

 
How do you get started? 
• Simplest version: create  your own text timeline in a word  

processing program 
• Utilize your genealogy software to create a timeline (some  

even have historical timelines you can import) 
• Use more powerful graphic tools like Excel or PowerPoint to create a timeline  

to share (https://www.vertex42.com/ExcelArticles/create-a-timeline.html) 
• Maps used in conjunction with timelines can be powerful in following an ancestor’s 

movements 
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Timeline Creation Tools: 
Free Timeline – http://www.free-timeline.com/ 
Genelines 2.0 – http://progenygenealogy.com/products/timeline-
charts/genelines-sample-charts.aspx ($) 
SIMILE Timeline widget – http://www.simile-widgets.org/timeline/ 
Preceden software (web-based) – http://www.preceden.com/ ($)  
Timeline Grids – https://familysearch.org/wiki/en/Timeline_Grids 
 
Online Resources: 
Timelines on Cyndi’s List: http://www.cyndislist.com/timelines/ 
Free outline maps: http://www.eduplace.com/ss/maps/ 
Resource list: http://www.leecountygenealogy.org/upload/files/Timelines.pdf  
Ancestry.com Learning Center: http://www.ancestry.com/cs/HelpAndAdviceUS (type 
“timelines” in search box) 
Family Tree Webinars “Timelines” category: https://familytreewebinars.com/timelines/ 
 
Additional Reading: 
Jacobson, Judy, History for Genealogists: Using Chronological Time Lines to Find and 
Understand Your Ancestors, Clearfield, Revised Ed., 2015. (American history) 
 
Blogs: 
Beth Foulk, “Creating Timelines to Make Sense of Genealogy Records,” Genealogy Decoded,  

12 Sep 2012 (http://genealogydecoded.com/2012/09/21/creating-timelines-to-make-
sense-of-genealogy-records/) – Includes link to sample Excel spreadsheet. 

Dae Powell, “Genealogical Time Lines,” Shoestring Genealogy, 28 Feb 2007 
(http://shoestringgenealogy.com/article/TimeLine.htm) 

Kimberly Powell, “Using Genealogy Timelines as Research Tools,” ThoughtCo, updated 24 
May 2018 (https://www.thoughtco.com/genealogy-research-timelines-1422730) 

Guest Blogger, “Using Timelines to Plot Out Your Ancestor’s Life,” FamilySearch Blog, 22 Jan 
2016 (https://familysearch.org/blog/en/timelines-plot-ancestors-life/) 

Lynn Palermo, “A Genealogy Timeline – More Than Just a Pretty Face,” The Armchair 
Genealogist, Jul 2013 (http://www.thearmchairgenealogist.com/2010/02/genealogy-
timeline-more-than-just.html) 

 
Articles:  
“A New View: Using Timelines in Your Research.” NGS Newsmagazine, volume 28, number 5 
(Sept/Oct 2002). 
“Documenting Military Service Using Timelines,” by Donna Potter Phillips, Heritage Quest, p. 
50, Nov/Dec 2001, volume 17, number 6, issue 96. 
“Timelines: A Chronology of Life Events,” by Chuck Knuthson, NGS Newsmagazine, volume 34, 
number 3 (Jul/Sep 2008). 
 

Something to remember:  Our ancestors did not live outside of time or history! 


