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1. What is a Timeline? 

 

Definition of a Timeline 
A table listing important events for successive years within a particular 
historical period. 

 

Elements of a Good Timeline 
Name of ancestor, spouse, children, parents 

• Year, month, day of all the events 

• Event name: birth, marriage, death, of ancestor, spouse, children, 
parents and age at time of the event 

• Localities and dates of all events, displayed in reverse order --  
Nevada, Clark, Las Vegas,  1934/11/31 

• Citation number (source) 

• Comments 

• History 
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2. Why a Timeline? 
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Granted, the people genealogists study usually had no affect on history, 

but, instead, they were affected by it. As a calendar of events in that 

ancestor's life, a researcher can use a time line to:  

* demonstrate mathematical problems (such as a 5 year old giving 

 birth),  

* summarize a person's life,  

* stay focused,  

* keep chronology in mind,  

* demonstrate how lives interconnected,  

* divide an ancestor's life into workable parts (such as childhood, 

 marriage, old age, years, localities),  

* discover discrepancies,  

* aid in evaluating the quality of another researcher's work  

* eliminate possibilities when two or more with the same name live in 

 an area at the same time  

* suggest cause and effect when compared to historical data. 

 



3. How Can a Timeline Help Us in our Research? 
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1. ORGANIZES: A chart of ordered events gives a valuable overview of 
your ancestor’s life. At a glance, you’ll see milestones such as 
marriages, changes in occupation or residence, the births of children, 
the death of a parent or spouse, military service and other significant 
dates. 

2. REVEALS: Your ancestor didn’t live in a vacuum. Adding relevant 
historical events to your timeline reveals the impact of social, political 
and economic circumstances. This helps you understand how events 
affected him and his family. 

3. ILLUMINATES: A timeline can expose gaps in your research, as well 
as conflicting information you need to resolve. It can help you solve 
identity puzzles by anchoring your ancestor to a particular place at a 
certain time. 

4. SUGGESTS: How did your ancestor get from Point A to Point B? Why 
did he take a new job? What did she do after her husband died? A 
timeline might suggest possible migration routes, or shed light on 
why things occurred. 



4. How to Create a Timeline 

A timeline can be as simple as a handwritten straight line with dates on 
one side and events of a person's life on the other. Or, it can be a 
complicated chart, with pictures, floating bars, etc. Whichever type of 
timeline chart is chosen, the steps for putting it together are basically the 
same.  

1. Decide what the objective is and what sort of time line to use to reach 
that objective. Do you want to  
 * compare members of a family,  
 * look at the direct events of one person's life and see what’s  
  missing, or  
 * compare an ancestor's life with what is going on around him? 

2. Review records and decide which events to include. Begin with major 
 events in the ancestor's life. In an attempt to determine what is 
 important to include in a timeline and what is superfluous,  

3. List events to be included in chronological order. 

4. Decide the units of time: months, years, or decades to be used. 

5. Label dates. Some events have definite dates, some have 
 approximate  dates and some have no time reference at all.  
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How to Create a Timeline (cont.) 
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6. Use history books to find out what was happening in the world at the 
same time. Frequently, encyclopedias and Internet sites already have 
historical timelines. http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-
history-timeline/ provides timelines for the history of each of the fifty 
states.  

7. In addition to using a simple paper and pencil method, a timeline can 
be created with any number of programs most people already have 
on their computers. A spreadsheet based timeline is one of the 
easiest to use, while word processor documents allow the flexibility 
to include more information than spreadsheets do. 

8. Some genealogy programs include timelines as part of their 
packages. Certain historical events that surrounded the targeted 
person geographically, ethnically, religiously, and occupational are 
included while others can be added. 
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-
interactives/timeline-30007.html provides free horizontal and vertical 
timelines on its website. At Ourtimelines.com, custom timelines are 
produced for free, although they do have a page asking for a 
donation.  

http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.e-referencedesk.com/resources/state-history-timeline/
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/timeline-30007.html
Ourtimelines.com


5. Timeline Examples 

a. Paper and Pencil Timeline 
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Where he lived 



b. Excel 
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Using the Excel Program 



To Download an Excel Spreadsheet for Genealogy 
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http://genealogydecoded.com/researching/resources/ 

sources 

http://genealogydecoded.com/researching/resources/


c. Family Tree Maker 
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c. Family Tree Maker 
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1. Select Person 

2. Select Timeline 

3. Click the arrow next to the Timeline 
button and select Show Family Events 

4. Click the arrow next to the Timeline button 
And select Show Historical Events 



Family Tree Maker 14 

Timeline 
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d. Legacy 
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Legacy Options for Timeline (Chronology) 
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Legacy Timeline Report 
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Report Style 

List Style 



6. Adding Historical Events to the Timeline 

a. Historical Events  –   Now weave in to your timeline any major events 
that were happening on the local, regional, national, or international 
stage during their lifetimes. 

a. Include any wars and economic events like the Great Depression. 

b. Look for health epidemics.  

c. If your family lived during the settling of the West, include when the 
pertinent states became territories, then states. Any boundary 
changes?  

b. Historical Context Information – This information is best found in 
those “other” books in the library that don’t contain lists of dates and 
are so often overlooked. State, county, and town histories have a wealth 
of information specific to where your ancestor lived that you won’t find 
elsewhere. But don’t stop there. There are histories on any mode of 
transportation you like, and histories on any church community you can 
name.  The books can be found in local libraries in their “Local History” 
section or at state archives.  One of the best locations to find local 
history is in the town or county itself.  Don’t forget www.usgenweb.org for 
even more local history treasures. 
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http://www.usgenweb.org/


7. Some Rules of Thumb for Timelines 

1. Keep name spellings as exactly as you see them in the record. 

This helps you keep track of name variants; subtle changes in 

names might have significance. The same is true for names of 

locations. Always put elements in chronological order. 

2. No detail is too small or unimportant. Though, if your ancestor 

was constantly in one set of records over a certain time period, it's 

okay to use a date range. For example, your entry might read 

"1787-1795, served as a juror." 

3. Use abbreviations to make your entries as short as possible; for 

example, adj for adjacent, dau for daughter, etc. 

4. Use the smallest fonts you can. I will often use a 9 or 10 point 

font for my important entries and then an 8 point for secondary 

items. 
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Some Rules of Thumb for Timelines (cont.) 
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5. Make your matrix as large as needed. In Word you can use 
landscape mode or choose legal size paper; in Excel you can make a 
table as wide as you want. When looking on your computer screen, it 
doesn't matter what size paper your document is set up for. However, 
if you will be printing out your matrix, You might want to stick to the 
size paper that your printer can accommodate. 

6. If you don't have a color printer, use techniques to distinguish 
entries that can be easily spotted in black and white such as bold, 
italic, underline, different fonts, use of symbols (*), or combinations of 
these. 

7. Be very clear about which items are "documented," which items are 
clearly your ancestor (based on corroboration from other sources), 
which items are conjecture (e.g., birth date ca1785 based on census) 
and which items may or may not be your ancestor. 

8. When sharing a timeline with another researcher, you may want to 
highlight information that is "new" since the last time it was shared. 
This allows the other researcher to quickly appreciate any changes. 

 

 



Timelines: 

A Step Toward 

Compiling and  

Publishing your 

Genealogy 
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Consider this:  
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