
THE GENEALOGY OF SEARCHING FOR YOUR
Ancestors: The How and Why of Genealogy, is itself
an interesting story. Originally published by Whit-
tlesey House in 1937 and in successive editions by
the University of Minnesota Press beginning in
1948, the newly released
sixth edition owes much to
financial columnist Sylvia
Porter. Porter’s reference to
the book in her column
nearly two years ago
sparked a run on sales of
the fifth edition, bringing
sudden attention to what
had been a slow-but-steady
backlist seller. 

“My own family has had
a longstanding interest in
genealogy,” says press
director Lisa Freeman, “and
the sharp increase in sales
caused by the appearance
of Porter’s column suggest-
ed they were not alone.” 
A phone call to co-author
James B. Bell confirmed his
belief that the book was
ready for revision. Two
years and a visit to the
expanded Family History Library in Salt Lake City
later, the book is again in bookstores and attracting
widespread attention, including selection as an
alternate by the Quality Paperback Bookclub. 

A graduate of the University of Minnesota, Bell
attributes the growing interest in genealogy to a
number of changes in late twentieth-century Ameri-
ca, including a string of unwanted wars, nuclear
proliferation, recessions, political assassinations,
political corruption, and the general unsettledness
that has accompanied the urbanization and
increased mobility of the American population.
These trends combined with the bicentennial cele-
bration and the widespread popularity of Alex
Haley’s Roots have fueled the increased desire of
people to see and understand the continuing
threads that connect one generation to the next.

“As recently as 100 years ago, there were prob-
ably not one but several members of the family
who could recount orally the family’s history as far
back as seven or eight generations,” Bell notes.
“Most people nowadays would be hard-pressed to

give the full names, dates, and
places of birth of their great-
grandparents, let alone earlier
generations.”

Bell’s interest in genealogy
dates back to his early research
on the Church of England and
colonial America. Bell, who
holds a doctorate in history
from Cambridge University,
became director of the New
England Historic Genealogical
Society in 1973, a position he
held until 1982, when he
became director of the New
York Historical Society. During
his time in New England, he
met Gilbert Doane, who per-

suaded him to assist in
the revisions of the
fifth edition of the
book, published in
1980. Doane, a distin-
guished bibliographer,
librarian, and Episco-
pal clergyman, died
shortly after the fifth
edition appeared.

“Searching for Your
Ancestors is intended
as a primer for the
fledgling genealogist,”
says Bell. “It takes you
by the hand and leads

you through the basic steps of researching and
fleshing out your family’s history, alerting you to
possible pitfalls along the way.” The latest edition
includes suggestions about how to use such new
technologies as the computer and the camcorder,
and provides vastly expanded information about
how to search for your ancestors overseas.

Searching for Your Ancestors,
by Gilbert H.Doane and James B. Bell
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Forthcoming titles in the fall
include:

Cultural/Media Studies

Dancing in the Distraction Fac-
tory: Music Television and Pop-
ular Culture, by Andrew
Goodwin.

The Movie of the Week: Private
Stories/Public Events, by
Elayne Rapping.

Framing History: The Rosenberg
Story and the Cold War, by 
Virginia Carmichael. 

Cowboys, Communists, and
Queers: The Politics of Mas-
culinity in the Work of Arthur
Miller and Tennessee Williams,
by David Savran.

Writing Security: United States
Foreign Policy and the Politics of
Identity, by David Campbell.

Chicanos and Film: 
Representation and Resistance,
by Chon A. Noriega.

Channels of Desire: Mass
Images and the Shaping of
American Culture, by Stuart
Ewen and Elizabeth Ewen.

Class, by Richard Scase.

Exchange, by John Davis.

Fires Were Started: British Film
under Thatcherism, edited by
Lester Friedman.

Literary Theory/Philosophy

The Postmodern Explained, by
Jean-François Lyotard.

The Fold: Leibniz and the
Baroque, by Gilles Deleuze.

Stanzas: The Word and the
Phantasm in Western Culture,
by Giorgio Agamben.

The Infinite Conversation, by
Maurice Blanchot.
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