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How to Discover If Your Ancestor Served at Valley Forge

By Diane Ward
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is dedicated to the memory of those who
encamped at Valley Forge from December
1777 until June 1778. The Continental
Army used monthly muster rolls to track
the army’s strength. Each roll contains
names, ranks, dates of enlistment, and other
notes on soldiers’ assignments, activities,

or conditions. You may be surprised at the
wide array of people who were at Valley
Forge.

The idea of putting information gathered
from these 18th century muster rolls and
making it available electronically was
spearheaded in 1992 by Tom McNichol and
the late Frank Resavy. They desired to create
a list of the Continental soldiers who were
at Valley Forge for at least one day. This core
criterion remains applicable today.

What Tom and Frank did not realize is that
their fully volunteer labor of love would
continue for so many years. Working from
the basement of Frank’s home and without
the convenience of today’s computers, they
began with notes gathered over 50 years
from early researchers, then manually
verified the previous work. They greatly
added to that work with new research by
documenting the names, ranks, and dates
of enlistment from microfilm and books in
the Park’s Horace Wilcox Memorial Library.
A total of 17 reference points were used

to authenticate names on the Valley Forge
Muster Roll.

Thanks to Frank and Tom, along with
Valley Forge National Historical Park staff
and many more volunteers, the Muster Roll
Project continues today as a free web-based
database with more than 25,000 entries that
can be searched to determine one’s family
history at Valley Forge. The database offers
the ability to search by a soldier’s last name
(or a portion of the last name) or combined
with a state or regiment to refine the search.

Initially, they gathered once a week. But
their work quickly expanded to several days
a week and then to different locations to
accommodate their progress.

“We hand-wrote our findings on paper,”
laughs Tom, “and our notes quickly turned
into a mountain of paper, then a movable
wall of sorts so that Frank could take to
other locations when needed””

Within a few years, the number of Muster
Roll names grew exponentially ... from a
few hundred to several thousands.

“The great folks at Lockheed-Martin
stepped in at a perfect time, helping us
create a special database to electronically
catalogue the Muster Roll” says Tom.
“While we had published our work in
the book, The Continental Army at Valley
Forge 1777-1778, 1 think it was even
more gratifying to know that two “old
guys” equipped with only pencils and
paper required 13 “young” computer
programmers to transfer our manual work
to an electronic database.”

Official Muster Roll Certificates that
authenticate participation during the
6-month encampment at Valley Forge can
be purchased. Diane Ward, who manages
the certificate program, says that the newly
launched website has opened dialogue
with a range of descendants from around

the country. New people are continually
added to the Muster Roll and in some

cases, connections have been made
between persons who were unaware of their
extended living family.

“I noticed multiple Muster Roll Certificates
were being purchased for the same soldiers
yet the buyers were different,” said Ward.
She connected the purchasers who were
thrilled to learn about their shared ancestry.

“I love hearing the wonderful stories
submitted from online visitors to the
Muster Roll website. While created to honor
the legacy of Valley Forge, it is amazing how
relevant the project remains - not only in
finding new additions but also in reaching
and connecting new audiences,” says Ward.

The Continental Army at Valley Forge
1777-1778 book as well as maps and
other products related to the Valley Forge
encampment are also available on the
Muster Roll website.

“While we started out promoting books,

it’s been fascinating to consider other
merchandise such as a personalized coffee
mug denoting muster roll information.

We hope folks will want to enjoy morning
coffee with their ancestor or show their
pride in being a descendant of the Valley
Forge encampment at the office,” said Ward.

The Muster Roll Project is a fully volunteer
operation managed by The Friends of
Valley Forge Park. To discovery if your
history leads to Valley Forge or to submit
an addition to the Valley Forge Muster Roll,
visit http://valleyforgemusterrollproject.org
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Genetic Genealogy: A Personal Account

By Valerie-Anne Lutz
APS Library’s Head of Manuscripts
Processing and GSP Board Member

Second in a continuing series of genetic
genealogy

I'd wanted to take a DNA test ever since
the late 1990s, when Id first heard of a
mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) project,
which tested the mtDNA passed down
through your direct maternal (mother’s
mother, etc.) line.

For these early studies, however, you
needed to have six generations of your
direct maternal line documented. I had
names of my direct female ancestors
through my 3rd great-grandmother
(including her maiden name), but I did not
have enough documentation to participate
in the project.

In 2008, I noticed that Ancestry was
offering mtDNA tests for a much more
reasonable price than I'd previously
seen. [ wanted to see whether I could
determine where my direct maternal line
had originated and optimistically hoped
that the test might be precise enough to
pinpoint where in Ireland they had lived.

Around the same time, I also persuaded

a male 3rd cousin I'd found online to take
the basic Y-DNA test. He was a direct

male descendant of the same couple, and

I hoped that perhaps wed both be able

to find enough matches in a particular
geographic area of Ireland—if enough men
and women in Ireland had tested.

Unfortunately, these initial tests were not
as precise as I'd hoped. About the only
knowledge that we really acquired from
these very basic tests were that our direct
maternal and paternal genetic groups were
among the most common in Europe—not
exactly a big surprise.

I set aside DNA for a few years, until I
began hearing more about DNA tests

in 2012. That same year, I attended the
RootsTech conference in Salt Lake City,
where they were running a special sale
price on the full maternal sequence DNA
tests. I took the test.

I checked my e-mail anxiously for the
results every day for several weeks, then
finally one day, there they were—a list

of matches! Unfortunately, none of the
surnames of either testers or their ancestors
matched any that I'd ever heard of or found
in my research.

Testers are supposed to include their
earliest known female ancestors, but
unfortunately many do not, and of my
matches who did, all seemed to be stuck (as
I was) at ancestors born in Ireland (with
perhaps a county) in the early 19th century
or women with Scots-Irish names in late
18th-century American South.

The test did seem to confirm that my direct
maternal line ancestors were indeed likely
from Ireland, and probably Donegal/Ulster.
What I did not know at the time is that
even the full-sequence mtDNA test yields
matches who are related only within the
past 16 generations.

The mtDNA test is thus mostly useful for
determining possible geographic origins
of your maternal line, whether your
maternal line is of a particular ancestral
background (African, Asian, European,
Native American, etc.), and also for ruling
out or lending support to the hypothesis
that someone could be related to you on a
particular line—your direct maternal line
through your mother’s mother’s mother.

This would be useful if you located
descendants of two different women

and wanted to determine which of them
shared a direct female ancestor with you.
The descendants whom you match on the
mtDNA test would be the ones with whom
you are likely to share an ancestor.

At the 2013 RootsTech conference, I
learned even more about DNA testing,
particularly autosomal DNA tests, which
can be taken by men and women and
enable testers to find matches whose
relation to them could be determined
from within the time period covered by
documentation.

People were becoming more interested

in using DNA tests to determine the
percentages of various ethnic groups that
their ancestry comprised, and more people
were beginning to test—increasing the
likelihood that you might find matches, no
matter what your background or level of
documentation on your family. The cost
still seemed a bit prohibitive, however,

and the proliferation of different tests

from a variety of companies seemed a bit
overwhelming.

Finally, in late 2013, I realized that it was
now or never. I wanted to test both of
my parents as well as myself, and I didn’t
want to wait too much longer. I began
researching all three of the major testing
companies: 23andMe, FamilyTreeDNA,
and Ancestry. This is what I determined:

1. 23andMe tested the most SNPs (about
900,000) while other companies
tested about 700,000. SNPs are
single nucleotide polymorphisms,
pronounced “snips,” that are mistakes
DNA makes in replicating itself. The
number of SNP matches between
people can be used to tell how closely
they are related. 23andMe has since
changed the number of SNPs tested.

2. 23andMe tested for medical history,
while other companies did not.

(The medical testing has since been
suspended, pending review by the
Food and Drug Administration.)

3. 23andMe could be imported into
FamilyTreeDNA for a small fee, as well
as uploaded to free “third-party” DNA
tools for comparison with people who
had tested through other companies.

4. 23andMe had more testers from all
over the world.

5. FamilyTreeDNA had more
experienced genealogists among their
testers.

6. 23andMe testers were sometimes less
responsive.

7. FamilyTreeDNA testers were usually
more responsive.

8. AncestryDNA tests were available only
to users in the United States.

After reviewing all of these factors, I
decided to test with 23andMe, which
seemed at that time the best value: most
SNPs, medical information, ability to
export to other services, and representation
from all over the world.

The tests were also on sale, with 20% off
each test after the first one. I purchased
three: one for me and one for each of my
parents. For medical reasons, my father
was unable to take the 23andMe test,
which requires filling a vial with saliva, so 1
ordered a swab test from FamilyTreeDNA
for him.

To be continued ...
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Tips for Success in Applying for First Families of Pennsylvania

By Nancy Cassada Nelson
Chair of First Family Committee

As you may know, GSP supports a program
called First Families of Pennsylvania that
honors descendants of early settlers of the
Commonwealth. There is an application
process in which you can document your
descent; once approved, you will receive a
membership pin and a certificate showing
that you are a member of First Families.

To qualify, you must prove descent from a
resident in Pennsylvania during one of three
time periods:

Pennsylvania Proud: 1866-1900
Keystone and Cornerstone: 1791-1865
Colony and Commonwealth: 1638-1790

Members of the Board of Directors volunteer
their time to review these applications, and
they compiled the tips below to help ensure
that your application is approved quickly
and easily.

Download, print out, and read through the
application form and the Direct Ancestor
Chart. genpa.org/first-families/how-apply/
how-apply. Read the Overview, How to
Apply, and Frequently Asked Questions
sections carefully. Being aware of what
information you need to submit will help
you decide on which ancestor (or ancestors)
to document. Use the printout as a
worksheet. You can download another form
later on when you're ready to submit your
final information.

Start filling in the form with the information
that you know, and review your source for
each new piece of information. For example,
you may know that your mother was born
in Philadelphia on a certain date, but do you
have her birth certificate that proves it?

Start a list of the original source documents
you are going to need, listed generation by
generation, using the Direct Ancestor Chart.
You must prove a link from each generation
to the previous one. This is particularly
helpful when names are duplicated!

Review the three levels of membership after
you have your preliminary generations
penciled onto the form. Remember, you
need to prove that an ancestor lived in
Pennsylvania in 1790 to qualify for the
Colony and Commonwealth level. You

don’t have to dig back another three or four
generations earlier, as your approval will be
based on the 1790 ancestor. Records that
early are not easy to locate or prove out (i.e.,
are you sure that John Smith who died in
1770 in Philadelphia really was YOUR John
Smith?).

Target where you are missing information,
and start working on the most current items
first. You're likely to have more success
finding a birth certificate from 1928 than

a baptism in 1802. Plus, as you fill in the
most recent generations, you might discover
great links to preceding ones! Remember,
blanks on your application form mean that
your job is not done; you need to fill them
all in before you submit it or the application
will be returned for you to complete and
resubmit.

Focus on primary records—birth, baptism,
marriage, death, and burial certificates

are the preferred proofs when they exist.
Land records, wills, and other court
documents can be used to prove that an
early ancestor was in a certain place at
a certain time. Remember that your goal
is to provide the document that links
each generation to the previous one. By
filling in the Direct Ancestor Chart, you
can easily see which links are missing
and where you have to concentrate your
research.

Avoid published family histories or other
secondary sources. We all can find various
published books, but none of us know how
accurate the content is until we dive into
primary sources. If we're lucky, people who
compiled family histories documented
where they found the information that can
lead you to exactly what you need for your
application. And, that’s what you need to list
as your source, not a printed family history.

Tap into local genealogical and historical
societies. Some of the smaller local ones
might have members who've researched the
same family that you're descended from.
Check out the societies that are partners

of GSP at genpa.org/partners-program/
participating-partners/participating-
partners, link to their sites, and e-mail them
with your queries.

Consider contacting a professional
genealogist, even if just to focus on

documenting one person or one generation.
Professionals who do genealogical research
for a living know where the records are,
what your chances are of finding a primary
document, and what kind of substitute
might be available. You may learn, for
example, that you were searching in a county
that had been carved out of another, earlier
county where your ancestors might have
lived.

Submit clear copies with the relevant
information underlined in red. Avoid
submitting hard-to-read copies of old
documents with no indication of where you
ancestor’s name is on the form.

‘We want you to succeed and to welcome you
to First Families, so follow the advice above
to help ensure your approval!

Our mission is to provide leadership and
support in promoting genealogy through
education, preservation, and access to
Pennsylvania-related genealogical information.
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Carol M. Sheaffer, MD

Vice Presidents

Susan S. Koelble and Deborah Coombe Haas
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Nancy C. Janyszeski

Penn in Hand is a bimonthly publication of
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Further notes on John Thomas
Humphrey, CG (1948-2012)

The most recent Penn in Hand carried an
article on John Thomas Humphrey and,
within the article, offered these statements:

... His investigation of records confiscated from
Nazi Germany at the end of World War 11
led to his discovery at NARA in Washington
of the Ahnenpasse Records - that is, records
submitted by German military, community
and government officials, teachers, firemen,
and policemen proving their German descent.
Those records, created between 1930 and
1945, contain information about millions of
Germans, many of whom came to the United
States, as well as Americans they may have
married ... .

We were pleased to receive the following
comments from a former GSP member,
Susannah E. Brooks, who had the pleasure
of working with John Humphrey on the
records mentioned above. On March 21,
2014, Ms. Brooks wrote the following:

... There is a mistake in your obituary of John
T. Humphrey regarding the captured German
military records at NARA that he worked
with. I also worked with him and these
records. They are NOT Ahnenpasse (similar
to a passport but with one’s pedigree), which
Germans carried with them during the Nazi
era to prove their Aryan ancestry. Germans
were required to create and carry these
booklets or charts, but they were for their
personal use, not put in a centralized file. The
records that John worked with and wrote/
lectured about were the SS marriage records,
which often contained ahnentafeln (plural
form of word for pedigree charts) as well as
other information about the SS member and
his spouse. I have never seen any information
on American-born spouses in these records,
since during the war that probably would
have prevented one from joining the SS. Other
agencies of the Nazi government also had
requirements for proof of ancestry that were
kept in central files, but those records were
not among those taken by the British and
American forces.

We thank her for her comments and are
truly pleased to hear from Penn in Hand
readers. The information found in the
original article came from several sources.
On November 12, 2010, The Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette printed an article by Marylynne

Pitz entitled, Historian to speak on German

genealogical records he discovered, in which
she reports on an interview with John T.
Humphrey:

Mr. Humphrey, a professional genealogist
who lives in Washington, D.C., knew the
U.S. military had confiscated Nazi records
as World War II ended. In 2003, he began to

wonder if the National Archives had acquired.

Ahnenpasse, which is German for “ancestor”
and “pass” as in passport. During Adolf
Hitler’s regime, applicants had to prove their
German ancestry to join the SS, the powerful
paramilitary organization that committed
many crimes against humanity during

World War II. However, firemen, policemen,
teachers, and government officials also had to
prove that they had no Jewish ancestors.

“You had to prove ancestry back to Jan. 1,
1800. If you found you had Jewish ancestry,
you lost your job,” Mr. Humphrey said in a
telephone interview, adding that applicants
had to provide certified documents to prove
their lineage.

The records, made between the 1930s and
1945, were microfilmed at the National
Archives and contain information on millions
of native-born Germans, some of whom later
immigrated to the United States and became
naturalized citizens. The records also contain
information on Americans who married
Germans during World War II.

“Eight million Germans immigrated to
America over four centuries” Mr. Humphrey
said, adding that the first German arrived
with Captain John Smith at Jamestown in
1607.

Inside the Ahnenpassen are ancestor charts
known as ahnentafeln. They were required
for people applying to be in the SS or already
working in the German government, he said.

The German government began collecting
these records even before Hitler rose to power
in 1933.

“Starting in 1931, any member of the German
SS wanting to get married had to prove he
had no Jewish ancestors. Enlisted men went
back to Jan. 1, 1800. Officers of the SS had to
£o back to Jan. 1, 1750.

“To be blunt about it,” Mr. Humphrey said,
the Nazi regime’s attitude was, “We're looking
for good breeding stock. We're creating the
master race.”

When the Allies began bombing downtown
Berlin heavily in 1943, the files were moved
to a castle in the Harz Mountains, where a
division of General George Patton’s troops
found them in March 1945, Mr. Humphrey
said. At war’s end, another cache of valuable
records was saved because Germans had
collected synagogue records.

“They survived and were turned over to the
national archives in Jerusalem. They are used
frequently by Holocaust scholars and people
who are researching their Jewish ancestry,” Mr.

Humphrey said.

Our thanks to Susannah Brooks for her
comments. We welcome your input and
comments on any articles appearing in Penn
in Hand and the opportunity they afford to

interact with readers.

Carol M. Sheaffer
GSP President

Genealogy Brick Wall Meet-up
5:30-7:30 p.m., Tuesday, June 24
GSP Conference Room

2207 Chestnut St. in Philadelphia.

Bring your genealogy questions and

your brick walls, and we'll trade ideas

to help each other solve our toughest
research blocks! This event is free, but pre-
registration is required. Laptops are helpful,
but not a requirement. Pizza will be served.
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