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ORGANIZING GENEALOGY SOURCES AND DOCUMENTS 

USING SOFTWARE YOU MAY ALREADY HAVE 

Sharon Gayle (sfgayle@teachmegenealogy.com) 

 

If you use a computer in your genealogy research that runs under the MS-

Windows XP
®
, Windows

®
 2000 or higher operating system, this article can show 

you a way to organize and search for source documents, transcriptions and other 

files to locate information no matter what file format they may be stored in or 
where they may be stored on your computer. 

 

ersonal computers offer great opportunities to organize our family research and, 

nowadays, almost all models are bundled with general productivity software, such as 

word processors, spreadsheets and email. These software packages help organize 

similar types of information. For example, some researchers use spreadsheets to 

organize census data and deed indexes. Family group sheets and sources and citations can 

be recorded in word-processing documents. Photographs, of course, can be stored as 

graphics files: *.jpg, *.bmp or *.gif. Adding to this basic configuration of productivity tools, 

researchers have purchased specialized genealogy software to manage their sizable 

database of relatives and ancestors and easily produce well-designed reports. 

Yet, even with the availability of computers and genealogy software, most family 

historians still use a paper filing system as the backbone of their research. These paper 

filing systems require a certain amount of organization and sometimes duplication of 

documents. In her book, Organizing Your Family History Search, Sharon Carmack offered 

several workable filing systems that can allow the researcher to be more productive in 

finding a particular document.  

In one design that she described, multiple copies of a document were stored in 

various folders. For example, you might place a copy of a deed in each appropriate surname 

file. With this method, a two page deed multiplies minimally by two (Grantor and Grantee), 

but the number of copies could multiply exponentially if witnesses to that document are also 

of interest yet they do not share a common surname with the main parties to the contract. 

The objective in this design is to save the researcher time—and it does—but it sacrifices 

space in the filing cabinet.  

To avoid creating multiple copies of a document, Carmack suggested organizing files 

by record type and using software designed to help track where items are stored. She 

suggested using database software, such as Clooz® developed by Ancestor Detective, Inc.  I 

purchased a copy of that software in 2003 and used it for six months. With Clooz, I 

discovered that the database model on which it was based was contrary to the way I think 

about and work with my data. It did not fit my personal cognitive or mental map. Although I 

found the software to be adequate for some things, it just did not offer the solution I was 

seeking.  

Most genealogy filing systems assume that the filing system will organize a paper-

based system. My document filing system is entirely computerized. I do keep a few original 
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documents, but even these few pieces of paper are also digitized for research purposes. 

Everything is searchable on my computer.  

In my search for a system for to help organize my document files, I established four 

objectives. Whatever the solution, I wanted it to be:  

 Flexible—It must be adaptable to the way I think and work with my source 

documents. 

 Inexpensive—Free would be great!! 

 Lean and mean—No multiple copies of documents to clutter my filing cabinet or 

my computer. 

 It must be fast—It must enable me to locate a dimly remembered document 

within seconds. 

It turned out that the ideal solution for me was already installed on my computer. My 

operating system had built-in features that I could use to organize all my files around the 

way I want work. It involves using the Explore utility program and the File Properties Tag 

that comes with the Microsoft XP® operating system. 

The Explore utility can be run by moving your mouse pointer to the START button on 

the lower left portion of your computer screen. With the pointer over the START button, 

RIGHT-CLICK your mouse. A small menu will open up like the one shown in Figure 1.  The 

Explore utility is the second option on that small menu. Select EXPLORE with your mouse.  

From this point in the article and going forward, we will use the Explore utility to organize 

and access document files.1 I scan all documents into my computer. I have no paper files 

beyond a few legal documents. However, the computer can still be used for those 

researchers who are more comfortable holding a piece of paper rather than reading the 

                                                             

1 A good way to read this article is to sit in front of your computer and experiment with the features 

described here as you are reading. 

 
FIGURE 1 



Organizing Genealogy Files Using Windows XP® 

 

© 2007, Sharon Gayle   Page 5 

page on a computer screen.   

When I decided to digitize my genealogy records, I spent several minutes thinking 

about the types of sources that I had. I was unconcerned about the format of the file (e.g., 

*.jpg, *.doc, *.txt, …). At this stage, I was also unconcerned about details recorded within the 

document.  I was only concerned with document purpose. Was it to record a land 

transaction, a birth, death or other type of event?  

From that main grouping (see Figure 2), I examined how I work with those different 

categories of documents. I discovered that I approach different categories in a variety of 

ways. For example, I mentally organize census records in terms of family lines (as opposed 

to surnames). Within lines, census records are grouped by census year.  Yet, I mentally 

organize deeds and land records in terms of the repository where they were found which is 

often—but not always—at the county level. Each of these category folders are organized 

according to my personal mental map. As I will show later, this structure allows me to work 

efficiently in storing documents according to my personal thought processes without 

affecting how I search for related documents in the future. I offer my primary categories for 

documents in Figure 2. The beauty of the system is each researcher can organize in a 

manner that best suits him or her.  

Figure 3 provides an example of a folder containing deed records. Notice the “Details 

Section” which comprises the largest section of the window. The information displayed here 

is modifiable to show different file properties. Here, you can see the name of the file or sub-

directory name. The second column in that section is labeled SUBJECT. The SUBJECT field, 

like SIZE and DATE CREATED, is part of each file’s properties. You can modify many file 

FIGURE 2 
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properties to help organize and find information regardless of the file’s format (.doc, .xls, 

.exe, ….).  In the example, this directory contains land records found in Pickens Co., SC. 

The whole directory is found under the directory, Land Records & Maps; sort of like a folder 

within a folder. 

Most 19th century records, such as land and court records, were hand copied into 

record books. Due to faded writing and nearly illegible penmanship, (re)reading the original 

record can be time-consuming. To address this problem, the document can be transcribed 

using any word processing software. An additional benefit of transcriptions includes the 

ability to add notes without altering the original document. An abstract can be typed into the 

COMMENTS of file’s properties. If you have access to a scanner, you can capture the 

document image and store it in the same file as the transcription. Whether you scan only, 

transcribe only or do both, the Explore feature of the Windows® operating system can be 

used to help you work efficiently. 

Again, looking at Figure 3, you can move your mouse over the file name to display the file 

properties. In this example, the file named “Deed Book 6.PDF” tells you that the document is 

an Adobe Acrobat Document. The Subject refers to William Fendley who gave 200 acres of 

land to Lucinda Morton and Eliza Fendley. I also included the names of the individuals who 

witnessed this deed. All of this information can be useful later searches. 

In the next example (Figure 4), we are looking at a list of census images that were 

downloaded from the internet. Each file is a census sheet stored in Adobe .pdf format. The 

naming convention used is the NARA series identification, roll and page. But any file naming 

convention could be used. It is the file properties that are important elements for searching.  

 FIGURE 3 
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To access file properties dialog box, move your mouse cursor over the file that you 

wish to modify. RIGHT-CLICK the mouse to open a menu. The bottom of the menu appears 

the word, PROPERTIES. Select PROPERTIES to open the dialog box (see Figure 4.)  

Click on the SUMMARY tab and you can enter the descriptions into these fields 

according to your personal requirements. Note that I used the SUBJECT field to record the 

names of those people who appear in the census record image. I also utilized the 

COMMENTS box for a brief abstract or other notes I find needed in my work. The contents of 

COMMENTS are displayed whenever I run my mouse over the file name under the Explore 

utility. 

To have specific fields display whenever the directory is opened (SUBJECT, AUTHOR 

are not displayed in the default settings), move your cursor to the line where the field titles 

are displayed. RIGHT-CLICK your mouse, a menu of available fields will be displayed. Click 

on MORE option at the bottom of menu. This will open a dialog box similar to the one 

displayed in Figure 5. From there, you can select and arrange how you want the directory to 

be displayed on your computer screen. 

By no means, can his article do justice to all the possibilities from using Windows® 

system to organize your research files. But perhaps it can motivate a few to experiment with 

this feature on their own. 

FIGURE 4 
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FIGURE 5 
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