
Finding Your French Ancestors With 
Resources Both Online And Offline

Seán DALY
English Speaking Markets Community Manager,

Geneanet, Paris



Please silence all devices

No audio or video recording

Photos are permitted



1. Find this session in the 
RootsTech Mobile app

2. Scroll down to Fill Out 
Survey

3. Let us know how this 
session was!

Remember to give 
feedback in the app!



About me
● Franco-American: born in New York City 

to Irish-American father and Norman 
French mother

● Genealogy as a third career after working 
as a tech journalist, then 20 years at a 
Fortune 500 beauty company in IT, online 
marketing, and advertising

● Moved to Paris in 1990, stints in Moscow, 
Brussels, NYC

● Currently community coordinator for 
English-speaking markets at Geneanet
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France’s decentralized archives: the départements

● 95 départements 
(counties)

● 36,000 (!) communes 
(municipalities)

● Created in 1790, with 
some changes

● BMD, censuses are 
online, but unindexed 
at the ADs



French vital records: key dates

Villers-Cotterêt: baptism 
registers, in French

Ordonnance de Blois: 
marriage and burial records

Civil vital records and 
tables décennales

Beginning of 
five-year censuses

Military registers



Principal sources: l’Etat-civil

● Births, marriages, 
deaths

● Marginal notes are key!



Principal sources: Censuses

● Every five years 
starting in 1836

● Many are still 
unindexed, but if 
you know the 
municipality you can 
inspect the pages

Census of Bras-d’Asse, Alpes-de-Haute-Provence (04), 1836



Principal sources: 
Registres matricules

● Begun in 1867

● Every 20-year-old 
male registers in his 
municipality

● If the roll is 
unindexed, you can 
locate the record if 
you know birthdate 
& place of residence





French family names…

● Family names from the 12th 
century on

● The world’s record for number 
of last names vs. population!

● But: spelling variants…

Geneanet’s Origin of Last Names heatmap for the family name GAUVIN



… and regional given names in France

● Some first names are very 
popular in certain regions

● From the 18th century, 
individuals often had two or even 
three given names

● Registrars have their say about 
given names (!)

The first name Tanguy is widespread in Brittany and Normandy!



French vs. American genealogy
● French archives go way back to the 17th century!

● Standardized cote (reference series) codes

● Free online access to (unindexed) archives, with privacy 
limitations

● Death records (even very recent) are easy to obtain in 
France, but are without cause of death

● Cemetery concessions are of limited duration, perhaps no 
grave anymore

● DNA tests remain illegal in France :-(

● 1.6 million family names, regional first names -> great 
clues!
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Let’s research a Frenchman: Charles Michel FRANÇOIS

● Born between 1880 and 
1890, but we don’t know 
where in France. Spouse: 
Hortense

● Search results: several 
family trees, his military 
record, birth records

● Dates, département,  
municipalities, and a 
second spouse!



Charles Michel François’ birth certificate

● This is an indexed 
record - remember, 
not all are!

● The parents’ names 
and ages are great 
clues for tree 
building



Charles Michel François’ birth certificate

● This particular cert is 
on two pages of the 
register

● The marginal notes 
provide his marriage 
and death details!



Military record

● His parents’ names 
and his birth date 
and place

● Occupation: verrier 
(glassworker)

● Wounded (twice!) 
during World War I, 
awarded medals



Let’s look at a tree from the search results

Wait, what’s written in 
the Sources section?



The secret code of French genealogists

● Pierremande = the municipality
● 02 - Archives Départementales de l’Aisne is 

often just written “AD02” (INSEE code 02)
● 1E0750_008 = the cote (reference)
● 1913 = the year; most reels span a range
● Acte 11 = the certificate number in the 

register
● Page(s) 6 sur 11 = the register page and total 

number of pages in the digitized reel with 
the acte

https://en.geneanet.org/explore/french-ancestors/post/the-secret-code-of-french-genealogists
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Visiting the Archives Départementales
● 95 to choose from, so 

plan your visit: 
inventories, contact

● Unusual treasures can 
be found!

○ archives notariales

○ unpublished censuses

○ tables de successions

● Take photos with your 
smartphone (usually)

Archives Départementales de la Manche (50) in Saint-Lô



The Tables Décennales

● From 1790 on, index every ten 
years of births, marriages, 
deaths

● The original finding aid of vital 
records registrars

● Useful if you know the 
municipality, but not the date

● Find other family members!

9bre = novembre
Xbre = décembre

https://en.geneanet.org/genealogyblog/post/2022/09/sear
ching-for-french-ancestors-with-the-tables-decennales



Newspapers and periodicals

● Birth/marriage/death 
announcements which reveal 
the municipality and date

● Promotions, medals

● Legal matters

● Geneanet’s Genealogy Library



Alsace-Lorraine

● A region between France and 
Germany which has changed 
administration five times

● Records in Latin, German, or French - 
sometimes for the same person!

● But kept in the municipality (+ADs)

● I wrote an article which may be 
helpful
○ https://en.geneanet.org/genealogyblog/post

/2023/08/finding-your-ancestors-from-alsac
e-lorraine 

Geneanet vintage postcards collection

https://en.geneanet.org/genealogyblog/post/2023/08/finding-your-ancestors-from-alsace-lorraine
https://en.geneanet.org/genealogyblog/post/2023/08/finding-your-ancestors-from-alsace-lorraine
https://en.geneanet.org/genealogyblog/post/2023/08/finding-your-ancestors-from-alsace-lorraine


Jewish genealogy in France
● Three historical centers: Ashkenazi in Alsace, Jews 

of the Papal States, and Sephardim in Bordeaux

● Jews accorded full civil status following the 
Revolution

● Some records in Archives Départementales e.g. 
circumcisions in Lyon

● World War II: influx of Jewish refugees, internal 
displacement of Alsatians, Vichy/Nazi roundups 
resulting in thousands of deportations from 
Drancy

● Mémorial de la Shoah in Paris open to researchers

● Offline: the Préfecture de Paris

● Jewish sections in cemeteries in Paris and 
elsewhere



The Huguenots

● The Wars of Religion set the stage 
for migrations and recordkeeping 
issues

● The Desert, between the revocation 
of the Edict of Nantes (1685) and 
the Edict of Tolerance (Versailles, 
1787)

● Founding settlements in New 
England and elsewhere

Source: L'atelier carto d'HG Sempai



French territories and former colonies

● Archives nationales d'outre-mer (ANOM)

○ https://recherche-anom.culture.gouv.fr/

● Civil vital records in Algeria, French West 
Africa, Indochina, Madagascar, French 
equatorial Africa

● Archives created in Martinique, 
Guadeloupe, Réunion, Saint-Pierre et 
Miquelon, Nouvelle-Calédonie, French 
Guyana

● Penal colonies: Le bagne

https://recherche-anom.culture.gouv.fr/


19th century emigration: mostly Europeans

● Germans, Alsatians, Swiss, Italians, 
Eastern Europeans

● Passenger lists: Few if any

● Le Havre: main port of emigration

● Cherbourg a major port after World 
War I

● Marseille: links to North African 
ports

● Dieppe: permanent ferry link to 
Newhaven, East Sussex (the mails!)

● Nantes, Bordeaux, Brest

Charles Joseph Minard, Emigrants Worldwide 1858, David 
Rumsey Historical Map Collection 



Napoléon’s Soldiers

● 1,191 registers 1802-1815

● 1.3 million of ~2 million soldiers indexed by volunteers

● https://en.geneanet.org/fonds/search-event/76/napoleon-s-soldiers 

https://en.geneanet.org/fonds/search-event/76/napoleon-s-soldiers


Challenges in French genealogy

● Identifying the département

● Identifying the commune (town or village)

● Many départements have not been indexed yet -> look for sources in trees

● DNA testing for genealogy remains illegal, and that’s unlikely to change 
anytime soon

● Strict privacy laws make finding living cousins quite difficult

● Destruction from wars: World War I, Normandy after D-Day, Paris in 1871

● Reading old handwriting!



Getting help

Geneanet’s English language forum for French research

● Facebook groups

● Local genealogy societies

● Geneanet’s forums!



Contact me

sean.daly@geneanet.org

http://en.geneanet.org/genealogyblog

Geneanet English

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sean-daly-genealogist/

mailto:sean.daly@geneanet.org
http://en.geneanet.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sean-daly-genealogist/


Q & A
Seán DALY

English Speaking Markets Community Manager,

Geneanet, Paris



Let’s research a Frenchman: Charles AUDEBERT

● Born around 1870 or so

● His wife’s name was 
Marie Louise JOLY

● Results: a family tree and 
two indexes

● Dates, département and 
municipalities!

bonus example!



What about the index?

The parents’ names give us 
more search criteria and the 
cote (reference) will allow us to 
look up the marriage register



Does the family tree have sources?

This one does! The tree has dates and we 
can read the secret code to access the 
registers: département Indre-et-Loire (37), 
municipalities Champigny-sur-Veude and 
Beaumont-en-Véron



Charles’ parents

● We know the 
département and 
names and we have 
BMD references, so 
let’s filter out trees 
for now

● Census and military 
record!



Charles’
military record
● A farmer who 

served in an 
artillery 
regiment

● Let’s thank the 
Geneanet 
volunteers who 
index these 
records!



Charles père in the
1891 census

● There are collateral relatives, 
both Audebert and Savatier

● Farming families liked to keep 
the farm in the family!



Charles Audebert’s birth certificate

● Search the net for 
“AD37 état-civil” to 
land on the page of 
the Indre-et-Loire 
Archives 
Départementales

● The marginal notes 
have his marriage & 
death places & 
dates!


