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“In America we can say that migration 
is a part of our way of life. We are all 
but a few generations removed from 

our immigrant ancestors . . .” 

                            —Everett S. Lee3 

“A thorough knowledge of 
history and geography is an 

essential ingredient in tracing 
an American family.”  

      —Lloyd de Witt Bockstruck2 
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Social historians estimate fifty percent of the U.S. 
population moved once every ten years in the nineteenth 
century.1 It’s not surprising that researchers of American 
families encounter migration problems and “lost” 
ancestors. Understanding history, geography, migration 
factors, and how to use cluster research can help us find 
where families came from and where they went. 

MIGRATION AND SETTLEMENT 
The more we know about history, motivation, and social context of migrating ancestors, the 

better we are able to recognize patterns and clues that will help us find families who moved. 

Migration Factors 

Most genealogists are familiar with the concepts 
of “push” and “pull” factors that affected migrating 
ancestors. Reasons for migration are complex. So, 
it’s difficult to generalize. Over the past 150 years 
in America, however, several theories of migration 
have developed.  

The U.S. Census Bureau defines migration as 
“movement of people within and across boundaries, such as county, state, or country lines.”4 Dr. 
Everett S. Lee, a twentieth-century sociologist and demographer, defines migration more broadly as 
“a permanent or semi-permanent change of residence” with no restriction on distance, time, or 
whether the act is involuntary as in cases of enslaved persons’ forced removals. Lee excludes 
continually nomadic peoples with no permanent residence.5 Both definitions well suit genealogists.  

Locating relevant records generally requires knowledge of a residence location, political 
boundaries, and time period to determine record availability. Lee’s theory says four factors affect 
the decision to migrate. 

• Conditions in the area of origin 

• Conditions in the area of destination 

 
Cited websites were viewed 20 January 2025. 
 1. James W. Oberly, “Westward Who? Estimates of Native White Interstate Migration After the War of 
1812,” Journal of Economic History 46 (June 1986): 431–440, esp. 431. 
 2. Lloyd de Witt Bockstruck, American Settlement and Migrations: A Primer for Genealogists and 
Family Historians (Baltimore, Md.: Clearfield, 2017), 5. 
 3. Everett S. Lee, “The Turner Thesis Reexamined,” American Quarterly 13 (Spring 1961): 79. 
 4. “About Migration/Geographic Mobility and Place of Birth,” United States Census Bureau 
(https://www.census.gov/topics/population/migration/about.html). 
 5. Everett S. Lee, “A Theory of Migration,” Ekistics 23, no. 137 (April 1967): 212. 
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Some Sources for Identifying 
Cluster Members 

➢ Church associates—membership 

lists, sacramental registers, 

church histories 

➢ Jurors—court minutes, jury lists 

➢ Land owners—plats, patents, 

deeds 

➢ Military comrades—muster rolls, 

pensions, regimental histories 

➢ Neighbors—census, directories, 

tax rolls, land ownership maps 

➢ Petitioners—court minutes and 

order books, legislative records 

➢ Sureties—bonds for marriages 

and probate administration  

➢ Taxpayers—local and state rolls 

➢ Witnesses—wills, deeds, court 

minutes and order books 

• Intervening obstacles 
• Personal factors6 

Every factor has a potential to keep people in an area, attract people to a new area, or force 
people away from an area. Some factors apply universally and some are unique to an individual. 
Conditions that attract a young, single man can be different than those that draw a large family or 
elderly empty-nesters.  

Theory of Streams and Counter-Streams 

Migration occurs in well-defined and observable streams and counter-streams. People move 
along specific routes toward specific destinations because of available transportation infrastructure 
and localized opportunities in new areas. See References #4 (Eldridge) and #5 (FamilySearch) for 
trails. Information flow between origin and destination affects the efficiency of a migration stream. 
Migrants write letters home; newspapers publish advertisements to attract settlers. 

For each major migration stream, a counter-stream develops with migrants returning to their 
original location. Reasons for counter-stream movement include 

• destination conditions not as favorable as expected,  
• destination conditions change, and 

• new contacts between origin and destination locales create new business opportunities to draw 
migrants back to their origins. 

The strength of the counter-stream is affected by reasons for migration, particularly negative 
ones. This migration principle is apparent in an ancestor’s behavior. Most mid-nineteenth-century 
Irish famine immigrants never went back to live in Ireland. Most African Americans who fled the 
South in the Great Migration of the early twentieth century did not return.7 

Understanding migration principles helps us 
develop hypotheses about a migrating family’s origin or 
destination. For more on migration theories, see the 
References #7 (Hall and Ruggles), #9 (Lee), #10 (Lee), 
#11 (Matkin-Rawn), #14 (Molloy), and #17 (Thomas). 

CLUSTER RESEARCH 
Also known as neighborhood research or the “FAN” 

[Friends, Associates, and Neighbors] principle, the 
method involves examining records left by neighbors 
and associates in addition to all known family members 
of a person. Cluster research can be used with an 
individual we can identify in a specific time and place. 

Strategic Use for Cluster Research 

Tracing migrants by finding origins of a group is 
more likely to be successful than locating a single 
individual, especially when record loss is a problem. 
Researching members of a person’s social network 
increases the pool of available records for study and 
analysis, thereby increasing the probability of finding a 

 
 6. Lee, “A Theory of Migration,” 212. 
 7. Ibid., 215. 
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Six Steps for Success Using 
Cluster Research 

1. Identify a unique research subject. 

2. Develop a focused question. 

3. Make a plan to mine the records of 

the subject’s last-known location for 

relevant evidence. 

4. Identify cluster members who were 

part of the subject’s social network. 

5. Mine the records of each cluster 

member for relevant evidence. 

6. Correlate evidence to develop and 

test a hypothesis. Mine the records 

for evidence in the hypothesized 

place of origin / destination. If no 

solution, return to step 4 and widen 

the net for more cluster members. 

solution to a migration problem. However, cluster research multiplies the genealogist’s workload by 
each additional associate studied, so we want to use the method strategically. What are the benefits?  

• Sometimes it’s the only way to find an ancestor’s homeplace and family. 
• People on the frontier typically moved in groups. 

The chance for success improves with more 
cluster members to research. 

• In areas with record loss, the records of an 
individual may not survive, but those left by an 
associate or a neighbor may. 

• A larger pool of records to analyze and correlate 
increases the opportunity for success. 

CASE STUDY: SOUTHERN FRONTIER MIGRANTS 
A case study illustrates finding the origin of a mid-

19th-century Florida migrant when no known record 
provides an exact birthplace or identifies his parents. 
The case was solved by following six steps—each step 
building on the previous one. 

A wide range of records at all levels of jurisdiction 
were mined for evidence—census, court, land, probate, 
church, military, maps, and private papers. Over 
twenty Florida associates and their families were 
identified and investigated, which lead to research on 
many more individuals in South Carolina. See Case Studies section #23 (Peters) for the reference. 

FOR FURTHER STUDY 
Websites were viewed 20 January 2025. Issues of the National Genealogical Society Quarterly are 
available to NGS members at https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/ngsq/ngsq_archives/ (requires member login). 
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