


Liz Snow and Aubrey Morris
Getting Started Part 4: Using Record Hints: 
Harnessing he Power of AI to Document Your Family

Cacey Farnsworth and James Rasmussen
Getting Started Part 1: Research Goals, Logs, Plans, 
and Being Effective

Sarah Reed and Kristina Kaufman
Getting Started Part 5: Searching Smarter, 
Making the Most of Your Time and Resources

Amy Harris and Danielle Elder 
Blaylock
Getting Started Part 6: Reading Old Documents

Jana Greenhalgh and Kyra Bryant
Getting Started Part 2: Record Types and When 
to Use Them

Joseph Stuart, Serena Juhasz, 
and Jaclyn Pruett
Getting Started Part 3: Analyzing Data, 
Making Good Decisions

Sponsored by:

Kelli Allen and Kristilee Manuel
Getting Started Part 7: Siblings and 
Cousins Matter! Expanding Family Tree 
and Moving Forward



Reading Old 
Documents

Getting Started, Part IV

Amy Harris, PhD, AG ®
Danielle Elder Blaylock
Sponsored by the Family History Bachelor’s Program
at Brigham Young University



BYU FAMILY HISTORY Bachelor’s PROGRAM
PROVO, UTAH, USA



• 4-Year Bachelor’s Degree
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• Focused on students’ experiential learning
• Visit history.byu.edu/family-history for more information!

BYU FAMILY HISTORY Bachelor ’s PROGRAM



PALEOGRAPHY
Reading and interpreting old writing and documents



•Free!
• Tutorials in most major European languages
⚬ Catalan, offered in English and Spanish
⚬ Dutch, offered in English
⚬ English, offered in English
⚬ French, offered in English and French
⚬ German, offered in English and German
⚬ Italian, offered in English and Spanish
⚬ Latin, offered in English
⚬ Portuguese, offered in English and 

Portuguese
⚬ Russian, offered in English
⚬ Spanish, offered in English and Spanish

Script Tutorials

SCRIPT.BYU.EDU



PHOENICIAN

GREEK

ROMAN/LATIN

TODAY

HISTORY OF EUROPEAN ALPHABETS

In much of the world today, 
Roman/Latin letter forms

remain in use.



History of European alphabets

•Cyrillic letter forms created in Slavic-speaking areas
•9-10th centuries

•Remains in use in much of Eastern Europe today.



Thomas Risley’s Will
1665

Thomas Risley will, 7 February 1665, BYU Special Collections, Land Indenture Collection, MSS 1779 Series 4 Item 3, Oversize: 13, Folder: 2.



Thomas Risley’s Will
1665
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ROADMAP
Tips and Tricks for Deciphering Handwriting

Examples and Practice Applying the Principles Taught

Reminders and Additional Resources



TIP 1: CONDUCT AN OVERVIEW

John Virgoe, will, 7 May 1649, BYU Special Collections, Land Indenture Collection, MSS 1779 Series 3, Item 3, Box 7,, Folder: 11.



England, Lancashire, Liverpool, Roman Catholic Parish Records, 1709-1968, “FamilySearch 

(https://www.familysearch.org : accessed 9 February 2024), entry for Catharina Walsh, dated 15 February 1887.

TIP 2: DO THE EASY PARTS FIRST



TIP 3: CONSULT 
THE BYU SCRIPT 
TUTORIAL



“Stoughton, Norfolk, Massachusetts, United States records, Aug 5, 2018,” images, FamilySearch (https://www.familysearch.org : 

accessed  9 February 2024), image 671 of 860.

TIP 4: COMPARE LETTERS TO AN 
ALPHABET CHART



TIP 5: USE THE DOCUMENT TO 
DECIPHER ITSELF

Know the format of the document type.
Use familiar words to create a key for difficult letters.



“Stoughton, Norfolk, Massachusetts, United States records, Aug 5, 2018,” images, FamilySearch 

(https://www.familysearch.org : accessed 9 February 2024), image 671 of 860.

TIP 5: USE THE DOCUMENT TO 
DECIPHER ITSELF



TIP 6: COLLABORATE!



Learning to read new writing styles is just like learning to read 
for the first time. Proper practice makes proper understanding!

PRACTICE!



Mixed Hand

Society of Friends, Buckinghamshire, England, Women’s Monthly Meeting Minutes, 1670-1792, Buckinghamshire Archives, NQ 4.3.1

Primarily italic hand with 
components of secretary hand

18TH-CENTURY 
ENGLAND



Tip Used:
Use the Document to 

Decipher Itself



ENGLISH SECRETARY HAND





Tip Used: Compare Letters to an Alphabet Chart



Spanish

Tips Used:
• Do the Easy Parts First

• Use Script Tutorial  and online 

transcriptions

Church Records, BYU Spanish Script Tutorial



German

Tips Used:
• Do the Easy Parts First

• Compare Letters to an Alphabet Chart

• script.byu.edu

“Deutschland, ausgewahlte evangelische Kirchenbucher 1500-1971,” database, FamilySearch (https://www.familysearch.org : accessed 9 February 2024), entry for Elizabetha, dated 27 August 1747.



Latin in English 
Mixed Hand

Askerswell, Dorset, England parish registers, burial entries for 1708, Dorset History Centre PEIASK:RE1, digital image 
at Dorset, England, Church of England Baptisms, Marriages and Burials, 1538-1812, Ancestry.co.uk



Go To Experiment SearchView Experiments

FAMILYSEARCH ‘FULL-TEXT SEARCH’







Digital image doesn’t show complete document
(preventing you from seeing the name of the first person)

Full-text search is not 
designed to teach you 
what all of this means

Subject headings are very broad, and not always accurate (yet). For 
example, this document is not a manorial record.

Machine has not been trained to read standard 
abbreviations: p[ar]te



Full-text Search is a game changer! 

It will greatly expand the number of 

ancestors you can find. 

You will still need to know how to 

decipher the language, context, and 

meaning of old documents.



Bonus Tip: Use Historical Dictionaries

Oxford English Dictionary : crasie/crazy
Obsolete definition (16th-19th centuries): 

having poor health, diseased, sickly, frail, infirm

being Somewhat crasie in my Body but of Good and





Syllabus and More 
Resources

BYU Family History 
Program

Script Tutorial 
Available to All

REMINDERS



YOU CAN DO THIS!
All it takes is good practice with 

the help of good tools.



BYU Family History Program

@familyhistoryprof

amy.harris@byu,edu

Dr. Amy Harris Danielle Elder Blaylock

CONTACT INFORMATION

@realdanielleelder

danielle.e202010@gmail.com

@byuhistory

history.byu.edu/family-history



Thank you for attending

Getting Started, Part 6- 

Reading Old Documents.

Additional resources and websites are listed on the syllabus.




