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Using the guide 

The purpose of this booklet is to provide a simple step by step  

guide for those who wish to research their ancestry in Donegal in  

the Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries. It concentrates on  

sources available both locally and on the internet, with some  

reference to sources available nationally. It makes significant use  

of the internet so, because web page addresses sometimes change,  

it may occasionally be necessary to go to the websiteôs home page  

and find a particular page. The main website for any page is the  

first group of letters after http:// and frequently ends with .com, .org,  

.ie or .uk. Where Tinyurls have been used to shorten overly long  

web addresses, the name of the website will not be given and it may  

be necessary to put some key words into the Google search engine  

in order to find the site. 

  

The information contained herein is equally valid and applicable to  

all creeds and denominations but only the three main churches  

are covered specifically, viz: Catholic, Church of Ireland and  

Presbyterian. 

The guide assumes that you have already talked to the more  

senior members of your family, who will have oral or indeed  

written information, and that this has concentrated your research  

in Donegal. 

The guide is laid out in the order you might consider conducting  

the research, which in turn is governed by the availability of  

sources. However, your research will also be governed by whether 

you are in Donegal and can easily visit local repositories or  

whether you will be dependant on the internet, writing to and  

emailing local and national archives in Belfast and Dublin and  
visiting your own local Family History Centre.  Much of the research 
described here can now be done on the internet. 
 
Much of what is contained in this guide is equally relevant to any other 
county in Ireland.
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This is a basic guide to Family History research in Donegal. It is what  

you might realistically expect to achieve during a weekôs visit to the  

county, if you make preparations in advance of your visit. It does NOT  

cover the much more laborious, time consuming and difficult business  

of researching the many documents available in the national archives  

in Belfast and Dublin. 

Family History Centres (FHCs) are Mormon (Church of Latter Day  

Saints or LDS) run local repositories of records. They are an essential  

resource both for people from Donegal and also for those living  

elsewhere. The Mormons have millions of records on microfilm, which  

are free but for pastage. For people in Donegal, the nearest  

Family History Centre is the one at the Mormon Church on the  

Racecourse Road in Derry City. The telephone number is 028 7135  

0179 (0044 7135 0179 from outside the United Kingdom) and you  

should ring in advance to book the use of the microfilm reader. The  

centre is open from 10am to 1pm, Monday, Wednesday and Friday  

and 7pm to 9pm on Thursday. It has a huge stock of films and they are  
all are free to view. 
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These films include: 

Civil Births 

Civil Marriages 

Civil Deaths 

Index to Raphoe Diocesan  

marriages 

Muster Rolls 

Protestant Householders Index 

Flax Growers Lists 

Tithe Applotment Books 

Griffiths Primary Valuation 

OAP/ Census Records 

1901 Census

Index 

1864 - 1958 

1845/64 - 1958 

1864 - 1958 

17th century 

1766 

1796 

Records 

1864 - 1881 

1845 - 1870 

1864 - 1870 

1828 - 1834 

1848 - 1858 

1841 and 1851 

1901 

5 



Many more can be ordered from Salt Lake City for a few pounds.  
You will find your nearest Family History Centre at:   

  http://tinyurl.com/4po5 
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To conduct successful research in Ireland, you really need to know  

your ancestorôs name, an approximate date of emigration, and  

preferably the townland or at least the parish where she or he lived. 

Earlier than the middle of the Nineteenth century and it becomes  

considerably more difficult because the main record, the Griffiths  

Valuation, was only produced in the 1850s. 

A townland is the smallest administrative unit in Ireland; it is not a  

town (urban area) though it may contain one or more clusters of  

houses, sometimes known as clachans; it is still the basis of  

addresses in the Republic of Ireland. 

If you do not know the townland, you can try to ñtriangulateò using  

two or three ancestorsô names (see page 28). 

Remember, many people in Nineteenth century Donegal could  

neither read nor write, so there was no ñcorrectò spelling of a name.  

A McClements could just as easily be a McLamont or even a   

Clammond. It depended on how the clergyman, or the clerk, decided  

to write down the name. So, search for all permutations of a name. 

Finally, you should try to do as much research as possible on the 

internet, not just into your particular family, but also into the  

resources which are available, where you will find them and what  

they will contain. There are many sites relevant to Donegal which  

you can use but the most comprehensive is the website created 

by Lindel Buckley of New Zealand. Packed full of original data, it is 
growing on a daily basis. Check it out at: 
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.com/~donegal/  
(or simply search for ñLindel Genealogy Donegalò using Google.) 
 
This genealogy booklet is on the front page of Lindelôs  
website and the blue links are live = click and go. 
http://tinyurl.com/ckwzppd 
 
It can also be found at Bobôs excellent Donegal website: 
http://tinyurl.com/5h3k83 
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Step 1: The Griffiths (Primary) Valuation online index 
 
This was a land survey published in Donegal in the mid 1850s and  

is often referred to as a census substitute. The reason we need  

a census substitute is that almost ALL of the censuses from the  

Nineteenth century were destroyed, either deliberately  

during World War One to create paper, or accidentally in the fire  

at the Four Courts in Dublin during the Civil War in Ireland in 1922.  

 

The Griffiths Valuation only gives the Head of Household in each  

townland and not the spouse, children or assorted grannies, aunts,  

uncles, cousins and friends who may have lived there. Not much,  

but the best we have. An index of the names and townlands in this  

survey is online at several sites so, in seconds, you can begin to see  

if you have ancestors in Donegal. 

The full Griffiths Valuation can be viewed online at: 

http://www.askaboutireland.ie/griffith-valuation/ 
This web site has not only all the details of each household 
but also maps showing the locations of each house. 

 

It is essential to have the correct spelling of both the surnames and the  

townlands in order to search the Griffiths Valuation at the main website  

above.  Fortunately, there is another website which lists everyone in 

the Griffiths Valuation by Surname and by Parish so you can find the 

correct spelling and also do faster searches using the indexes there: 

http://tinyurl.com/44brbwh 

 

It is also possible to view microfilms of the full Griffiths Valuation at 

Letterkenny Central Library, but you will need to book a microfilm 

reader.  Telephone: (00353) 74 9124950. 

 

By combining the Griffiths Valuation maps with modern 

Ordnance Survey maps, it is possible to drive straight to 

the place where your ancestors lived in the Ninettenth 

Century. 
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The full Griffiths Valuation will tell you how much land, if any, the Head  

of Household leased, rented or owned, the value of any land or  

buildings, and therefore give some indication of how wealthy she or he 

may have been (see page 10 for an example). 
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Step 2: Online Maps of Donegal parishes and their  

townlands 

The main benefit of these maps is that, when used in conjunction with  

the online Griffiths Valuation index, you should be able to identify the  

townlands adjacent to or near to the one where you think your  

ancestors originated. This is important because your ancestors  

might have moved back and forth between nearby townlands as they  

changed jobs, or married people who came from nearby townlands.  

So, the people in the townland next door, or a few townlands away,  

could well be your family or relatives of your family by marriage. 

Bob Hilchey has produced some excellent online maps of townlands  
and parishes in Donegal and they can be found at: 
http://tinyurl.com/6cc52j 
 

http://tinyurl.com/6cc52j


Step 3: The 1901 and 1911 censuses 

Useful for finding ancestors who did not leave Donegal in the  

Nineteenth century, or who left the area in the 20th century or for  

finding the descendants of siblings and other relations of those left  

behind when your folks did emigrate. They would be your ñcousinsò. 

The 1901 Census will give more data than almost any other source.  

As well as the name of the Head of Household, it will give other family  

members, ages, where born, religion, marital status, literacy and  

county or country of birth. 

The 1911 census has even more data including how long a couple had  

been married, how many children a woman had and how many of them  

were still alive.  Remember to tick the box, ñShow all informationò.  

There are two pages of particular interest in each census. The top  

sheet, called Form B1, gives details of who lived in every house in the  

townland, who owned the houses and what sort of houses they were.  
Form A gives details of the inhabitants of each house.
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Do not expect all details in these censuses to be totally accurate. 

 

Letterkenny Central Library has both of these censuses on  

microfilm ï book up the reader as there is only one - Tel No is 00353  

74 9124950 or 00353 74 9124950 from outside the Republic of  

Ireland. 

The 1911 census is also now available online in full at: 
http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/search/ 
 
This database, like the one for the Griffiths Valuation, requires  
that you always enter the correct spelling for both surnames and 
townlands.  This means trying various spellings for each or you 
can also try entering another townland close by that is easier to spell,  
finding the DED and then using that along with the surname to 
find the correct spelling of the townland, which may actually change 
between one census and the next. 
 
The house numbers have no significance and will also change. 
 
And do not expect people to be honest about their ages!  The  
1911 Census is usually more accurate as the Old Age Pension 
was introduced in 1909 and people had to be 70 so there was an  
incentive to be honest about your age! 
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Step 4: The Tithe Applotment Books 

This was an earlier land survey carried out between 1827 and 1835, 

this time in order to see who should pay tithes (taxes) to the  

Established Church, which was the Church of Ireland (Anglican). 

It only shows Heads of Household in each townland and unfortunately,  

it does not include all of them. Some land was excepted from paying  

tithes. So you should not assume that simply because your ancestors 

are not mentioned, they did not live here.  

You should also be aware that the surveyors who drew up the Tithe  

Applotment Books did not use the same type of acre as those who  

drew up the Griffiths Valuation. This means that the plots of land held 

by a family, from one survey to the next, are not directly comparable.  

These records are available on microfilm at Letterkenny Central  

Library, which is why it is included this early in the research. If you  

cannot visit Letterkenny Library, an index of names in the Donegal Tithe 

Applotment Books is available at your local Family History Centre  

(British Film 919003): 

http://tinyurl.com/3bgywk 

and also the National Archives of Ireland in Dublin:  

http://www.nationalarchives.ie/genealogy/valuation.html 

Many parishes have also been transcribed to Lindelôs website: 

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~donegal/  
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Step 5: Church Records of Births, Marriages and Deaths 

These are usually available at local churches but most clergymen these  

days are overworked and underpaid, so book in advance by phone; be  

very polite; expect to have only restricted access in some cases by  

those clergymen who consider the records to be very private,  

notwithstanding the fact that you can photocopy any of them at the  

Public Records Office in Belfast; and expect to contribute to the  

ñchurch roof fundò. 

The only other source is PRONI in Belfast although some of the  

Catholic records are held in the National Library of Ireland in Dublin: 

http://www.nli.ie/en/parish-register.aspx 

Most Presbyterian churches began keeping records circa 1830;  

Roman Catholic churches usually even later; and Church of Ireland  

churches perhaps a couple of decades earlier. A list of the records  
available at churches or in Belfast or Dublin is given below.  There may 
well be gaps however even after the starting dates given:
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