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QUICK-GRAB SUMMARY 

An obituary is more than a farewell—it’s a biographical snapshot written at the one moment when 

someone’s entire life gets compressed into a few column inches. This guide shows you exactly where 

to look, what to extract, and how to spot the clues hiding in plain sight. 

 

What you’ll learn: 

• The 12 key data points buried in every obituary 

• How to decode pallbearers, survivors, and “preceded in death by” lists 

• Migration clues hidden in phrases like “formerly of” and “native of” 

• Red flags that signal missing spouses, secret families, or family feuds 

• A complete extraction checklist you can use every time you find an obituary 

 

Anatomy of an Obituary 

Not all obituaries are created equal. A two-line death notice from 1890 is a different beast than a half-

page tribute from 1960. But even the shortest notice contains clues if you know where to look. 

 

The 12 Key Data Points: 

 

Data Point What It Tells You 

Full name Legal name, maiden name, nicknames (“née,” “known as”) 

Date of death Confirms death date; compare against death certificate 

Age at death Back-calculate approximate birth year 

Place of death City, hospital, or “at home”—each tells a story 

Place of birth / “native of” Origin location—may differ from what family believed 

Spouse(s) Current and former—watch for “the late” vs. living spouses 

Children listed as survivors Names, married names, cities of residence 

Parents / siblings Often named in “preceded in death by” or survivors list 

Church / lodge / club Opens doors to membership records you didn’t know existed 

Occupation Job titles, employers, military service 

Pallbearers Almost always close friends or relatives—track every name 

Funeral home / cemetery Leads to burial records, plot maps, and other interments 
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GRANNY ANECDOTE: 

“I once found an obituary that listed six surviving children but the census from ten years earlier 

showed seven. That missing seventh child? She’d married someone the family disapproved of and was 

simply… edited out. The obituary writer had a shorter memory than the census taker.” 

 

Decoding Obituary Language 

Obituaries have their own vocabulary, and it’s worth learning. The phrases that seem like filler are 

often the richest clues. 

 

Phrases to watch for: 

• “Preceded in death by”: Names everyone who died before the deceased. This list often includes 

parents, siblings, and children—sometimes revealing infant deaths or first marriages the family 

didn’t discuss. 

• “Formerly of [City/State]”: A migration breadcrumb. This tells you where to search for earlier 

records. If the obituary says “formerly of Pittsburgh,” go find that person in Pittsburgh’s city 

directories, church records, and census data. 

• “Native of [Country/County]”: An immigration clue. “Native of County Cork” points you toward 

Irish civil registration and parish records. Don’t skip this phrase. 

• “Beloved husband/wife of”: Confirms the spouse’s name at the time of death. But if other 

records name a different spouse, you may have found evidence of a divorce or prior marriage. 

• “Died suddenly” / “After a long illness”: These are euphemisms. “Suddenly” might mean 

accident, heart attack, or suicide. “Long illness” was often used for cancer or tuberculosis. Cross-

reference the death certificate for the actual cause. 

• “Friends may call” / Viewing details: The funeral home name leads you to burial records. Many 

funeral homes kept detailed intake records that include next-of-kin information not published in 

the obituary. 

• “In lieu of flowers”: The charity or organization named here often reflects a membership, cause, 

or condition important to the family—another clue to follow. 

 

Red Flags and Missing Pieces 

What’s NOT in an obituary can be as revealing as what is. Learn to read the silences. 
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RED FLAG 

When an obituary leaves someone out, that’s not a typo. That’s a story. 

 

Watch for: 

• A spouse mentioned in no other record: The obituary may reveal a marriage that predates the 

family’s known history. Especially common in later obituaries written by children who 

remembered “all” the details. 

• Children missing from the survivors list: Estrangement, early death, or adoption could explain a 

child who appears in census records but not in the obituary. 

• No obituary at all: Poverty, social stigma, or dying far from home could mean no obituary was 

published. Try death notices (shorter, usually paid) or funeral home records instead. 

• Conflicting ages or dates: Obituary ages were often approximate—especially for immigrants 

who may not have known their exact birth date. Always cross-reference. 

• Multiple obituaries in different papers: If the deceased had ties to more than one community, 

search newspapers in every relevant city. Each version may contain unique details. 

 

Worked Example — Annotated Obituary 

Here’s a fictional obituary with annotations showing where the genealogical clues hide: 

 

THORNTON — Margaret Rose Thornton (née O’Brien), 84, of Dayton, Ohio, formerly of Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, passed away peacefully on March 14, 1967, at Good Samaritan Hospital. Native of 

County Galway, Ireland, she came to the United States in 1904. She was the beloved wife of the late 

James R. Thornton; devoted mother of Robert (Mary) Thornton of Columbus, Helen (Mrs. William) 

Carter of Dayton, and Thomas Thornton of Denver; dear sister of the late Patrick O’Brien and Kathleen 

(Mrs. Sean) Murphy of Boston. She was a member of St. Joseph’s Catholic Church and the Altar 

Society. Visitation at Callahan Funeral Home. Interment at Calvary Cemetery. In lieu of flowers, 

donations to the March of Dimes. 

 

What this single obituary tells us: 

• Maiden name: O’Brien (from “née O’Brien”) 

• Immigration: From County Galway, Ireland, arrived ~1904 

• Migration: Lived in Pittsburgh before Dayton 

• Marriage: Husband James R. Thornton, deceased before her 
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• Three children: Robert (wife Mary, in Columbus), Helen (married William Carter, in Dayton), 

Thomas (in Denver) 

• Siblings: Patrick O’Brien (deceased) and Kathleen Murphy (née O’Brien, married Sean Murphy, 

in Boston) 

• Religion: Catholic — check St. Joseph’s parish records 

• Church membership: Altar Society — may have records 

• Funeral home: Callahan — check for intake records 

• Cemetery: Calvary — check for other family burials 

• Charity: March of Dimes — may hint at a child affected by polio 

 

Obituary Extraction Checklist 

Use this checklist every time you find an obituary. Don’t leave a single clue on the table. 

 

☐ Full legal name (including maiden name, “née,” nicknames) 

☐ Date of death 

☐ Age at death / calculated birth year 

☐ Place of death (city, hospital, “at home”) 

☐ Place of birth / “native of” / immigration origin 

☐ Migration clues (“formerly of”) 

☐ Spouse name(s) — current and “the late” 

☐ Children listed (with spouses’ names and cities) 

☐ Parents and siblings (survivors and “preceded in death by”) 

☐ Pallbearers (names) 

☐ Church, lodge, or organization memberships 

☐ Occupation and employer 

☐ Military service 

☐ Funeral home name 

☐ Cemetery / place of interment 

☐ Charities named (“in lieu of flowers”) 

☐ Cross-referenced against death certificate 

https://operationgrannyfiles.substack.com/


Operation Granny Files Mission Archives 

© 2026 Greg Maxfield  ·  Operation Granny Files  ·  Mission 08 operationgrannyfiles.substack.com 

☐ Searched for obituaries in other newspapers 

 

GRANNY SAYS: 

“Every obituary is someone’s last chance to tell their story. Your job is to make sure someone’s still 

listening.” 

 

Notes 

Use this space for personal notes and discoveries. 
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