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Genes are genealogy's new frontier
BY RUTH SHEEHAN - STAFF WRITER
Published: Mon, Mar. 23, 2009 06:42AM

Modified Thu, Mar. 26, 2009 08:44AM

*****
An earlier version of this story incorrectly spelled the name of Terry Smithers Treadway.
***** John Smithers of Raleigh had spent more than six decades looking for clues about the
father who abandoned him, his sister and their mother when he was just a baby. The barrelchested, brash-talking Smithers had something he wanted to give his old man: a fist in the nose.
Genealogy seminars
The National Genealogical Society's 2009 Family History
Convention is scheduled May 13-16 at the Raleigh
Convention Center.
More than 200 seminars will be offered, including several
on the role of DNA testing.
Registration for society members is $175; for
nonmembers, $210.
There also are free events, including an all-day forum on
African-American genealogy May 12 (registration
required) and evening lectures May 13. These include
Genealogy 2.0: Using Digital Tools to Trace Your North
Carolina Roots.
For more information visit www.ngsgenealogy.org.
For another source for information about DNA in
genealogical research, visit www.familytreeDNA.com.
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At 82, he had about given up on ever learning
what happened to James William Smithers. He
had long suspected his father got in trouble
with the law and fled abroad. Decades ago, it
was easy enough to disappear, and Smithers'
father had seemingly vanished into thin air.
On the other side of the world, Lucinda Gray
had always wondered what her father's life was
like before he moved mysteriously from the
United States to Australia. She had spent years
just trying to find out his real name.
In mid-December, Smithers and Gray learned
their elusive fathers were one and the same.
After years of poring over records online and in
person, across continents and oceans, it took
only a DNA sample from a simple cheek scrape
to bring the two branches of the family
together.
"I was skeptical at first," said Smithers, a
retired insurance company investigator. "But
when I talked to my sister, I knew this is what
I'd been hoping for my whole life."
The case shows what a "new frontier" DNA has
become in genealogical research, said Debbi
Blake, a North Carolina state archivist.
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DNA has been in genealogical use since 2000,
according to Thomas Shawker, a radiologist
with the National Institutes of Health who has
become a nationally renowned expert on the
use of the latest science in genealogy. Its use
since then among professional genealogists and
family historians has mushroomed.
"Everywhere I go, I am asked to lecture on
DNA," he said, "and everywhere I go, the
lectures are packed."
But the impact of DNA hasn't been as significant
as the Internet, which transformed genealogical
research by making records from distant places
available at the click of a mouse. Some of the
genealogy search sites charge a fee, though
many of the raw birth, death, marriage and
property records are available free online.

http://www.newsobserver.com/news/health_science/story/1454594.html
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DNA testing has a fairly hefty price tag -- from
$99 to well over $700, depending on the type of
DNA and the level of research. Until recently, its application has been limited, said Terry Moore, a
professional genealogist in Raleigh. Typically, it's used to identify which branch of the family tree
to climb -- or which region or nation to zero in on.
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"Usually, DNA helps people who have gone through all the records and traced their ancestors
back to the 1400s and are stuck," she said.
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It is, Moore stressed, simply another tool in the genealogist's box. "This is not CSI," she said.
"DNA will not do the work for you. But it can bridge gaps in history."
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As more people who share a surname start their own registries, DNA's role is expanding into the
modern age -- uniting living relatives. The Smithers-Gray case is a perfect example.
Real name unknown
Like her half-brother John Smithers, Lucinda Gray had been trying to investigate her father's
veiled history for many years.
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Her dad, John Henderson Gray, who died in 1970, had been a fine father to her and her four
siblings, and a good husband to their mother. But even their mother didn't know his true identity.
He had moved from the United States to Australia in 1926; in 1944, at age 51, he had married
their mother, Betty, then 22. It was well known that Gray had changed his name when he moved
down under. "Our mother always assumed he'd changed his identity because of some strife,"
Lucinda Gray said.
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