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My Very First Family History Research 
by Ron Vincent, Friday, April 10, 2020 

 

 
This is the story of how I became a 3rd generation Vincent Family historian.  
 

I was in my 4th year of military service stationed at Castle Air Force Base, Atwater, Merced County, 
California.  I was due to be discharged the middle of August 1970.  I attended the Atwater Ward 

of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  My Air Force friend and fellow barracks mate, 
Jim Brey, and I were offered a class in genealogy.  

 
To begin, the sister who taught the class gave each of us a blank pedigree chart and some blank 
family group sheets.  She told us to write all we know about our family then ask relatives for the 

information that was missing.  Jim and I began a family research quest that, as of the summer of 
2020, has lasted half a century.  

 
I wrote what I knew on the pedigree and group sheet.  It wasn’t much and I had no one to talk to 

who could tell me more.  Furthermore, I was over 2,200 miles from home and this was years 
before internet and mobile phones were invented.  Even access to a telephone was limited plus 
long-distances telephone calls were too expensive.  

 
I wrote home to ask my wife Susie if she could find out more from my parents.  She enjoyed 

visiting with my parents and it wasn’t long before she sent me a packet of information.  
 

My dad had been doing family research before I was born and mother knew a lot about her family.  
 
Susie even visited the local library to find out more based on what my parents told her.  She kept 

extensive notes and sent those to me because photocopies were hard to obtain and were 
expensive.   I still have those notes she made way back in 1970 as well as the cover letter she 

sent me.  
 
First, I’ll include the notes.  Past the notes you’ll find an image copy of the letter she sent.  
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The letter she sent, dated July 2, 1970, was saved by me in the enveloped pictured below.  The 

envelope her letter arrived in has been lost but I received this other envelope a little later in which 
I saved her letter.  This other envelope arrived at Castle Air Force Base after I was discharged in 

August 1970.  The base post office forwarded it to where I moved.  
 
The postmark on the face of the envelope shows it was mailed from Akron, OH on Sept. 21, 1970.  

It arrived in the Merced, CA post office on Sept. 24th.  They forwarded it to Castle Air Force Base in 
nearby Atwater. 

 

 
 
The base mailroom discovered I had been discharged and marked the envelope undeliverable.  

They wrote my correct address on the face of the envelope and had the post office forward it.  
 

 
 
Susie’s 5-page letter follows.  It is rather personal but it’s a clear example of what novices we 

were at doing family research.  
 
Since neither of us kept a journal back then, this letter also gives precious information about what 

life was like for her.  She was living with her parents trying to help with their family budget on our 
meager pay while also caring for our first child, 7-month-old son, John.  
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Page 1 of Susie’s Letter 
On the bottom of the first page of her letter, Susie goes into a lengthy explanation of how to get 

addresses from 4-1-1 “Information” which at the time was Bell Telephone System’s operator 
services.  Although they were reluctant to give out anymore than phone numbers, there was a 

way to get them to also give addresses if we were careful how we asked.  
 

Susie had worked as a Bell System Information Operator from the time she was a senior in high 
school.  She knew how to ask “Information” the right questions.  
 

Page 2 of Susie’s Letter 
On the next page she mentions “Pres. Acker.”   John Acker was the president of the Bessemer 

Branch, Birmingham Alabama District, of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  On this 
same page she mentions doing family research in her own family and how she is looking forward 

to meeting some aunts, uncles, and cousins on their next family reunion held on Independence 
Day.  
 

Page 3 of Susie’s Letter 
From this page onward she is sharing personal information.  This may be historically significant to 

our descendants.  The “allotment check” she mentions is the meager amount from the Air Force 
sent to the spouse of married enlisted personnel.  When we were living off base this was $100.00 
a month.  It was a lot of money in 1970.  

 
Unfortunately, it included the amount the Air Force would have spent on living quarters as well as 

meals for me.  Since I was forced to live in a barracks while stationed in California, the check was 
much smaller and only covered the cost of my meals plus a small additional amount for Susie.  
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She talks about losing weight but she only weighed about 130 lbs at the time.  Her dad was in the 

habit of spending many days each summer on Alabama’s Warrior River.  He rented a cabin there 
where the family slept during summer week days.  They would go boating and water skiing which 

was surprising since her father did not know how to swim.  
 
She asked if I paid on our bill to the family doctor, Carl Dietz.  He was an old family friend who 

had attended school with Susie’s father and who had in fact delivered Susie when she was born.  I 
do not know how much our bill amounted to Dr. Dietz.  I only know it was hundreds of dollars and 

we could only afford to pay him a few dollars a month.  He never complained.  
 
Page 4 & 5 of Susie’s Letter 

As she concludes her letter, Susie gave details of her weekly schedule.  This is really priceless.  
Back then things were very different than what they are today.  Church today combines almost all 

meetings in a simple 2-hour period.  In 1970 our church met twice (morning and evening) on 
Sunday and again on several other days of the week.  

 
Her weekly women’s Relief Society meeting was on Tuesday.  Wednesday was for youth meetings. 
We had no teens but we did eventually have a family history center in our church building and 

people would often go on Wednesday evenings to work on their family history research.  
 

Children’s Primary meeting was on Thursday.  Susie was a Primary leader and attended the 
leaders’ preparation meetings also held on Thursday.  

 
She mentions having to wash a lot of clothes for our son John.  What she does not mention is that 
we used only cloth diapers for our first 4 children.  We could not afford disposable diapers for 

many, many years so everything he wore and everything we cleaned him with was made of cloth.  
 

~ rv ~ 
 


