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     A red-painted hand pump stood at the kitchen sink and young Sylvia pushed 
the handle up and down to get the water running. At night her Norwegian 
grandmother lighted the kerosene lamps that the girl was warned never to go 
near, never to touch. She watched as her grandmother and her great-
grandmother stoked the black iron stove. It was so large to a little girl that even 
today Sylvia thinks of it as taking up a sizeable portion of the farmhouse 
kitchen. She remembers the flat iron being warmed up on the stove so that 
clothes could be pressed. 

     Outside, she followed her Swedish grandfather around as he did chores – 
the farm grew wheat and raised Rhode Island Reds. “Hated those chickens,” 
Sylvia says. “They were mean and they chased me. Of course, I’d probably be 
mean too if I knew I was going to get my head chopped off.” Sylvia tried not 
to watch when her grandpa got ready to chop, but there was something 
fascinating about the way the chickens ran around, headless and bloody. Sylvia 
ran back inside for a blond coffee, the children’s version of the popular 
Scandinavian beverage and then back outside to play with her dog, Rex. “He 
was a decommissioned WWII sentry dog retired to a civilian life,” Sylvia says 
“and he was my best friend.” 

     How did a little girl end up living with her grandparents on a farm in 
Montana in the 1940s? “Ah, my mother moved out to Bremerton, Washington 
when her grandparents went to work in the Naval Shipyards during WWII. 
She was charmed by a handsome man, married at sixteen, had two children 
and was divorced by the time she was eighteen.” The farm was a stable and 
peaceful place, welcoming to children, and Sylvia’s childhood was happy 
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was much to research because Sylvia, although well rooted with her 
Scandinavian side of the family, knew little about her biological father’s lines. 
As she researched, she discovered a history of adoption throughout the family, 
and although she found out some interesting facts – her biological father was 
married five times – she could never identify his mother. Recently, with the 
help of DNA, she connected with an unknown first cousin and the mystery of 
her paternal grandmother was finally solved. 

     Sylvia taught a course called, simply, “Genealogy” for over twenty years at 
Amarillo Junior College in Texas. It was geared for the beginner-to-
intermediate crowd, and was a well received, popular offering. “I think of 
myself as a resource,” she explains and goes on to say that she would prefer to 
give someone all the tools that he or she needs to dig into their family history 
rather than doing it for them. “It’s not that I don’t want to do it. It’s easy to 
take a client. It’s just that I think the actual research is so much more 
rewarding when one does their own. There’s an excitement to the search and 
great thrills with each find. If someone hands you a chart already completed, 
there may be knowledge, but no sense of the satisfaction from the hunt.” 

     After retirement, Sylvia and her husband returned to Montana, the state 
where she was raised. Now there is no nine-to-five job to get in the way of her 
passions, and she regularly spends eight to ten hours a day working on 
genealogical projects, often with classical music playing in the background. 
Her library, meticulously assembled over the decades, holds over four-
thousand books, mostly wonderful old volumes of prime research material. 
Although she still likes to travel for research, she has such an extensive library 
that, used along with the Internet, allows her to solve many cases without 
leaving the house. 

     What are her favorite areas of research these days?  “Homesteaders!” There 
is no hesitation there. “Followed by dead ends, adoption searches, and Native 
American genealogy.”  

     It is disturbing to Sylvia to watch the past disappear in small towns and 
rural areas across Montana. Where old sod cabins used to be commonplace, 
now they are torn down or collapse from disrepair. She notices that if a certain 
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sources for glimpses into the lives of settlers on the prairie. She goes out 
looking for old homesteads by tracing the wind breaks. 

     “Do you know what a wind break is?” She asks. “When the homesteaders 
filed for their land, they had to promise to do certain things such as plant trees 
to create wind breaks. They had to report how many trees were planted and 
what kinds.  For years, the best way to find old homesteads was to look for the 
wind breaks.”  But these days, most of the trees are over one-hundred years old 
and many are dying and more have fallen. This creates the same kind of 
sadness that Sylvia sees when she notices a café closing.  Once a wind break is 
gone, an old homestead may become unidentifiable. Once a town’s only café 
closes, its downtown area may slowly shutter, and life leaves town the same 
way. 

     Knowing that most early settlers were buried on their own land, Sylvia was 
able to research and find the Holte homestead in North Dakota where her 
Norwegian great-great grandmother died in childbirth. It was a long search, 
and the first visit discovered the location of the homestead, but not the location 
of the grave. Talking with locals gave her some good leads, and she was 
contacted when someone discovered what they thought might be the graves. 
On her second trip Sylvia was able to view the spot where her great-great 
grandmother and four of the woman’s children were buried.  

     Sylvia is animated when speaking of homesteaders and the prairies. “Do 
you know how a lot of folks got up here to Montana?” she asks. “A fellow by 
the name of J. J. Hill, “the Empire Builder” and founder of the Great Northern 
Railroad, advertised a deal - $15 for a railroad car and folks could bring all 
their belongings and livestock. The railroad he ran was essentially necessary 
for homesteaders. It surely was the fastest and cheapest way of getting people 
out here.” 
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woman in question - was thirteen at the time.  Further research showed the 
mother and daughter giving birth to children during the same time period. The 
main mystery was: who was the father of the daughter’s children? Sleuth 
Sylvia put a great deal of effort into this search and eventually proved that it 
was the stepfather.   

      Due to the many adoptions in her family tree, Sylvia likes to work on 
adoption cases. She is often able to combine three interests: homesteaders, 
dead ends/brick walls, and adoptions into one search. “Folks give up too 
easy,” she scoffs. “As for me, bring on your dead ends. I like to work a case 
that someone else has thrown up their hands on.”  It’s good to hear that as 
almost everyone has one of those problems lingering in the back of their minds 
or the back of their files. Having a penchant for working with the difficult 
should ensure that Sylvia continues to work those lengthy hours of research 
that she loves. 

 

     

    Sylvia has been involved with the Family History Center since 1982, first in 
Texas and now in Montana, in many different capacities: director, consultant, 
and trainer. She writes articles under the byline of Researching with Geniebug.  
Volunteer work for her includes serving on the Montana State Employers 
Advisory Council as well as teaching an after-school genealogy program for 
kids.  

     “In this part of Montana, I work with a lot of Native American children. 
Some of them have had tough lives, haven’t known their parents well, and are 
being raised by their grandparents. I teach with the belief that genealogy can 
make you feel special.”  As part of her program, Sylvia tries to help the 
children trace their trees back to someone they can hold up as a hero or 
heroine, someone who captures their interest because of what they did in life. 

     “Pride in the Past is what I call it.” Sylvia says. “My biggest goal in 
teaching is to instill self-esteem by learning more about the everyday people in 
a person’s ancestry. There is always someone there who fascinates and holds a 



kid’s at
or an ex
land. T
self-este

     Sylv
could li

     Whe

     “Yep
up here
snakes 
themsel
poisono
visiting
chances

     Whe
to as “m
especia
and coo
childho
to her c
favorite

     “But
genealo
someon

     Sylv

      

  

ttention. M
xcellent ho
here is alw
eem. That

via’s intere
isten to he

en asked if

p. Snakes 
e in Monta
love cemet
lves on ho
ous snakes
g graveyard
s of runnin

en not wor
my best bu
ally history
oking is a 
ood to the 
current pas
e spices as 

t I can’t si
ogist with 
ne who do

via may be

Maybe that
orseman. M
ways some
t is my pur

ests are so 
er forever. 

f there is a

in cemete
ana, and o
teries. Oh,
orizontal m
s here in M
ds. The be
ng into sna

rking on g
uddy” - go
y and histo
trip aroun
Japanese 
ssions: Me
she has g

ing and I c
a hankerin

oesn’t need

e contacted

    

t person w
Maybe the
eone in the
rpose in ex

varied, he

anything sh

eries. I hav
one thing s
, I have ru
markers an
Montana, s
est time to 
akes is not

genealogy,
 deer hunt

orical fictio
nd the wor
food that 
exican and
enealogica

can’t knit,”
ng to work
d any othe

d at:  genie

 Kyle Ingr

won a battl
ey were in
e tree who
xposing ki

er effervesc

he doesn’t 

ve been in 
some folks
un into my
nd coiled a
so it’s a go
do it is af
t as great.

, Sylvia an
ting in sea
on. She lik
rld: the Sca
she grew t
d East Ind
al specialti

” Sylvia co
k again on
er talent. 

ebug@aol

rid Johnson i

le, was a r
n the milita
o can be fo
ids to gene

cence so c

like, Sylvi

my fair sh
s don’t kno
y fair share
around ver
ood thing t
fter the col
” 

nd her hus
ason. Sylvi
kes to sew
andinavia
to love du

dian cookin
ies! 

onfesses. N
n yet anoth

l.com 

is a Boston-b

respected c
ary or hom
ound to lift
ealogy.” 

contagious

ia’s respon

hare of bur
ow is that 
e of them, 
rtical ones
to rememb
ld settles in

sband – wh
ia reads a 

w and make
an favorite
uring her y
ng. She ha

No one ca
her brick w

based write

craftsperso
mesteaded
ft a child’s 

s, that one

nds: 

rial groun
Montana 
sunning 

s. We have
ber when 
n, when th

ho she refe
great deal
e patterns,
s of her 

years in Jap
as as many

ares. Any 
wall is 

r and resear

on, 
d 

e 

nds  

e 

he 

ers 
l, 
, 

pan 
y 

rcher 


