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General Thoughts: 
 Consider purchasing Finding Your Mexican Ancestors: A Beginner’s Guide by George & Peggy 

Ryskamp 

 A basic understanding of written Spanish is extremely helpful. You may want to use 

language learning tools available through Duolingo, Rosetta Stone, or your nearby 

community college or university. 

 The BYU Script site (https://script.byu.edu) is helpful for learning how to decipher Spanish 

handwriting. There are a number of different tutorials for several languages. 

 Spelling is highly variable, especially when transitioning from English to Spanish-language 

record sets. 

Hispanic Naming Conventions: 
See FamilySearch Wiki article “Mexico Names, Personal.” The four influences that played a part 

in the development of Spanish surnames were patronymical, occupational, descriptive or nickname, 

and geographical (estates, manors, and dominions) terms. Examples of these influences are: 

 Patronymic. Based on a parent’s name, such as Juan Martínez (Juan son of Martín) and Juan 

Domínguez (Juan son of Domingo). 

 Occupational. Based on the person’s trade, such as José Herrera (José the blacksmith) and 

Juan El Molinero (Juan the Miller). 

 Descriptive or nickname. Based on a unique quality of the person, such as Domingo Calvo 

(Domingo bald headed) and Juan El Moreno (Juan the Dark). 
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 Toponymic. Based on a person’s residence, such as Domingo del Río (Domingo from near a 

river) and Juan de Córdova (Juan from Córdova). 

Another distinctive practice of the Spanish naming system was the double and compound 

surnames; a person would be known by his paternal and maternal surnames. Compound surnames 

(apellidos compuestos) can be found with or without a y, a dash (-) or a preposition (de, del, de la). 

Examples are: María García Fernández de León and José Juan Ríos-Prado y Rodríguez. While most 

present-day names are taken from the parents’ surnames, historically the surnames might be those of 

the more prominent family and even those from grandparents. 

Historically, before the last 150 years, women did not take their husbands’ surname. Now a 

woman who married a Martínez would attach the married surname (apellido de casada) de Martínez to 

her first single (paternal) surname (apellido de soltera). And when she was widowed she would become 

Viuda de Martínez (widow). The abbreviation for viuda is vda. Thus, a complete name of a single 

woman named María Josefa Torres Sepúlveda would become María Josefa Torres de Martínez once 

she married. 

Helpful Record Types (for Immigrants): 

 Social Security Administration Form SS-5 – original application for a Social Security 

Number. Form SS-5 captured several pieces of evidence including birthplace, along with 

parents’ names. Since the ancestor provided the information themselves, these applications 

for a Social Security Number are often more reliable than death records. Generally, this is 

helpful for those that passed away after 1940. 

 Catholic records in the United States (Catholic marriage records in particular.) These records 

are often offline, but many societies and private individuals have prepared extract books of 

key record sets (especially New Mexico and Southern Texas). Most Catholic records will still 

be held by the parish, but some diocese have centralized their records. In Texas, many (but 

not all) parishes have sent copies of their records to the Catholic Archives in Austin.  

 Hispanic names in U.S. Federal Census records are often misspelled, especially when a 

census enumerator was unfamiliar with the Spanish language and Hispanic naming 

conventions. 
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 Often, the maternal surname will appear as a middle name in records in the United States 

after an immigrant arrives to the United States. To be sure, you can check which surname 

was passed down to the children. That will usually be the immigrants’ paternal surname . 

Pre-20th century research: 

 Most Hispanic settlement of the area before the 20th century was a result of Spanish 

colonialization and centers around California, Southern Arizona, New Mexico, and 

Southern Texas. Most people came from what was then Mexico or even New Spain. 

There was minor activity outside these areas, but most administration and record-

keeping happened in these areas. 

 California: 

o There are diocese, parishes, and missions that have existed for hundreds of 

years. FamilySearch has filmed many, but not all, of them. Others have been 

made available in print as extracts and transcriptions.  

o Newspapers published in the 20th century may have profiles of senior citizens 

born in the 19th century. 

o The Early California Population Project published and maintained by the 

Huntington library (in San Marino) is a helpful resource. You can access it by 

visiting https://www.huntington.org/ecpp. 

 Southern Arizona: 

o Records from the Diocese of Tucson are notoriously difficult to obtain. This 

affects people interested in records from the 1860s to the present. 

o About a third of the records from the Diocese of Tucson Archives are 

available for consultation as photocopies at the University of Arizona Special 

Collections. 

o Records before the Gadsden Purchase (1853) for Southern Arizona will likely 

be found in Santa María Magdalena Catholic parish in Magdalena de Kino, 

Sonora, Mexico which are available online. 

 New Mexico: 

o Join the New Mexico Genealogical Society (NMGS) 
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o NMGS has published a number of helpful extract books along with the 

Hispanic Genealogical Research Center of New Mexico (HGRC-NM). 

o While the Family History Library in Salt Lake City has a number of these 

printed materials from NMGS and HGRC-NM, these two societies have 

focused their efforts on stocking the Main Public Library on Copper St. in 

Albuquerque so a trip to Albuquerque may be in order if you’re interested in 

researching in New Mexico. 

 Southern Texas: 

o Consider joining a local genealogical society: “Los Bexareños” if your 

ancestors were from San Antonio, “Las Villas del Norte” if your ancestors 

were from along the Rio Grande river, and “the Spanish American 

Genealogical Association” (SAGA) if you happen to be in the Corpus Christi 

área. 

o Most Catholic church records are held by the individual parishes, but some 

have been sent to Austin. 

o Many Catholic church records have been indexed, extracted, or transcribed 

by the societies named above (and others). These books can be extremely 

helpful. 
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