Search Hyphenated Words in Historical Newspapers to Get Up To
30% More Results
Finding your ancestors in newspaper articles is in my opinion – an art, not a science. You must be clever and resourceful to get around the quality limitations in old newspapers
A “feature” of older newspapers is the use of the hyphen. Hyphenated words were often used heavily to save space and
due to the limitations of fixed-width type.
The bottom line is that if you search for a portion of your ancestor’s surname (or any other word, not necessarily a
name), rather than the entire word, you may get additional results. For example, if your ancestor’s name was
“Jorgenson” try searching for “Jorgen.” The typesetter may have split the word so that at the end of one line are the
letters “Jorgen-” with the hyphen, and the next line may start with “son”. I have an ancestral line with the surname
“Braunhart”. Many times an article may have a line that ends with “Braun-” and the next line starts with “hart”. This
creates some additional challenges, just like “Williamson” may be split up as “William” and “son”. The first and second
set of letters end up being a very common set of syllables so your results may be too numerous to be of much help.
Here is an example of how often hyphens have been used. In this case, 6 times in
two short paragraphs!
That’s over 30% of the lines! So if you don’t search for the hyphenated words, you
could lose up to 30% of the potential results.

Here are three examples that show the different uses of the hyphen. And always consider that the “break” may not always be in the logical place in the word.

In the first case, you could search for “Patter” when your target name was “Patterson”
In the second case, even a short word like “Hardie” is split up, so you would search for “Har”. This may lead to too
many results but is worth a try.
Be open-minded about where the split may occur. In the third case I wouldn’t think that the name would be split this
way, but searching for “McDon” and “ald” may lead to many more results.
Don’t give up and remember that hyphenated words give you additional opportunities and additional searches.
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