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 Brick Wall:  I was unable to locate any census records for my great grandfather whose surname was Hillary. His daughter was 
Carrie Hillary, my grandmother, who married James Madison.   
  
Prior Research:  At the time I began this search in February 2010, Grandmother Carrie and all of her siblings had passed on, and 
only 2 of her 13 children were still living.  No surviving family member knew my great-grandfather’s given name!  His children had 
called him “Papa” and his grandchildren respectfully called him “Grandfather Hillary.”  To find out more about Great-Grandfather 
Hillary, I decided to obtain Grandmother Carrie’s death certificate.  And there it was--easy!  The death certificate indicated that 
her father’s name was “Robert Hillary”.  His wife’s name was listed as “Elizabeth? (Dec.)”. Now that I had my great grandfather’s 
full name, I thought for sure I would find him in census records in Maryland or Washington DC. The family moved from Maryland 
to Washington DC around 1893. Although I tried various spelling variations, I found no one named Robert Hillary or Elizabeth 
Hillary in any census records.  Fortunately, I got a little more information about the family when my Aunt Marjorie Williams 
(Carrie’s daughter) died in October 2009.  Aunt Marjorie had kept a list of all of her mother’s family members—parents, siblings, 
even her own children—listing names, birth and death dates.  Robert Hillary’s name was on her list, but his wife’s name was not.  
For each of the Hillary children—Sarah, Louis, George, Jerome, Hattie, and Carrie—I searched for death certificates.  I found all 
but one certificate.  I noticed that on Jerome Hillary’s death certificate, the informant was Robert Hillary, his father, and Robert’s 
wife’s maiden name was listed as “Eliza Dent”. So, I went back to searching census records, looking for the names of each of the 
Hillary children. I also searched for their mother “Eliza”. I had no luck finding any of them. I was truly perplexed. 
  
Busting The Brick Wall: In May 2011, I saw a notice that Central Maryland Chapter of AAHGS was sponsoring a program on 
finding elusive ancestors in census records. In the notice about the program, Alice Harris solicited actual brick wall problems from 
AAHGS members, to use in demonstrating various census search techniques. She selected my family to demonstrate the use of 
wild cards in census searches on Ancestry.com. I learned that wild cards are special symbols that may be used as substitutes for 
letters in a name where the exact spelling is uncertain. The symbols are an asterisk (*), which may be used as a substitute for 
multiple characters, and a question mark (?), which may be used as a substitute for one character. Wild cards can be used in the 
given name, surname, or both! As wild card searches were demonstrated, suddenly there on the big screen in the conference 
room appeared the names of my great grandfather and his family, listed in the 1900 census in Washington DC. The head of 
household was listed as “Rusby Hilldr”, his wife Eliza was listed as “Lizzer”, and my Grandmother Carrie was listed as “Katie”.  
Even though the names seemed odd, I knew this was my family. I recognized the street address. I was too thrilled!  
  
Follow-up Research: So what’s up with my great grandfather’s given name? Why was he listed as “Rusby” in the census record?  I 
decided to go to the Maryland State Archives to try to find my great grandfather’s  marriage record.  After eyeballing scroll after 
scroll of microfilmed records with the surnames of grooms, out jumped the name Hillary.  There I found a groom with the given 
name “Rousby”.  I followed my finger across the screen and saw that his bride was Eliza Dent.  My people!  Both lived in Charles 
County in 1881 when they were married. It us likely that at birth my great grandfather’s given name was Rousby, not Robert.  I 
learned from an archivist on staff at the Maryland Archives that “Rousby” was an old Southern Maryland name.  Perhaps he 
changed his name to be a bit more mainstream in his new city of residence, Washington DC.  In the future, I will include the 
names Rousby and Lizzer in my research. I hope to find my great grandparents in other census  and vital records, and to 
determine if they had been enslaved or  were free. 
  
Lessons Learned:  1) Spelling doesn’t count—seriously!  2) Learn how to use wild cards!  Had I known about this research 
technique, it would have saved me a LOT of time.  3) Where available, locate marriage records as early in the search process as 
possible.  Marriage records may disabuse researchers from making a wrong assumption about names. 
 
Jeanette Madison is a native of Washington DC now living in Southern Maryland.  She is retired from the telecom industry. Jeanette is currently 
a member of the Prince Georges County Chapter of AAHGS. Her research started when preparing for a family reunion in Philadelphia in 1990.  
The reunion was initiated by a branch of the Madison family that she and her siblings never even knew existed. What a pleasant surprise! 
Jeanette has found that genealogy is full of surprises. Locating Great-Grandfather Hillary has certainly been her most challenging and surprising 
tasks so far.    
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