
John Knox Case Study (Holmes, Ohio)
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¨ 08 Dec 1864. John Knox sold ten parcels of  land 
for $3,500 apiece, one to each of  his ten children. 
¤ This represented all of  John’s land holdings.

¨ Each deed included the following characteristics:
¤ “Thirty five hundred dollars in hand paid by…”
¤ Premises were “…free and clear from all encumbrances 

whatsoever…”
¤ Three witnesses: L. McMarrell, George B. Orner, and C. B. 

Ferrill.
¤ An “X” for the mark of  John Knox Sr., sealed.
¤ Lawrence McMarrell, J.P., as the clerk confirming the 

identification of  John Knox Sr.

¨ 14 Dec 1864. John died (his wife died 1857).

¨ 22 Dec 1864. Obituary published: “John Knox, Sr. a 
highly respected citizen of  Washington Tp. Died of  general 
debility at the advanced age of  68 years, 43 of  which he has 
spent in the township of  his late residence.”

¨ 11 Jan 1865. County probate journal recorded the 
Letters of  Administration to Lawrence McMarrell.

¨ 11 Jan 1865. Administrator’s bond issued to 
Lawrence McMarrell, and 3 other men for $2,000. 
A different version of  administrator’s bond issued 
to same four men for $10,000.

¨ 11 Jan 1865 through 09 Feb 1865. The ten 
children’s deeds were presented for recording.

¨ 26 Jan 1865 through 16 Feb 1865. Weekly (4) 
notifications published in newspaper for probate.

¨ 08 Feb 1865. County probate journal recorded the 
accepted resignation of  administrator Lawrence 
McMarrell.

¨ No further probate records exist today (e.g. estate 
inventory, record of  debtors and creditors, 
receipts). 

¨ There appeared to be no further administrator 
appointed. 
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Susan Fritz was arrested on a charge of  using a cat 
for a messenger.  It was alleged that she wrote an 
insulting note to Regina Langendorf and tied the note 
to a cat’s tail and sent the cat out.
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¨ Objective: Learn methods to create hypotheses and solve your 
genealogical challenges.

¨ Three stages of  the hypothesis development framework:
¤ STAGE 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development – 4 methods
¤ STAGE 2 – Prioritize Hypotheses

¤ STAGE 3 – Refute or Support Hypotheses

¨ Case Study on John Knox demonstrating methodology.
¤ Research Question: Why did John Knox sell ten parcels of  80 acres for $3,500 apiece to each 

of  his ten children just six days before he died?



Handout & Feedback
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¨ During presentation we 
will use the handout 
(wait for instructions)



Handout & Feedback
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¨ Please make comments 
on the feedback sheet 
during the session and 
submit at end.



Risk of  a Single Hypothesis
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¨ Explanations for a genealogical research question 
come to mind.

¨ These explanations are hypotheses – answers to 
research questions.

¨ We usually develop one scenario, or hypothesis.
¨ One hypothesis is usually sufficient. It evolves; we 

may formulate, test, reformulate and refine it.  
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Risk of  a Single Hypothesis (cont’d)
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¨ This can lead us to not explore additional options.
¤ “Confirmation bias”

¨ In more complex genealogical challenges, it’s best 
to develop multiple hypotheses.
¤ We then seek a variety of  information.

¨ You made one assumption about John Knox from 
the introductory case study description, right?
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¨ Objective of  this stage:
¤ To brainstorm on new ideas…solutions…hypotheses. 

n Don’t evaluate them yet.
n Really, stop yourself. Promise me you won’t do this! J
n During brainstorming, no idea is a “bad idea.”

¤ Using different methods to brainstorm – based on your 
preference and what works for you.
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
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Four Methods:
A. Simplification & Sharing
B. Mind Mapping
C. Genealogical Categorization 
D. Expository Writing
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development



Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
A. Simplification &  Sharing
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¨ Simplify the challenge (brick wall).
¨ Use most relevant information.

¤ This may be difficult to determine, but try!
¨ Write critical facts into brief  bullet points.

¤ Highlights from a timeline.
¤ Elevator pitch. (~2 minutes)
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
A. Simplification &  Sharing
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¨ Reevaluate and create new hypotheses on your own.
¨ Share with others (no additional research).

¤ Share with others.
¤ Did I say…share with others?
¤ In writing is best.

¨ Be receptive to all ideas and explore them.
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John Knox Case Study (Holmes, Ohio)
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¨ 08 Dec 1864. John Knox sold ten parcels of  land for $3,500 apiece, 
one to each of  his ten children. 
¤ This represented all of  John’s land holdings.

¨ Each deed included the following characteristics:
¤ “Thirty five hundred dollars in hand paid by…”
¤ Premises were “…free and clear from all encumbrances whatsoever…”
¤ Three witnesses: L. McMarrell, George B. Orner, and C. B. Ferrill.
¤ An “X” for the mark of  John Knox Sr., sealed.
¤ Lawrence McMarrell, J.P., as the clerk confirming the identification of  John Knox 

Sr.

¨ 14 Dec 1864. John died (wife died 1857).

¨ 22 Dec 1864. Obituary published: “John Knox, Sr. a highly respected 
citizen of  Washington Tp. Died of  general debility at the advanced age of  68 
years, 43 of  which he has spent in the township of  his late residence.”



John Knox Case Study (Homes, Ohio)
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¨ 11 Jan 1865. County probate journal recorded the Letters of  
Administration to Lawrence McMarrell.

¨ 11 Jan 1865. Administrator’s bond issued to Lawrence McMarrell, and 
3 other men for $2,000. A different version of  administrator’s bond 
issued to same four men for $10,000.

¨ 11 Jan 1865 through 09 Feb 1865. The ten children’s deeds were 
presented for recording.

¨ 26 Jan 1865 through 16 Feb 1865. Weekly (4) notifications published 
in newspaper for probate.

¨ 08 Feb 1865. County probate journal recorded the accepted 
resignation of  administrator Lawrence McMarrell.

¨ No further probate records exist today (e.g. estate inventory, record of  
debtors and creditors, receipts). 

¨ There appeared to be no further administrator appointed. 



John Knox Case Study
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¨ Let’s document your hypotheses from the 
Simplification and Sharing method.

¨ Why did John Knox sell each of  his ten children 
a parcel of  80 acres for $3,500, six days before he 
died?



Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
B. Mind Mapping
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¨ Method that allows your thoughts to flow freely.
¨ Not outlined.
¨ No sequence or constraints.
¨ The “branching” allows refined ideas to be 

developed.
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
B. Mind Mapping
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
B. Mind Mapping
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¨ I think it’s best to write general ideas close to middle 
circle then become more specific as you branch out.
¤ More ideas may be generated that way.
¤ Example:  

n DO write: OTHER HEIRS?
n DON’T write: IS THERE AN AS-YET UNIDENTIFIED 

ILLEGITIMATE CHILD WHO COULD CLAIM PART OF 
ESTATE? Until further down the “Other Heirs” branch
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
B. Mind Mapping
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¨ Change your mindset for the ancestor and think 
creatively:
¤ A child born out of  wedlock.
¤ He disappeared between the 1900 and 1910 census but you 

can’t find a death record. Maybe he didn’t die. He lost all his 
money gambling and left town and his family.

¤ Other ideas?
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John Knox Case Study
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¨ Draw a quick part 
of  a mind map for. 
the John Knox case
¤ You may use your 

own case study if  
you like!

¤ Use worksheet 
space.



Set market
value? Why?

How did he add 
value?

Why no will?

John Knox Case Study
21

Financial 
reasons $$$

To make $?
How?

To avoid 
losing $?

Estate 
taxes?

Estate 
has debt?

Avoid
creditors? 

Civil War
related? 

Value of 
property?

Ego?

Distributes land 
differently? How?

Other heirs?

Other children?

Black sheep? Illegitimate? Common Law 
wife?

Involvement of 
Lawrence 

McMarrell?

Justice of the Peace, 
deed witness, 

estate administrator                                     

Children didn’t have to 
serve as administrator or 

executor…why?

2nd Wife?

Why did John Knox 
Sr. sell land to his 10 

children six days 
before he died?



John Knox Case Study
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
C. Genealogical Categorization
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¨ The first two methods intend to generate out-of-the-
box thinking.

¨ This method provides a categorization, based 
specifically in genealogical work.

¨ It can be used to create more hypotheses, as well as 
categorize the ones generated from other methods.
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
C. Genealogical Categorization
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¨ Errors
¤ Unintentional

n Records may contain errors.
n John Knox Example?

¤ Intentional
n Misinformation on purpose.
n John Knox Example?
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
C. Genealogical Categorization (cont’d)
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¨ Unrecorded or Missed
¤ The ancestor or event you’re expecting to find isn’t there.
¤ John Knox Example?

¨ Multiple People with Same Name
¤ Relatives – parent, child, aunt/uncle, cousin, grandparent.
¤ Names are not unique – unrelated.
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
C. Genealogical Categorization (cont’d)
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¨Event
¤ Moved into or out of  the area
¤ Macro environmental issue – famine, war, 

economy, politics, religion.
¤ Military service
¤ Birth, Marriage, Death

© Jan M. Joyce 2019



Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
D. Expository Writing
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¨ This is the most difficult one.
¨ Time consuming.
¨ BUT…big payoffs!

¤ It really uncovers missed research, holes in a 
timeline, and more context that can’t be done in 
other ways.
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Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
D. Expository Writing
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¨ Explanatory and descriptive writing
¨ Organized format 

¤ Sequential?
¤ Story?
¤ Compare and contrast?
¤ Cause and effect?

© Jan M. Joyce 2019



Stage 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
D. Expository Writing
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¨ Fully developed context
¨ Output – case study, research 

report for self  or someone else
¤ 6,531 words in George Joyce 

article in Crossroads, Summer 
2017.

¤ APGQ published this with the 
John Knox Case Study in 
December. 

© Jan M. Joyce 2019



John Knox Case Study
Expository Writing Example
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An early December 1864 scene on the Knox farm in Holmes County, 
Ohio that seems possible may include this: 

A very ill John Knox Sr. called together his family. He told them he 
was dying. Each child would receive exactly the same inheritance 
from him but that it won’t be transmitted the usual way through a 
will. 

Instead, he wished to set a high market value for the land and “sell” 
approximately 80 acres to every son and daughter for $3,500 each 
before he died. The children objected because most of them didn’t 
have that kind of money. With a wink and a knowing look, John told 
them that they have each already paid him. 



John Knox Case Study
Expository Writing Example
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Perhaps there was further discussion about which child received what 
piece of property. Some may have already been decided because 
they were being farmed accordingly. There must have been 
discussion about the two girls’ properties and how they would be 
farmed. His daughters were not married and thus would need 
significant help to make the farms productive. There was probably 
already a system in place to do this.

If John had any creditors, or outstanding debts, he likely issued 
instructions to his sons for how to take care of them. If monies were 
owed John, perhaps he assigned these to different children, or even 
forgave them and had the notes returned.



John Knox Case Study
Expository Writing Example
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John might have told the kids that he would not make a will, and thus 
his estate would be assigned an administrator. Because of the odd 
nature of how he chose to close out his estate, he didn’t want any of 
his sons, as was typical of the time, to be appointed as an 
administrator. Maybe he was trying to stave off any potential 
arguments among the children. 



John Knox Case Study
Expository Writing Example
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Finally, John had Lawrence McMarrell, Justice of the Peace, called to 
his bedside. There, John would have explained the situation and how he 
distributed his property in a neat and clean way. He probably told 
McMarrell that he would be appointed as his administrator and that 
after a short time, McMarrell could resign because there would be 
nothing to administrate. The resignation should occur after all the 
deeds were recorded. Two additional witnesses were called and John 
executed ten deeds. Then, he probably sent McMarrell off with a 
handshake and a big jug of maple sugar from his farm.
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¨ Objective of  this stage – to make the best use of  your 
time.

¨ New hypotheses have been generated from Stage 1 
¤ Which you have NOT researched yet. J

¨ Prioritization methods:
¤ Easiest first - easy to refute or support.
¤ Most logical first – spending time on most likely ones.
¤ Other ways?

© Jan M. Joyce 2019

Stage 2 – Prioritize Hypotheses



Stage 2 – Prioritize Hypotheses
John Knox Case Study
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¨ For presentation only, I selected three 
of  the many hypotheses.

¨ Selected this variety for educational 
purposes.



Stage 2 – Prioritize Hypotheses
John Knox Case Study
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¨ John Knox Hypotheses Prioritized:
1. Financial reasons – to avoid creditors
2. Other heirs – seeking a claim to estate
3. Set market value of  property
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¨ Objective of  this stage –
¤ Refute – yes, consider these are successes too!

n Can also lead to new hypotheses.
¤ Support – you may support or even prove.

n Further research  may be needed on supported 
hypotheses.

n Utilize a variety of  analytical methods.
n Use Genealogical Proof  Standard.

¨ Capture rationale in your research notes.
© Jan M. Joyce 2019

Stage 3 – Support or Refute Hypotheses



John Knox Case Study
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¨ Hypothesis 1 –
Financial Reasons: To Avoid Creditors

• If  John had considerable debt, his creditors would 
have legal means to access his substantial estate.

• Creditors would have had first priority when estate 
was liquidated.

• By selling land to children, he “gave” away all real 
property (and perhaps personal property).



John Knox Case Study
39

¨ Hypothesis 2 –
Avoid Other Heirs Staking a Claim to Estate Assets

• Other heir possibilities:
• Second wife
• Common law wife
• Black sheep child
• Illegitimate child
• Other?

• If  another heir, s/he could try to claim a part of  estate.
• By distributing real property via deeds, the other heir would have nothing 

to claim.



John Knox Case Study
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¨ Hypothesis 3 –
Set Market Value of  Property

• By selling land for $3,500 per 80 acre parcel, 
John may have attempted to set its market 
value.

• This may have benefited the children.
• How? If  they wanted to sell it soon after John’s 

death.



John Knox Case Study Conclusion
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• Hypotheses were developed using all four 
methods.

• Several ideas emerged from each method.
• Revisit your brick wall later.

• Create new Mind Maps…new ideas emerge
• Best methods for this Knox case study:

• Simplification and sharing
• Expository writing
• Mind Mapping



Summary
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¨ A framework for hypotheses development increases the 
likelihood of  solving a challenging research problem.

u STAGE 1 – Creative Hypothesis Development
u Provides methods for creative thinking to develop new and perhaps 

unusual hypotheses.
u STAGE 2 – Prioritize Hypotheses

u Select a method to prioritize, perhaps by most likely or easiest first, and 
then prioritize your hypotheses.

u STAGE 3 – Refute or Support Hypotheses
u Work to refute or support each hypothesis; additional research may be 

necessary.
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Feedback & Questions
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¨ Please provide all 
feedback 

¨ Provide to me up front or 
in back

¨ Contact me:
¤ janmjoyce@gmail.com


