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CREATIVE HISTORY – KEYS TO LOCAL HISTORY 

 

The focus of Keys to Local History  is to help you learn about the history that is around 
you. This section discusses ways to think about what kind of questions to ask about your 
topic and where you can find resources to develop your research.  
  
Because everyone approaches research differently and each project has many variables, 
this section is meant as a guideline to stimulate your thinking and improve your skills. 
Where appropriate, links will be made to other websites that provide more detailed  
step-by-step processes on particular topics. 
 
THE FIRST STEPS 
• Learn what kind of questions to ask and how to start researching. 
  
ABOUT THE SOURCES 
• Find out about primary sources, secondary sources and material culture 
• Learn about the different primary sources, what you can discover in them, and where to 
find them 
• Learn how to "read" primary sources and use them effectively 
  
RESEARCH GUIDE 
• Guidelines for how to research certain topics 
• Ideas for organizing and managing your research 
• Learn how to use primary sources effectively 
• What you can do when you hit “brick walls” 
• Reasons why it is important to you need to cite your sources 
  
SHARING 
• Ideas for creative ways of sharing your research with others. 
 

 
ABOUT THE SOURCES 

TYPES OF SOURCES AND WHAT THEY CAN TELL YOU 

See examples of a wide variety of primary sources and gain a better understanding about 
what information can be obtained from different types of documents. 
 

HOW TO IDENTIFY REPUTABLE SOURCES 

With so many books, articles, and websites to read, how do you trust the information you 
find? Learn what to look for in reliable secondary sources. 
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT SOURCES AND “READ” THEM 

Discover how to look at sources for clues, and how to use documents together to both 
verify and sometimes discount your findings. 

 

 

TYPES OF SOURCES AND WHAT THEY CAN TELL YOU 

 
PRIMARY SOURCES  
Primary sources are original documents created during the time of your historical topic. 
They are typically defined as one-of-a-kind sources written by a participant or eyewitness 
to an event. These raw materials, when combined with other historical interpretations, 
will provide the building blocks for your historical research. 
  
Below is a list using a wider definition of primary sources (items created during the time 
of a particular event) with examples of what kind of information you might be able to 
extract from them. The more you know about the range of primary source, the more  
possibilities can open up in your research. Go to How to Think About Sources and 
“Read” Them for more about how to choose and interpret sources. 
 
 
ACCOUNT BOOKS 
While business or personal account books initially look quite boring with little useful  
information, a careful examination of the data can uncover important financial and  
business activities.  
 
You Might Learn: 
• If a business was profitable and for how long 
• What kind of products the person/company made and sold 
• How important the business was to the community 
• How many employees the business had and who they were 
• How much supplies cost  
• If it was a cash- or barter-based business 
• Where and with whom the company did business 
• What kind of equipment was used 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Family collections 
• Local history library 
• State library  
• Historical society 
• University library special collections 
• Business library 
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For more information, check out: 
Learning to “Read” and Account Book at Memorial Hall Museum Online  
[http://memorialhall.mass.edu/classroom/curriculum_12th/bull/start.html] 
 
ADVERTISEMENTS 
We often think little about advertisements today since we are constantly subjected to them, 
but advertisements can provide an insight into the culture of an era.  
 
You Might Learn About: 
• Social and material trends 
• How companies did business 
• Classified ads can show employment and housing trends 
• What products a company sold 
• Popular culture trends 
• How marketing strategies changed over time 
• Location of businesses over time 
• Entertainment trends 
• Fashion trends 
• Household trends 
• Local organizations and their activities 
 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Check your local libraries and archives for : 
• Newspapers 
• Magazines 
• Television 
• Films 
• City directories 
• Event programs 
• Billboards 
 
For more information, check out: 
Making Sense of Advertisements by Daniel Pope at History Matters   
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/Ads/] 
 
ART / MUSIC / LITERATURE 
These types of sources can often provide clues into the social, cultural and political climate 
of an era. From fine oil paintings to ink-drawn political cartoons, artwork captures a  
moment in time as seen through the artist’s eyes.  
 
Music is a way to communicate messages of celebration, patriotism, worship, war,  
tradition, or personal journeys. Understanding the time period in which a song was created 
can help you better understand a group of people or a community.  
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An author might choose to use historical references in a particular work. Getting a sense of 
how a writer interpreted a place, event, or person can open new doors about the author’s 
motivations or opinions. 
 
These sources are a bit different from the standard written document people associate with 
a primary source. But it is because they are different they tend to generate different  
questions which makes them interesting items to research. They might not relate specifi-
cally to your town history, but they can often give a sense of national or regional issues  
taking place during the time period or topic you are researching. 
 
You Might Learn About: 
• How your town looked in an eighteenth century oil painting 
• Songs sung by soldiers during the Civil War 
• Popular songs played on the radio in the 1920s 
• The symbols and meanings in the caricatures of nineteenth-century political cartoons 
• The perception of your town based on a famous writer 
• Descriptions of your town’s Revolutionary or Civil War battlefields in historical novels 
• Cultural traditions in folk songs 
• Social strife in folk songs or popular music 
• Perceptions and experiences of different cultures or ethnic groups 
 
  
Where to Find These Sources 
• Newspaper 
• Magazines 
• Art Galleries 
• Bookstores 
• Concerts 
• Record Stores 
• Libraries 
• Archives 
• Libraries 
• Historical Societies 
• Library of Congress: Culture, Folklife Collection Online 

[http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/browse/ListSome.php?category=Culture,+Folklife 
 
For more information on how to use these types of sources, check out: 
Making Sense of American Popular Song by John Spitzer and Ronald G. Walters at History 
Matters  

[http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/Songs/] 
Analyzing Blues Songs by Lawrence Levine at History Matters    

[http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/blues.htm] 
Analyzing a Melville Story by Hans Bergmann at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/melvillestory.htm] 
Analyzing a Thomas Nast Cartoon by Michael O’Malley at History Matters  
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 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/cartoon.htm] 
Editorial Cartoon Tutorial by Jenny Robb at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=19] 
Music and History Tutorial at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=5] 
Art and History Tutorial at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=1] 
 
BUSINESS RECORDS  
Depending on the type of business you are researching you can find account books,  
business cards, payroll records, annual reports, business correspondences, product 
inventories, or equipment lists.   
 
For example, business papers such as company letterhead might have an engraving of the 
company’s building or indicate multiple branch offices.   
  
You Might Learn: 
• How the company worked 
• Where the company did business 
• How many people worked there 
• About the different company departments 
• How business was conducted 
• How much workers were paid 
• If both men and women worked at the company 
• What jobs men and women had 
• How workers were treated 
• What products the company made 
  
Where to Find These Sources 
• Local history libraries 
• Public library special collections 
• Business libraries 
• Historical societies 
• Personal collections 
• Company archives 
 
CEMETERIES, BURIAL RECORDS, FUNERAL HOMES 
Records about an individual’s death are sometimes the only records that person left behind. 
Tombstones and other cemetery markers can offer a glimpse into life spans, family  
relationships, social standings, and cause of death. Not all tombstones remain intact, but 
those that do are certainly worth investigating even if the inscriptions are not very detailed 
or accurate. Their placement within the cemetery, additional inscriptions, and surrounding 
burial plots can all provide hints about the person and their family to expand your  
research. 
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Larger cemeteries usually have burial records available on-sight. Contact the cemetery  
office for assistance in locating the appropriate gravesite. This prevents aimless and  
frustrating wondering around the grounds. If you suspect a cemetery to be abandoned,  
do not trespass on the property and try to contact the owners of the land to gain permission 
for a visit. Some cemeteries might be associated with a church or have other religious  
affiliations. Contact the site’s appropriate office to find out if they hold burial records for 
their cemetery. 
 
Funeral home records might be more difficult to find but they can add detail to your  
cemetery findings. These documents usually list cause of death, place of death, family  
information, funeral costs, and burial details and location.  
 
If you are having trouble locating where someone was buried, look for an obituary in the 
newspaper first. Obituaries often include family information along with the location of  
the burial, and they can also provide more clues to further your research.  
 
You Might Learn About: 
• How someone died 
• Other family members buried nearby 
• Personal and/or community religious beliefs 
• Membership in a fraternal organization 
• The Company in which a war veteran served 
• Where someone was born 
• Community health epidemics 
• A local disaster 
• Different ethnic groups in the community 
• A person’s economic status 
• The community’s cultural values 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Look online for where your local cemeteries are located 
• Larger cemeteries often have burial records at the site office 
• Check for transcriptions of older cemeteries at your local history library or historical 
society   
• The local history library or historical society might have funeral records 
• Call your local funeral homes to find out if they provide access to their records 
 
For more information, check out: 
How to Read a Graveyard at Do History 
 [http://dohistory.org/on_your_own/toolkit/graveyards.html] 
Cemetery Tutorial at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=7] 
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CENSUS RECORDS 
Since 1790 a population census has been taken every ten years. Census records are  
house-by-house evaluations of every person, in every town, county, territory and state. The 
information in each census is a bit different and over the years they gradually recorded 
more information about each person. See the following pages for more specific years and 
types of census records. 

 
You Might Learn: 
• The names of your ancestor’s parents and siblings 
• In which state or country someone was born 
• Whether someone owned property or rented 
• What occupations were typical in the community 
• What year your ancestor immigrated to America 
• The ethnic make-up of a neighborhood 
• Literacy rates in a community 
• How many slaves someone owned 
• The house number and street where a family lived 
• The maiden name of your great-great grandmother 
• How long a couple was married and how many children the woman had 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Larger public libraries have state or regional microfilm 
• Smaller libraries might have local microfilm rolls 
• State Libraries or State Archives 
• National Archive regional branches (see links) 
• Order microfilm copies through the LDS Family History Library 
• Ancestry.com (paid subscription needed for online access to digitized files) 
• Check to see if you can access Ancestry.com through your library for free 
• Heritage Quest Online (paid subscription needed for online access to digitized files) 

• Check to see if you can access HeritageQuestOnline.com through your library 
for free 

• Other websites offer free transcriptions by volunteers. Check to see if information on 
your town has been transcribed. 
 • USGenWeb Census Project  

[http://www.us-census.org/] 
 • USGenWeb Census Project through RootsWeb   
  [http://www.rootsweb.com/~census/states.htm] 
 • Census Online  

[http://www.census-online.com/] 
 
For more information, check out: 
Census Records at the National Archives  

[http://www.archives.gov/genealogy/census/] 
Census Records - History and How to Use Them by Linda Haas Davenport  
  [http://homepages.rootsweb.com/~haas/learningcenter/censusrecords.html] 



 
 

 
© 2006 Nothing from the site can be reproduced without specific written permission from: 

Mona Lambrecht    •    mona@creativehistory.net    •    www.creativehistory.net 
 

8 

A Word of Warning 
Census records can be incredibly valuable sources but be cautious when searching them. 
Variations in the spelling of names and other small mistakes are quite common, and  
periodically you will find impressive errors. If you cannot find an individual in the census, 
revisit name spellings and the accuracy of the location. But keep in mind that sometimes 
people miss getting recorded while relocating to a different area. Use the census as one of 
your tools and do not rely on a single census record for your source. Make sure to cross 
check multiple census years and compare the information against other known primary 
sources. 

 
1790-1840  
These population censuses only listed the name of the head of the family. Household  
information was presented statistically with wives, children, servants, and slaves as mere 
hash marks in categories of age, sex, and free person or slave. 

 
1850-1880, 1900-1930  
Beginning in 1850, census information listed everyone in the household by name, age, sex, 
color, occupation, and birthplace. A few other categories were listed such as real estate 
value, if a couple was married within the census year, and if a child attended school. With 
each subsequent census more information was added such as immigration and naturaliza-
tion dates, military service, and economic data. See the National Archives Census Records 
web page for more details. 

 
1890  
Most of these census schedules were destroyed in 1921 by fire but have been partially  
recreated using information from Union veterans and widows. Check the National Archives 
1890 Federal Population Census page to find out if your state has salvaged records. 

[http://www.archives.gov/publications/microfilm-catalogs/census/1790-1890/ 
part-08.html] 
 

State and Territorial Censuses 
Check your state archives to find out if your state, as an early American colony, took a local 
census prior to 1790. As the country expanded censuses were often taken as new territories 
applied for statehood, and some states periodically took off-year enumerations separately 
from the federal tally. In addition to the federal schedules, find out if your state has census 
records from other years as well.1 
 
Additional Federal Schedules  
Other Population Schedules 

• Slave Schedules : Taken in 1850 and 1860, these are good sources for statistical 
information, but unfortunately are of limited use for tracking African American 
families. Listed by slave owner’s names, a line for each individual in the house-

                                                
1 Suzanne Murray, ed. American Genealogy: A Basic Course. 4th ed (Arlington, VA: National  

Genealogical Society, 1996) 142. 
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hold only indicates the person’s age, sex, and color; whether or not the person 
was a deaf-mute, blind, insane, or idiotic; and if they were considered a fugitive.2  
  
• Indian Schedules : The 1870 census was the first to include Native Americans 
in the general  population. In 1880, only those living near military sites in  
California, Dakota Territory, and Washington Territory were counted. Specific 
Indian Schedules began in 1885 with yearly enumeration including varying  
details about individuals.3 See the National Archives Indian Census Rolls 1885-
1940 for more information.  

[http://www.archives.gov/genealogy/census/population/native-americans-
1885-1940.html] 

  
Non-population Schedules 
See National Archives Nonpopulation Census Records for more details on the following 
categories. 
 • Agricultural Schedules: 1850-1870 

Provides detailed farm information such as the name of the owner/ manager, 
acreage, machinery, livestock, and type of crop. Information varies for each year, 
and not all farms, especially small ones, were included in the enumeration.4 
 
• Manufacturing Schedules: 1810 (on regular census) 1820, 1850-1880 
Provides detailed information such as company name, products, capital invest-
ment, raw materials used, employees, and average wages. Information varies 
greatly from year to year, and small manufacturing businesses were not  
included.5 

 
 • Mortality Schedules 

Details about deaths in a community only from the year prior to a census year 
were recorded. In addition to the standard census information a cause of death 
and length of illness were included. 6 
 
 
 
 

                                                
 
2 Murray, American Genealogy, 141. 

3 Ibid. 

4 “Nonpopulation Census Records,” National Archives, http://www.archives.gov/genealogy/census/ 
nonpopulation/ (accessed 17 July 2006). 

5 Ibid. 

6 Ibid. 
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 • Social Statistic Schedules 
These statistics summarize a community’s structure by examining categories 
such as real estate value, taxes, teachers, newspapers, churches, paupers, crimi-
nals, and wages of day laborers. 7 

 
CHURCH RECORDS 
Until the twentieth century there was no national system to registering vital records 
(birth, marriage, death). While many states kept vital records in the 1800s, there is no 
guarantee of availability or consistency at the state or even county level. Church records 
are sometimes the only resource available for the key events in an individual’s life. These 
documents might also include baptisms, membership records, burial information, or 
church business and committee records.   
 
The initial problem in locating an individual is to figure out what religious group he or 
she was affiliated with. This might be easier for more recent generations, but for earlier 
eras it can prove more difficult. Knowing where a person lived, his or her nationality,  
or ethnic background can help you make educated guesses in locating a church affilia-
tion.8 Check out Locating Church Records by Val D. Greenwood at Genealogy.com 
[http://www.genealogy.com/5_grnwd.html] for clues and more information about which 
research direction is right for you. 
 
You Might Learn About: 
• The baptism of one of your colonial ancestors 
• When and where your ancestor’s married and by whom 
• When a person or family first became members of the church 
• Who the church members were and their social standings 
• How the church helped their community’s poor or orphans 
• How funerals were conducted in the church 
• Burial customs  
• Location of a burial plot in the church cemetery 
• The schools associated with the church 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• At your local congregation 
• Historical societies 
• Archives of religious colleges or seminaries 
• Church collections at state libraries or archives 
• Family papers 
• Family History Library (LDS) 
 
 
                                                

7 Ibid. 

8 Murray, American Genealogy, 355-56. 
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CITY DIRECTORIES 
Similar to modern-day phone books, city directories were published annually and  
provided information about the town such as street listings, government officials, and 
locations of people and businesses in the community. Some directories include town or 
county histories, maps, population information, and yearly almanacs. 

 
You Might Learn About: 
• Residential and business addresses of individuals 
• Advertisements for local businesses 
• A communities population and statistics over time 
• Town histories 
• Terms of local government officials 
• How street names changed 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Local libraries 
• Larger public libraries 
• Historical societies 
• Genealogical societies 
• Local archives 
 
For more information, check out: 
Analyzing City Directories by Kathleen W. Hinckley at the Board for Certification for 
Genealogists  

[http://www.bcgcertification.org/skillbuilders/skbld965.html] 
 
DIARIES / LETTERS / MANUSCRIPTS 
In addition to discovering the inner thoughts and daily routines of your ancestor, you can 
potentially find broader topics and connections about the era, culture, and society in 
which a person lived. By carefully analyzing a diary’s content you can discover patterns 
and relations that took place in a broader community context. Take care to read between 
the lines to discover what is not mentioned. 

 
You Might Learn About: 
• Family relations 
• Community dynamics 
• Family or community economics 
• Family traditions  
• Social customs 
• Religious customs 
• Weather patterns 
• Agricultural patterns 
• Community health / medical epidemics 
• The educational level of the writer 
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Where to Find These Sources 
• Personal collections 
• Your own family’s collection 
• Historical societies 
• Libraries 
• Archives 
• Genealogical societies 
• University libraries 
 
For more information, check out: 
Making Sense of Letters and Diaries by Steven Stowe at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/letters/] 
Analyzing Nineteenth Century Letters by Teresa Murphy at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/letters.htm] 
Journals and Diaries Tutorial by Stacia Kuceyeski at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=18] 
 
GOVERNMENT RECORDS 
This is a very broad topic because there is such a large range of government-related  
documents. Depending on your topic you could research anything from small local  
committees to complicated statewide policies. Many of the primary sources listed in this 
section can be found at government facilities, so look for your city, county, or state  
government website to find what departments have the information you are looking for.  
See State Links for more options in your area. 

 
 
You Might Learn About: 
• County commissioners meetings from minute books 
• City or state budgets 
• State penitentiary records and mug shots 
• State military registers, engagements, or militia history 
• Available city or state immigration records 
• Land, deeds, or homestead records 
• Older building permits available for your house 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• State archives 
• State library 
• Office of the Secretary of State 
• County clerk’s office 
• County courthouse 
• Local or state preservation offices 
• County registry of deeds 
• Planning or public works departments 
• City or county assessor’s office 
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IMMIGRATION / NATURALIZATION RECORDS 
Unless you are of Native American decent, your ancestors at one point or another  
immigrated to America from another country by choice or force. Some came voluntarily for 
economic, religious, or political reasons others paid their way by exchanging years of labor 
for passage, food, and shelter. Those who arrived against their will were slaves, political 
prisoners, or felons. 9  
 
As you research a family, you will eventually discover those individuals who first traveled 
to America. Prior to researching immigration and naturalization records, learn as much as 
you can about the person you are researching in addition to understanding more about  
immigration trends and waves during your time period of interest. The more information 
you have the better change you have of locating these records. 
 
Records for immigrants fall in two main categories: passenger arr ival lists from ships, and 
naturalization records that were produced when immigrants applied for citizenship.  

 
Passenger Arri val Records 
The National Archives houses these records and most have been microfilmed and are  
available at many locations across the country. There are additional online databases  
available for searching, see the Archives’ Immigration Records [http://www.archives.gov/ 
genealogy/ immigration/] for more details. 
 
Colonial Passenger Lists 
Unfortunately there was no systematic way of recording immigrants from the colonial  
period, which is why many people conducting family research have such difficulty tracing 
their family to a particular country. Luckily nearly all of the colonial-era lists have been 
published and indexed. Check your local library or genealogical society to see what books 
are available.10 

 
Customs Passenger Lists 
In 1819 laws required the ship’s master to provide a list of all the passengers on board to 
the custom’s agent, who reported to the Secretary of State. These lists range from 1820 to 
1905 but are incomplete with some records being original, some copied or abstracted, and 
others transcribed. See Immigration Records (Ships Passenger Arrival Records) [http:// 
www.archives.gov/genealogy/immigration/ passenger-arrival.html] for details about what is 
available for particular states and years.11 

 
 
 

                                                
9 Murray, American Genealogy, 323. 

10 Murray, American Genealogy, 324-325. 

11 Murray, American Genealogy, 325. 
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Immigration Passenger Lists 
The Treasury Department took on immigration regulation beginning in 1882. Ship’s  
masters were required to submit a list of all immigrants aboard their ships to the local  
immigration officers. Microfilmed records from 1883 to the mid-1950s are available at the 
National Archives.12  

 
How to Find Passenger Arri val Records 
Most of the records from the above lists have been indexed and are available on microfilm 
at the National Archives. In order to find your ancestor in these lists, you must know the 
port at which they arrived and the approximate date of their arrival. To see a list of immi-
gration records available from 1800 to 1959 for ports around the country go to Immigration 
Records [http://www. archives.gov/genealogy/immigration/passenger-arrival.html#film] 
 
You might find clues to about an individual’s port of entry by examining letters, diaries, 
and census records from 1900 to 1920. Naturalization records may also provide information 
about date and place of arrival. 
 
Natura lization Records 
The process in which an immigrant becomes an American citizen is called naturalization. 
This is a voluntary process and is not required to remain in the country. Information found 
in the records about an individual’s place of birth, and time and place of arrival in America 
can be incredibly helpful to the family historian. 

 
Natura lization Policies 
The American colonists were British citizens and those from other countries needed to  
obtain British citizenship directly from the Parliament and the Crown. After a generalized 
naturalization law passed in 1740, immigrants to the American colonies could become  
British citizens after seven years of residence, taking an oath to the crown, and proving that 
sacraments were taken of the Church of England. Only Quakers and Jews did not need to 
take the religions tests, and Catholics were barred from becoming citizens under any  
circumstances. After 1773, England refused to continue with any naturalization procedures 
for the American colonies.13   
 
After the Revolutionary War many european-born individuals were granted American  
citizenship for their support during the war. In 1790, the first naturalization law stated that a 
free white immigrant could gain citizenship after two years of residence, be of positive 
moral character, and swear an oath upon the Constitution. In 1795 the law was strengthened 
to at least five years in residence as well as a petition of intent to become a citizen. Except 
for a brief alteration requiring fourteen years of residency, the 1795 naturalization law held 
firm until 1906.14  
                                                

12 Murray, American Genealogy, 325-326. 

13 Murray, American Genealogy, 329. 

14 Murray, American Genealogy, 330. 
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In 1906 the federal courts took over naturalization procedures. Prior to this the state and 
local courts processed all the paper work. After 1906, the state and local courts could  
continue to handle their naturalization as long as they adopted the federal forms and proce-
dures, and then filed the documents with the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization in 
Washington, D.C.15 

 
Natura lization Process 
Two main steps were needed to gain citizenship. Before 1906 these records were not  
standardized and information varied depending on location.  

 
Declaration of Intent 
These “first papers” showing the desire to become a citizen could be filed at any local, 
state, or federal court. These records might disclose information about an individual’s date 
and place of birth, date of arrival in America, the name of the ship, port of arrival, and more 
detailed information about a spouse and children.16  

 
Petition for Citizenship 
In general one could petition for citizenship after at least five years living in the United 
States and three years after filing one’s first papers. These “final papers” presented to the 
court included additional documentation, statements from witnesses supporting continuous 
residency, and an oath of allegiance. Only after the approval of the final papers would one 
receive citizenship and a certificate of naturalization. These papers typically did not contain 
much more information that the declaration of intent, but they may indicate the location 
where the first papers were filed. 17  

 
How to Find Natura lization Records 
Because these records can be very difficult to locate is the reason why many researchers 
avoid them. Not all immigrants petitioned to become citizens, so before you make your 
attempt at finding naturalization records, look for clues in family papers and other sources. 
The 1870 census makes note if a twenty-one-year-old male was a United States citizen, and 
the 1900, 1910, 1920, and 1930 censuses indicate if and when an immigrant had filed his or 
her “first papers” (Pa) and the year of naturalization (Na).18  

 
Before 1906 
The main difficulty in uncovering these records is finding the locations, and discovering 
where a person lived will help you narrow your search. Papers could have been filed in any 
court (city, county, state, or federal) convenient to the individual, and there is no guarantee 

                                                
15 Ibid. 

16 Murray, American Genealogy, 331. 

17 Ibid. 

18 Murray, American Genealogy, 332. 
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that the “first papers” and “final papers” are located in the same court. Naturalization  
records of this era can be found with local or state court clerk, in the state archives, local  
or state historical society, with a federal court clerk, federal records center, or the  
National Archives.19  

 
After 1906 
From this date on the federal courts handled all naturalization so records can be found with 
a federal district court clerk, in a federal records center, or the National Archives.20   
 
You Might Learn About: 21 
• When your ancestor arrived from Europe, Africa, Asia, Canada, or South America 
• Who a person traveled with during the journey 
• What someone looked like from a brief physical description 
• The name of the ship on which your ancestor sailed 
• How old your ancestor or other family members were at the time of arrival 
• If an individual or an entire family arrived on one ship 

• What country and regions a person came from 
• Which port someone left from and at which port he or she arrived 
• Who paid for the passage to America 
• An individual’s final destination upon arrival in the United States 
• A person’s occupation  
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• National archives 
• Published lists at local libraries, archives, or genealogical societies 
• County court records 
• State court records 
• State archives 
 
For more information, check out: 
Immigration Records - Introduction and Links and Resources at the National Archives  

[http://www.archives.gov/genealogy/immigration/] 
Naturalization Records - Introduction and Links and Resources at the National Archives  

[http://www.archives.gov/genealogy/naturalization/] 
Immigration and Naturalization Links at Cyndi’s List 
 [http://www.cyndislist.com/immigrat.htm] 
Ships and Passenger List Links at Cyndi’s List 
 [http://www.cyndislist.com/ships.htm] 
All About Immigration and Migration at Genealogy.com 

                                                
19 Ibid. 

20 Murray, American Genealogy, 333. 

21 Murray, American Genealogy, 326. 
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[http://www.genealogy.com/genealogy/00000388.html?priority=0000900] 
Tracing Immigrant Origins - Free Genealogy Classes at Genealogy.com 
 [http://www.genealogy.com/uni-immi.html] 
   
LAND RECORDS / DEEDS 
Federal and local land records not only provide information about how a region, state, or 
community formed, but did you know you might find clues about your own family history? 
Land records and deeds can be confusing to find and difficult to decipher, but with some 
basic information and links to additional resources, you could be on your way to finding 
your family’s homestead.   

 
Colonial and State Land Records 
The British Crown laid claim to all the land in the American colonies and then typically 
transferred land via royal charters to businesses or royal governors. These larger entities 
could then grant land to individuals for faithful military or government service, or to extend 
the borders of the frontier. But by far the most common practice of land transfer was with 
cash. Wealthy individuals or companies bought large tracts of land then gradually sold off 
smaller lots for profit.22  
 
The survey method most commonly used in the colonies and early states was metes and 
bounds, with and exception to New England where they used a township system. “Metes” 
refers to the direction and distance of the boundary measurement, and “bounds” refers to 
the physical objects used to define the points of the boundary lines.23 
 
[Example of a metes and bounds description: Beginning on a pine + hicory sapling near 
the Edge of an Old field about 10 rods from the River on Collins line runs thence So 45 
W 34 poles to a P. O. and Hicory on Baleys line thence with sd line No 67 W 34 poles to 
a W. O. thence No 32 W 30 poles to a P.O. in or near Baleys other line thence with sd 
line No 15 E 102 poles to a Cluster of Post Oaks Baley Corner thence So 50 E 46 poles to 
a Red Oak on Collins line thence with sd line So 40 W 40 poles to a Red Oak Collins 
Corner thence with sd line to the Beginning.]24 
 
A pole, sometimes called a rod, is the equivalent to 16.5 feet.  
  
Federal Land Records 
After the federal government formed, the lands lying outside of the original thirteen  
colonies (and what became Maine, Vermont, Kentucky, Tennessee, and West Virginia) all 
became government land. These were known collectively as the public domain. Except for 

                                                
22 Murray, American Genealogy, 218. 

23 Murray, American Genealogy, 219. 

24 Partial transcript of an 1808 land grant to Micaijah Cornwell. File No. 2689, Land Grants–
Rutherford County, North Carolina State Archives, Raleigh, North Carolina. 
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Texas and Hawaii, the remaining states were formed from the public domain. With the 
newly acquired land, came a new rectangular surveying system that was put in place by 
the Continental Congress in 1785. Ohio became the first area to be surveyed with the new 
system in 1786. Some types of federal land records are land grants, homesteads, military 
bounties, and private land claims.25 

 
Rectangular System of Surveys 
In order to locate a tract of land on a map, you must understand how to read the land de-
scriptions. Properties are broken up into Townships, Sections, and Sectional Subdivisions. 
Below is a basic outline of how this survey system breaks land down into specific units.  
 
• The intersection of an East-West Baseline, and a North-South Principal Meridian  
indicates the initial point in each system. 

 
• Township Li nes are secondary East-West lines spaced six miles apart on the north and 
south sides the baseline. 

 
• Range Li nes are secondary North-South lines spaced six miles apart on the east and west 
sides of the principal meridian. 

 
• Townships are the six square mile “blocks” of land made from these secondary  
intersections. 
 
• A township is described by its location as it relates to the intersection of the baseline and 
principal meridian. It will be located in a Northwest, Northeast, Southwest, or Southeast 
quadrant. For example: A township located 4 “blocks” north of the baseline, and 2 “blocks” 
west of the principal meridian is described as: Township 4 North, Range 2 West. 

 
• Sections are the one square mile “blocks” of land within a township. There are thirty-six 
sections in a township. 
 
• Sections are numbered one through thirty-six starting at the upper right corner of the 
township, then moving left. The next level of sections then start from left to right, and  
subsequently zigzag down the levels. The numbering ends in the lower right corner. (See 
diagram example at left.) A section number is then added to the legal land description:  
Section 21, Township 4 North, Range 2 West. 
 
• There are 640 acres in a Section, and these can be divided up into a series of smaller 
units. 
 • Half Section is 320 acres. 
 • Quarter Section is 160 acres. 
 • Half-Quarter Section is 80 acres. 

                                                
25 Murray, American Genealogy,  227, 231. 



 
 

 
© 2006 Nothing from the site can be reproduced without specific written permission from: 

Mona Lambrecht    •    mona@creativehistory.net    •    www.creativehistory.net 
 

19 

 • Quarter -Quarter Section is 40 acres. 
 
• Lot Numbers are typically given to smaller units dividing a quarter-quarter section.  
A subdivision reference is then added to the legal land description: Southwest Quarter of  
Section 21, Township 4 North, Range 2 West of the Forth Principal Meridian.  
 
• Land description are usually abbreviated, so you would see the above example as: SW1/4, 
S21, T4N R2W, 4th P.M. 
 
• To locate the land, you must read the description from ri ght to left.  
 
• There are thirty-seven separate systems in the public-land states, so you would look in the 
survey system of the Fourth Principal Meridian.  
 
• You then locate the township by the township and range numbers 
 
• Find the section number within the township 
 
• Finally, locate the appropriate quarter within the section.26 
          
Local Land Records and Deeds 
Local land records places an individual at a certain place in time, and the most important 
type of records is the deed. A deed is a document that records the transaction of the title 
to real property, such as land, from one individual (or group) to another. The one selling 
the property is called the grantor , the buyer or receiver is called the grantee. Once a 
property was paid off the property owner usually kept the original deed, so only copies of 
deeds are found in deed books. Indexes to these books are typically divided into grantor 
and grantee lists, so it is easier to locate individual deeds. 

 
Types of Deeds 
Warranty Deed 
This is the most common type of deed and is used to indicate that the owner of a property 
has a clear title of ownership. 

 
Quitclaim Deed 
Typically used when a landholder dies intestate (without a will). The interest in the  
property is transferred to the heirs, but does not guarantee the grantor had a clear title. 

 
Deed of Trust  
This is a type of mortgage where the title to the property is held by one or more trustees 
and used to secure the payment of a debt. After the debt has been paid in full, a deed of  

                                                
26 Entire system description of Recatngular System of Surveys from Murray, American Genealogy, 

229. 
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release is issued reinstating the title to the original owner. If the debt is not paid, the  
trustees sell the property at a public auction to pay the debt. 

 
Deed of Gift 
Usually used to convey property from father to son, a deed of gift is a warranty deed that 
records the transfer of property without a typical purchase price. 

 
Dower Release 
This records that a grantor’s wife has given up her dower rights to a given property.  
It states that she has approved the sale of a given piece of land that would otherwise be 
hers upon her husband’s death.27 
 
Other Types of Local Land Records 
Mortgage 
Similar to the older deed of trust, a mortgage is a lien on a property to ensure the payment 
of the debt. 

 
Lease 
This is a contract between the owner of the property and another party who occupies the 
property for an agreed amount of time for an agreed amount of compensation. 

 
Bill of Sale 
Historically used to transfer the title of significant personal property such as slaves or 
livestock.  

 
Plat and Plat Book 
Drawn to indicate the official boundaries of a piece of land, plats and plat books are  
usually found with other land documents.28 

 
Building Permits 
These can provide you with building information, whether it is a permit for the original 
building, or a later addition. You might find information about what materials were used, 
how many stories were original to the house, or maybe some building plans. These 
sources are also helpful for following property ownership. 

 
Assessor’s Records 
Assessor’s records can give you information about the value of the property, who owns it, 
the legal description of the lot, deed numbers, when a structure was build on the property, 
the sale price, the assessed value, or square footage of the lot and/or building. 
 

                                                
27 Entire discussion of deed types from Murray, American Genealogy, 262. 

28 Entire discussion of mortgages, leases, bills of sale, plat books, and local land records from Murray, 
American Genealogy, 264. 
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You Might Learn About: 
• The size of your ancestor’s farm 
• Family or business relationships  
• When an ancestor moved into or left a community 
• The settlement patterns of your town 
• When an ancestor married or died 
• How to distinguish between two people with the same name 
• Who lived in your house over the last 100 years 
• The physical shape of an individual’s property 
• How your town grew over time 
• Where businesses were located 
• Where and when your family staked a homestead 
• How your ancestor was rewarded for his service with a colonial land grant  
• How many businesses or families occupied a particular property 

 
Where to Find These Sources 
• County courthouse (County Recorder, Recorder of Deeds, Register of Deeds, or County 
Clerk) 
• In New England, local land records are usually kept with the town government 
• State archives 
• National Archives 
• Compiled sources in libraries 
• Bureau of Land Management 
• County-level Land Use Departments 
• Included in probate records  
 
For more information, check out: 
Bureau of Land Management - Land Patent Search 
 [http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/PatentSearch/Default.asp?] 
Taking the Mystery out of Land Records by Linda Haas Davenport 
 [http://homepages.rootsweb.com/~haas/land/index.html] 
Legal Land Descriptions in Indiscriminate Metes and Bounds 
 [http://www.outfitters.com/genealogy/land/metesbounds.html] 
Metes and Bounds Surveys by Steve Broyles  
 [http://users.rcn.com/deeds/metes.htm] 
Range Maps for Dummies by Ray Henderson at RootsWeb 

[http://www.rootsweb.com/~ilmaga/landmaps/range_map.html] 
How to Search Deeds at Do History 
 [http://dohistory.org/on_your_own/toolkit/deeds.html]  
Analyzing Deeds for Useful Clues by Elizabeth Shown Mills at Board for Certification 
for Genealogists  
[http://www.bcgcertification.org/skillbuilders/skbld951.html] 
Glossary, Acronyms and Abbreviations 
 [http://www.fairviewindustries.com/standardmodule/glossary.htm] 
Ohio Deed Search Tutorial at History Works 
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 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=6] 
 
MAPS 
Knowing how your state evolved, and when counties and towns developed not only gives 
you a better understanding about your area but can guide you in your research. Typically 
under utilized, maps create a sense of space that is often much easier to understand, and for 
many people the visual information communicates better that written descriptions. Maps of 
all varieties, both historic and modern, can be invaluable sources of information. 

 
United States Geological Survey (USGS) maps include topographic lines indicating an 
area’s terrain. 
 
Gazetteers are geographical dictionaries that include basic information about towns by 
state or nationally. Older editions can be particularly useful if town names or counties 
changed. 

 
Fire insurance maps, from companies such as Sanborn or Richards, can indicate what a 
building was made of, how many stories it had, who owned the property, the square footage 
and shape of the property, and where the buildings sat on the property. 
 
Plat maps, ward maps, and census enumeration district maps with boundary descriptions 
can be useful to find where a person lived. 

 
You Might Learn: 
• How your town was originally surveyed and settled 
• How your community grew over time 
• If and how the boundaries changed 
• About early transportation routes that no longer exist 
• How street numbering and naming systems changed 
• About the different historic subdivisions in your town 
• What years structures were build or torn down 
• The migration routes in your state or community 
• About local population densities 
• Where the historic agricultural and urban areas were located 
• How natural features and landmarks that might have changed 
• How property was divided over time 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Local history library 
• State archives 
• University libraries 
• Larger public libraries 
• Library of Congress 
• National Archives 
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For more information, check out: 
Making Sense of Maps by David T. Stephens at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/maps/] 
 
MILITARY RECORDS 
Military service and pension applications can prove valuable by supplying an individual’s 
term of military service along with important genealogical information. If a male ancestor 
between the ages of 16 and 60 lived during a time of military conflict, it is possible there 
are state or federal records recording his service. Search family records, obituaries, tomb-
stone inscriptions, and local histories for potential clues about an ancestor’s military 
involvement, what war he served in, and on which side he fought. 29 
 
Service records can provide a varying range of information about a soldier. Federal military 
records are typically compiled from other documents such as enlistment papers, muster 
rolls, payroll records, prison lists, or hospital documents. Files from earlier wars usually 
only contain basic information on the soldier including the state where he enlisted, rank, 
unit, and dates of service. Records from later wars might include a physical description, 
age, or birthplace.30 
 
Federal veterans benefit records usually include pension applications, payment records, 
or bounty-land warrant applications. Pension applications are another valuable source of 
information, indicating compensation for military service to a veteran, his widow, 
mother, or orphaned children. Often pension records provide more detailed genealogical 
information than military service records. From 1775-1855 the federal government gave 
bounty-land warrants to veterans as compensation for service. Many veterans chose not 
to take advantage of the right to free land and sold their warrants. Keep in mind that 
many men who served did not qualify or even apply for pensions, so there is no guarantee 
benefit records will be found.31   
 
Not all records are open to the public. If you are a veteran, or an immediate family  
member looking for veteran’s records in twentieth-century, see Military Service Records 
and Official Military Personnel Files at The National Archives for more information. 

[http://www.archives.gov/veterans/military-service-records/] 
 

You Might Learn About: 
• Where particular regiments and companies served in a given war 
• Physical descriptions about an individual 
• How much your ancestor was paid fighting in the Civil War 
• An ancestor who died in the Revolutionary War 

                                                
29 Murray, American Genealogy, 289-290. 

30 Murray, American Genealogy, 291. 

31 Murray, American Genealogy, 297-300. 
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• In what battles a certain regiment fought 
• How many members of the same family enlisted 
• The location of the land given to your ancestor as a pension 
• When and where someone was born, got married, or died 
• How long your ancestor served in the military and what rank he achieved 
• Where your ancestor lived after his military service 

 
List of American military engagements up to 1900.  
• King Phillip’s War: 1675-1676 
• King William’s War: 1689-1697 
• Queen Anne’s War: 1702-1713 
• King George’s War: 1744-1748 
• French and Indian War: 1754-1763 
• Revolutionary War: 1775-1783 
• War of 1812: 1812-1815 
• Indian Wars: 1815-1858 
• Mexican War: 1846-1848 
• Civil War: 1861-1865 
• Spanish-American War: 1898-1902 

 
Where to Find These Sources 
• National Archives 
• State Archives 
• Compiled books at your local or state libraries 
• Online complied information such as the Civil War Soldiers and Sailor System 
 [http://www.itd.nps.gov/cwss/index.html] 
• Veterans’ or soldiers’ homes 

 
For more information, check out: 
An Overview of Records at the National Archives Relating to Military Service by Trevor 
K. Plante at The National Archives 

[http://www.archives.gov/veterans/research/prologue-military-records-  
overview.html] 

Recommended Veterans and Military Research Links at The National Archives 
[http://www.archives.gov/veterans/research/research-links.html] 

U.S. Military at Cyndi’s List  
[http://www.cyndislist.com/military.htm#History] 

 
NEWSPAPERS  
Technically, newspapers are not primary sources because articles written for the paper are 
usually interpretations of first-hand accounts. However, events are typically reported at 
approximately the time they took place, so newspapers are often the closest thing to a  
primary sources you have. Make sure to look beyond the articles, because you will find a 
whole host of valuable information in images, editorials, and advertisements that can  
certainly fall into primary source status. 
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Newspapers are fascinating compilations of community life. Beginning in colonial America 
with the 24 April 1704 edition of the Boston News-Letter, newspapers have continued to 
record local, national, and world events; post daily happenings; list ports and ships with 
passenger arrivals and departures; provide weather information; list society notices and  
entertainment events; announce births, marriages, and deaths; include play-by-play sports 
reviews and scores; list classified ads for items and jobs; local business advertisements and 
sales; and often humor columns or comics.  
 
Depending on the time period you are researching the papers can be a single, two-sided 
broadside, a four-page tabloid, or a large, multi-section paper with inserts. Many towns had 
more than one newspaper at any given time, both daily and weekly editions, so ask about 
your local newspaper history at your library. You can often find papers for different ethnic 
and religious groups in larger cities. These can be invaluable resource to learn about your 
town’s cultural past and ethnic make-up.  
 
If possible, research several different newspapers for the same story. While it is typical to 
find the same information, different owners or editors might spin an event to their political 
or social preference. What a community deems important can also provide a slightly  
different viewpoint on a particular topic. 
 
You Might Learn About: 
• Important political events  
• How your community reacted to a controversial event 
• How local businesses advertised their goods 
• Social events and activities of some of the people in town 
• Sporting news and events 
• A local point of view on a national topic 
• How many cultural groups lived in your town 
• The flavor of humor during a particular era 
• The birth, marriages, and deaths of a community 
• Local opinions on social concerns such as civil rights, voting rights, immigration issues, 
alcohol, prostitution, or violence. 
 
 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Local and state libraries 
• University libraries and archive 
• Historical societies 
• See Newspaper Links for online sources 

 
For more information, check out: 
Analyzing a Colonial Newspaper by Barbara Clark Smith at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/newspaper.htm#] 
Using Newspapers Effectively by Shelia Benedict at Board for Certification for  
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Genealogists  
[http://www.bcgcertification.org/skillbuilders/skbld039.html] 

 
OBITUARIES 
One of the final public acts of remembrance, obituaries often review the important  
moments in an individual’s life. Typically posted in newspapers, obituaries might be very 
brief merely stating a name, date of death and place, to elaborate articles recounting a 
person’s accomplishments. These sources, however, must be treated as a secondary 
source and used as a guide rather than absolute fact. During times of grief information 
from the family might be forgotten or incorrect, or the reporter writing the obituary, not 
knowing the person, embellishes the narrative for a better read. Despite the potential 
problems with obituaries, the importance of the information outweighs the pitfalls. These 
documents might hold some of the only clues about the details of someone’s life. By  
using obituaries as an outline you can create a whole new set of research avenues that 
might have your uncovering valuable information in different towns and states. 

 
You Might Learn About: 
• Family relationships, names of parents 
• When a person married, name of spouse 
• Surviving siblings 
• The individual’s place of birth 
• Birth date or age at time of death 
• Military service 
• Occupations during lifetime 
• The cause of death 
• The person’s migration to the community 
• Immigration experience 
• Where the burial site is located 
• Any fraternal societies or other organizational memberships 
• Key events that happened during his or her lifetime. 
• Religious affiliations 
• The residence at the time of death 

 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Local or regional newspapers 
• Church newspapers 
• Ethnic newspapers 
• Local history libraries or genealogical societies 
• Genealogical periodicals 
• Obituary abstracts or compilations 
• Some online websites have obituary information from volunteers 

 
For more information, check out: 
Obituaries: More Than Meets the Eye by Kory L. Meyerink, AG 
 [http://www.genealogy.com/76_kory.html] 
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Cyndi’s List – Obituaries 
 [http://www.cyndislist.com/obits.htm] 

USGenWeb Archives - Obituary Project 
 [http://www.rootsweb.com/~usgenweb/obits/] 
 
ORAL HISTORY 
As with many other sources, oral histories can be incredibly valuable but still need to be 
closely examined. Interviews are often done with the elderly with hopes of capturing a  
person’s life experiences and perspectives before they are lost forever.  
 
The benefits of oral history are that you can learn more about an individual’s history, a  
particular voice or regional speech patterns, local or cultural traditions, and regional music 
or folklore. You can also uncover information only that person knows, and find information 
that will send you in a new research direction.  
 
The downside of oral history is that sometimes a person’s memories is hazy; facts might 
not be quite correct; people tend to get nostalgic about the past and might idealize their  
experiences; and some might dramatize his or her experience during certain events.  
 
Even though oral histories can be questionable in their reliability, they are still incredibly 
valuable resources. As with other secondary sources, use an oral history as a guide and  
attempt to verify as much information as you can. If you cannot find back-up sources, make 
sure your writing reflects that the information is one person’s perspective and your citations 
mention the lack of verifiable evidence.  

 
You Might Learn About: 
• Family members and relations 
• How long family traditions have been practiced 
• What country your grandparents came from 
• Family recipes 
• Eyewitness accounts during a pivotal moment in history 
• Occupations and how people worked  
• How your neighborhood has changed over the last century 
• Local festivals or celebrations and how they began 

 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Talk to family members and neighbors 
• Personal family archives 
• Transcripts or original recordings at the local history library 
• Larger programs might be at universities 
• State and local historical societies 
• Genealogical societies 
 
For more information, check out: 
Making Sense of Oral History by Linda Shopes at History Matters  
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 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/] 
Step-by-Step Guide to Oral History at Do History 
 [http://dohistory.org/on_your_own/toolkit/oralHistory.html] 
Oral History Tutorial at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=8] 
The Importance of Oral History by Lyman D. Platt, PhD 
 [http://www.genealogy.com/2_oralhs.html] 
 
PHOTOGRAPHS 
Photographs are interesting sources because they give you sense of what it was like to 
have witnessed and event in a way written document cannot. They can be incredibly 
helpful in your research because they provide evidence of an event; track changes in  
people, landscapes, or structures over time; document an object, person, or place at a  
certain moment in time; be used to in advertising to illustrate a product; be manipulated 
or staged for editorial impact; and some photographs a pieces of art. 32  
 
In David Kyvig and Myron Marty’s book Nearby History, they pose an interesting series 
of questions and topics to consider when viewing photographs for historical information. 
Following is a summary of their suggestions about what to be aware of and think about 
when looking at a photograph. 
 
• First look at the image.  
Take some time to gain an impression of the photograph without any heavy analysis and 
thought for detail. After absorbing the image, you can then take a systematic approach 
asking questions about the photograph. 

 
• Form a consciousness of the photographer.  
Why did he think this image was interesting? Why did he choose that particular location? 
Could the photographer have had additional choices for subjects, or locations? Why are 
people posed in a certain way? 
 
• Look at how the pictur e is framed.  
Why did the photographer choose that composition? Was he leaving something else out? 
Does the framing provide an emphasis on a particular subject or message in the  
picture? Did the photographer crop the image for dramatic effect? If so, why? Does he 
want your attention to be drawn to a particular location? 

 
• Look at the place of the photograph.  
Was it taken indoors? Was it posed in a studio? What part did the indoor setting play in 
how the photograph was composed? What clues are available about the cultural or natural 
landscape? 
 

                                                
32 David E. Kyvig and Myron A. Marty, Nearby History, Exploring the Past Around You, 2d ed. 

(Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2000) 123-124. 
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• Be aware of the questions of time.  
What time of day or year was the photograph taken? Can you tell what events might have 
happened before or after the picture was taken? What elements of the image are stopped  
in time or what is in motion? What does the picture reveal about the era in which it  
was taken? 

 
• Look at the details and arti facts.  
What are the people in the image wearing? What decorative details to you see? What to 
the details contribute to the whole image? Do the details help you draw a conclusion 
about the time and place presented in the photo? What do the elements in the image tell 
you about the occupations, social class, beliefs, values, or traditions of the people or place 
in the photograph? 
 
• Notice the photograph’s technical details.  
With a little practice you can learn about how certain shots were created with different 
camera lenses, depth of field, lighting techniques, or early special effects. Is only one area 
of the picture in focus? If so, why do you think the photographer chose to do that? Did he 
use any special lighting techniques? If so, what was he trying to emphasize? How did the 
camera lens affect the final photo? Understanding the “look” of wide angle or telephoto 
lenses can help you determine the photographer’s distance from his subject.  

 
• Consider the history  of the technological changes in photography.  
Pictures made during different eras and with different materials will have a certain 
“look.” Are you able to date the photograph based on the physical clues of the print? 
How does a daguerreotype differ from an albumen print in appearance? Go to A Basic 
Guide to Early Photographs for some more information. 

 
• Pay attention to how people presented themselves in portraits.  
What do their facial expressions tell you? Are the people in the photograph close together 
or touching each other? Why are some standing or sitting? How are people arranged? 
How are the social customs of an era reflected in the photograph? 33   
 
A Basic Guide to Earl y Photographs 
Below are some of the more common early photographs with a brief description of how 
they were produced, during what general time frames they were used, and some basic tips 
on how to identify different types of early photographs. 

 
Daguerreotypes 
What I t I s  
• An image produced on a silver-coated copper place 
   
 

                                                
33 Kyvig and Marty, Nearby History, 124-130. 
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Dates  
• Introduced in 1839 
• Popular during 1852-1854 
• Decreased in popularity from 1858-1860 
   
How to Identi fy   
A daguerreotype is a highly polished plate with a mirror-like surface. The image will 
look like a negative if a white paper is reflected in it. They have a very brilliant and  
detailed image with a wide tonal range – rich blacks to bright whites. It is always in  
a case. 34 

 
Calotypes and Salt Pri nts 
What I t I s  
• These prints are positive photographs made from either paper negatives prepared with 
salt (calotype) or printed from a glass plate (salt print). 
 
Dates  
• Introduced in 1841 
• Popular during 1852-1857 
• Decreased in popularity from 1859-1862 
 
How to Identi fy   
• The print produced from a paper negative is called a calotype and has a very fibrous 
texture. Salt prints produced with a glass plate will have no texture. In the case of both 
techniques the image appears “embedded” in the paper print. 35 

 
Albumen Pri nts 
What I t I s 
• A positive print made from a glass negative. The paper for the print is coated with  
egg whites.  
   
Dates 
• Introduced in 1850 
• Popular during 1860-1890 
• Decreased in popularity from 1890-1910 
 
How to Identi fy 
• Shadow tones range from golden brown, reddish brown, to a greyish-black. The image 
appears to sit on the surface of the paper.36  

                                                
34 O. Henry Mace, Collector’s Guide to Early Photographs, 2d ed. (Iola, WI: Krause Publications, 

1999) 13-14. 
 
35 Mace, Guide to Early Photographs, 91-92. 
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Ambrotypes 
What I t I s 
• An ambrotype is a negative image on a glass plate. The positive image is created by the 
use of a black background. 
   
Dates 
• Introduced in 1854 
• Popular during 1857-1859 
• Decreased in popularity from 1861-1865 
   
How to Identi fy 
• Look at the back of the print if it is possible to remove the image from its case. If it is 
glass plate it is an ambrotype.37 

 
Tintypes (also called melainotypes or ferrotypes) 
What I t I s 
• A tintype is a negative image on a thin iron plate. A thin undercoating of a black Japan 
varnish created a positive image on the surface. 
   
Dates 
• Introduced in 1856 
• Popular during 1860-1863 
• Decreased in popularity from 1865-1867 
• This method was used in a variety of ways and tintypes were in continued use until 
about 1930. 

 
How to Identi fy 
• Remove the image from its case and look at the back. If it is black, grey, or a brownish 
metal, it is a tintype. Tintype also have low-contrast images, there are no light greys or 
whites.38 

 
Other Types of Pri nts 

 
Car te de Viste 
What I t I s 
• A photographic process that produced eight individual image onto one larger negative. 
The entire negative was processed as a large albumen print, then each image cut apart and 
adhered onto a card mount 2.5”x 4” in size. 

                                                                                                                                
36 Mace, Guide to Early Photographs, 103-104. 

37 Mace, Guide to Early Photographs, 39-40. 

38 Ibid. 
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Dates 
• Introduced in 1854 
• Popular during 1859-1866 
• Decreased in popularity from 1870-1905 
   
How to Identi fy 
• An albumen print measuring 2.5” x 3.5” that is mounted on a card measuring  
2.5”x 4”.39 

 
Cabinet Cards 
What I t I s 
• The name cabinet card comes from the custom of prominently displaying the larger 
prints in drawing room cabinets. Less expensive than a cartes de viste, early cabinet cards 
were albumen prints, but with their lengthy popularity different printing techniques were 
used over time. 
   
Dates 
• Introduced in 1863 
• Popular during 1870-1900 
• Decreased in popularity from 1905-1920 
   
How to Identi fy 
• A cabinet card is a photographic print measuring 4” x 5.5” that is mounted on cardboard 
measuring 4.25”x 6.5”. It is typical to find the name of the photographer prominently  
displayed on the front of the card.40  

 
Stereographs 
What I t I s 
• Made using most photographic methods over a period of years, stereographs were  
produced using a binocular camera creating images at slightly different angles. The two 
images were mounted side-by-side and were viewed in a stereograph to produce a three-
dimensional image. Stereographs were produced mainly for entertainment purposes. 
   
Dates 
• Introduced in 1851 
• Popular during 1858-1905 
• Decreased in popularity from 1910-1925 
   
How to Identi fy 

                                                
39 Mace, Guide to Early Photographs, 113-114. 

40 Mace, Guide to Early Photographs, 131-133. 
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• Two, nearly identical square-shaped photographs mounted next to each other on a 
heavyweight card stock.41 

 
You Might Learn About: 
• How parts of your community changed over time 
• Fashion styles of a particular era 
• What your ancestor’s looked like 
• Social customs of a particular era 
• How the natural landscape your town changed over time 
• Family customs 
• Family relationships 
• What building and home interiors looked like 
• Evidence of dramatic events in your community 
• What your house originally looked like  
• Social problems your community faced in the past 
• A record of places, buildings, or people no longer a part of your community 

 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Family photo albums 
• Local history libraries 
• Genealogical societies 
• State archives 
• University libraries 

 
For more information, check out: 
Making Sense of Documentary Photographs by James Curtis at History Matters 
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/Photos/] 
Analyzing Nineteenth Century Daguerreotypes by Frank Goodyear at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/photo.htm] 
Photographs and Images Tutorial at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=3] 
Early Photographs  

[http://www.earlyphotographs.com/] 
Early Photography and Photographic Processes 

[http://www.edinphoto.org.uk/1_early/1_early_photography_-_processes.htm] 
 

VITAL RECORDS : BIRTH, MARRIAGE, DIVORCE, DEATH 
These key life events not only verify when someone lived and died, but if carefully  
analyzed as a group, vital records can supply a great deal of valuable information. Every 
state has a different history about when vital records reports became government  
requirements. Check with the National Center for Health Statistics [http://www.cdc.gov/ 
nchs/howto/w2w/w2welcom.htm] for vital record information in your state.  

                                                
41 Mace, Guide to Early Photographs, 147-148. 
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You might not always be able to find a specific record or certificate, especially if you are 
looking for older documents. Often what remains is only a register or index for a town or 
church. See Church Records for more information about searching for older items. 

 
You Might Learn About: 
• Your ancestor’s home town 
• The name of your ancestor’s parents 
• How many times someone has been married 
• If they moved away from the town they were born in 
• How someone died 
• How many children a woman had 
• How long a man waited to remarry after a wife’s death 
• Frequency of births in a family 
• How many children survived into adulthood 
• A family’s religion 
• A child’s godparents or other family relations 
• The ages of the bride and groom 

 
Where to Find These Sources 
• Family bible  
• County Department of Health office 
• Churches 
• County Clerk’s office 
• City, county or state archives 

 
For more information check out: 
Ohio Death Certificate Tutorial by Kevin May at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=17] 
 
WILLS / PROBATE RECORDS 
“Probate” originally meant the process of proving to a court that a last will and testament 
was that of the decedent. Today the term relates to the entire process of settling a  
person’s estate, and the will is just one of part of the larger packet of probate records.42  
 
In earlier years the “will” referred to the final arrangement of dividing real property  
(immovable items such as land and houses), and “testament” meant the disposition of 
personal property (moveable items such as furniture, supplies, food, or slaves). The  
modern meaning refers to any legal document that provides details on the division of real 
and personal property after death. But not everyone wrote a will. Even if someone left 
behind an estate without a will, there are probably probate records that document the 
process of the disposition of the estate. 43 
                                                

42 Murray, American Genealogy, 185-6. 

43 Murray, American Genealogy, 186. 
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If a persons dies testate that means they left a will and an executor is named for the  
estate. The executor then begins the process of proving the will in court. If a person dies 
intestate (without a will) the next of kin applies for a court-appointed administrator to 
manage the probate process. Beyond the issues of proving the will, the remaining manner 
in which the estate is processed is the same. There are many steps and documents created 
during probate, but the key items are as follows: 
 • Appraisers are appointed by the court 
 • An inventory records the assets to the court 
 • If needed, a public sale of property takes place  
 • All debts get settled, whether collected or owed 
 • A decree of distribution is issued 
 • All real and personal property is divided to heirs 44  
 
Wills can be incredibly detailed in their mention of family members and relations, or 
there can be virtually no mention of a single name. In both situations wills and other  
probate records can provide a vast amount of information about an individual and how 
they lived. Estate inventories can be valuable resources for certain social and economic 
inquiries. Inventories were often taken room by room so you might be able to get a sense 
of the individual’s occupation, social status, economic status, and how a person lived 
based on the items listed in the different areas of the house and land. If the decedent was 
a slaveholder, sometimes the enslaved were identified by name rather than remaining in 
anonymity.  
 
During the probate process wills were typically copied into books or registers. Other  
probate documents might be recorded in other places, such as land records, so take care 
to understand how your local court or archive divides their records. If possible find the 
original will and probate package. Mistakes might have been made in the transfer of  
information and not all items might have been recorded. Published wills or abstracts are 
incredibly useful, but use them only as finding aids. Always make an attempt at finding 
the original documents and never use an abstract as your only source.   

 
 You Might Learn About: 
• Family members and confirm their relations 
• Previously unknown family relationships 
• Other marriages for either the man or his wife 
• The economic status of an individual 
• How much property a person owned 
• What tools or objects were used for a particular occupation 
• Family heirlooms that got passed down over generations 
• If the decedent was a slaveholder 
• The actual day and place of death occurred 

                                                
44 Murray, American Genealogy, 186-188. 
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• A person or family’s religious affiliations 
 

Where to Find These Sources 
• Local courts with the possible names of: Probate Court, Superior Court, District Court, 
Orphan’s Court, Surrogates’ Court, or Register of Wills 
• State archives 
• County court house 
• Published abstracts at local history library or genealogical society 
• Family History Library (LDS) 

 
For more information, check out: 
Analyzing an 1804 Inventory by Barbara Clark Smith at History Matters  
 [http://www.historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/sia/inventory.htm] 
How to Read Probate Records at Do History 
 [http://dohistory.org/on_your_own/toolkit/probateRecords.html] 
Probate Records Tutorial at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=4] 
 
MATERIAL CULTURE 
Material culture is essentially the study of man-made objects, structures, and landscapes 
to better understand social and cultural history. Find out what you could learn from the 
things that are around you every day. 
 
By examining man-made objects, structures, and landscapes we can gain additional  
insight into an era’s social and cultural history that documents might not address. Asking 
questions of artifacts such as furniture, tools, or clothing can uncover clues and answers 
about how people lived. Used in conjunction with standard documentary research, a 
much richer understanding about the social and cultural dynamics of a community come 
to life. 
 
Here are some examples of questions asked of objects:  
• Why was a certain furniture style popular, and where did it originate?  
• What wood or metal is an item made of and why was it chosen?  
• What did a women’s clothing style say about her?  
• How did someone use a certain blacksmithing tool?  
• What kitchen tools did a women use to cook different foods over an open fireplace?  
• Why did a community prefer a certain type of architecture?  
• What were the traditions and beliefs of New England’s Puritans to explain their  
gruesome headstones?  
• How were southern slave quarters typically built and why? 

 
Read How To Research: Material Culture to better understand how to research objects. 
Below are some material culture categories. Think about the types of items you use  
everyday and what do you think they say about you? What objects would you find  
interesting to learn more about? 
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• Appliances 
• Buildings 
• Clothing 
• Decorative Items 
• Ephemera  
• Equipment 
• Everyday Objects 
• Foodways 
• Furniture / Other Furnishing 
• Kitchen Items 
• Machinery 
• Man-made Landscapes 
• Religious Objects 
• Textiles 
• Tombstones 
• Tools 
• Toys 
• Vehicles 

 
For more information check out : 
American Centuries by Memorial Hall Museum, Deerfield, MA 
 [http://memorialhall.mass.edu/] 
Legacies: Collecting America’s History at the Smithsonian 
 [http://www.smithsonianlegacies.si.edu/] 
Architecture and the Built Environment Tutorial by Barbara B. Walden at History Works 
 [http://www.historyworksohio.org/tutorials/detail.cfm?id=15] 
  
SECONDARY SOURCES 
Secondary sources are publications or documents based on the analysis and interpretation 
of primary sources. These sources are typically defined as written accounts about the past 
by people not directly involved in the chosen topic. Discover the different types of  
secondary sources available and what you can learn from them. 

 
Published Books 
Publications range from very details topics such as the history of Victorian era furniture, 
to a broad mulit-decade history of western America. Books are good sources to get a 
solid understanding of your chosen topic and they can be excellent for providing new 
information, clues, and research direction. 
 
There will be experts in every field right along side enthusiast with little historical train-
ing. Both levels of expertise are valid if you know how to evaluate the books for their 
value as secondary sources. Look for detailed bibliographies and footnotes that  
support an author’s thesis. Books without these references are not useless, just know you 
will probably only be able to use them as guides for additional research. See How to 
Identify Reputable Sources for more details. 
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Not all libraries allow you to check out their books for research, so be prepared to do a lot 
of reading during your visit. If you cannot find a particular book at your local library, ask 
what their interlibrary loan policies are. Many libraries will ship books for a limited time 
to a different library, even if it is in another state.  
 
There are also many university websites that have digitized books that are now in the 
public domain. If you are lucky, you might have the option of reading books about your 
subject online. Check out: 

• Making of America (Cornell)  
[http://cdl.library.cornell.edu/moa/] 

• Making of America (University of Michigan)  
[http://www.hti.umich.edu/m/moagrp/] 

 
Ar ti cles 
Periodicals (magazines and journals) are often similar to newspapers in that many report 
news, usually at a national level. Many magazines are also trade, hobby, or product  
specific. These sources can be very helpful when looking at national trends or opinions 
on a variety of topics. Journals tend to be scholarly in nature and are often associated 
with specific areas of study.  
 
No matter the topic you are researching, someone has probably written an article about it. 
Search through online journal databases, such as JSTOR–The Scholarly Journal Archive) 
to locate which publications carry the articles you are interested in. These databases are 
usually subscription-only so check your public or university library for databases that are 
available on site.  
 
There are also many university websites that have digitized journals that are now in the 
public domain. If you are lucky, you might have the option of reading an article about 
your subject online. Check out: 
• Making of America (Cornell)  

[http://cdl.library.cornell.edu/moa/] 
• Making of America (University of Michigan)  

[http://www.hti.umich.edu/m/moagrp/] 
 

Compiled Li sts and Abstra cts of Pri mary  Sources 
Compilations and abstracts are excellent at giving you large amounts of information 
quickly. For example, well-indexed compiled birth records can dramatically cut down 
time researching for one particular person. Abstracts of wills can make getting to the  
important data easier by eliminating the legal jargon. As useful as these sources are, they 
should only be used as guides to find original sources. Compilations and abstracts can 
also contain errors, so use these publications wisely. 
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Websites 
Many people automatically conduct an online search before even thinking about setting 
foot in a library. As with other secondary sources, websites can be incredibly valuable 
references when first learning about a particular topic. There are websites available for 
almost any subject you can think of and it is easy to absorb a great deal of information 
quickly. But do not let the ease of online information fool you. There is excellent  
information available on websites, and there is information that is outright false. See How 
to Identify Reputable Sources for more details about how best to approach online  
material. 
 
While there is an amazing amount of good information online, not everything is available 
at the touch of a button. Just like other secondary sources, websites should be used most 
often as a research tool, not the main source of information. Finding primary sources  
online can be a huge benefit when doing long-distance research, but there is still no  
substitute for viewing and handling documents in person. 
 
 

HOW TO IDENTIFY REPUTABLE SOURCES 
When researching you want to make sure you are using reliable documentation. By  
looking for a few key elements in books, articles, and websites, and asking yourself some 
simple questions, you can feel more confident you are using reputable sources. 

 
Books 
The two basics that are a must for good scholarship are: 
• A bibliography 
• Footnotes or endnotes 
 
There are certainly quality books with neither of these that are well written and based  
on sound research. But how do you really know? There is no supporting documentation 
trail to show you where research was gathered and the quality of those sources. Older 
publications typically fall into this category and they need to be treated with the same 
skepticism. You do not need to reject sources without bibliographies or notes, but use 
them wisely as guides for your own research. Where possible find corroborating  
evidence. If you cite a book without sources make mention in your footnote that  
expresses the book’s lack of notes. See How to Cite Your Sources for reasons to have 
good notes. 

 
Ar ti cles from Magazines / Journals / Newspapers 
Newspapers report events and might reveal certain sources within the text. Magazine  
articles typically do not have any citations, but sometimes there are “For Further  
Reading” sections at the end. In most cases articles found in scholarly journals include  
detailed footnotes. Because of the variations in citation practices, there are additional 
questions you can ask about the magazine/journal and article. 
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• Who is the magazine/journal’s target audience? A professional trade, collectors, or the 
general public?  
• Who is the article’s target audience? Are they professionals, enthusiasts, or the general 
public? 
• Who wrote the article? Is it a scholar, collector, enthusiast, or journalist? 
• What do you know the author’s background? Is he or she a specialist in a field, or a 
knowledgeable amateur?  
• Is the article based on research or is it an editorial? Does it have any kind of agenda? 
 
By asking your sources these types of questions you are able to put the information into  
a context. For example, a magazine targeted to an amateur collector’s market is not  
necessarily less accurate or less reliable than a trade journal dedicated to a particular  
antique. You just need to think about how best to use the source. Maybe your plan is to 
use the magazine as an example of how the popularity of the collectable has grown rather 
than including a scholarly description of a particular object. Being aware of the motiva-
tion behind your source will help you use it in a more effectively in your research. 

 
Websites 
Anyone can post their ideas, research, and opinions online, which can make evaluating a 
website for reliable content confusing. As with any source, you need to carefully examine 
websites for content and sources. To feel confident about using a website in your  
research, it only takes a few minutes to look for clues about the website and its author.  

 
Who produced the website? 
Look at the three-letter domain code in the address to find out if an institution, govern-
ment office, business, or individual produce the site.  
  
.edu = educational institution 
.gov = U.S. government site 
.org = organization or association 
.com = commercial/personal website  
.net = commercial/personal website 
 
Websites produced by educational institutions, government sites, and organizational sites 
are typically more reliable than commercial and personal websites. They tend to invest 
more in presenting a balance and unbiased product, and more likely to have professionals 
and scholars responsible for the content. Like personal websites, these sites can still  
contain biases, so be aware of how information is presented. 
Who is responsible for the content? 
There are many professionals, amateurs and enthusiast who produce website to share 
their ideas or research with others. Some are excellent and some are quite questionable. 
The more you know about the author and the author’s intentions the better decisions you 
can make about the website.  
 
• What kind of qualifications or credentials does the author have? 
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• If it is an organization what is its philosophy? 
• Is there an “About,” “Background,” “Philosophy,” or “Biography” page to better under-
stand who and why produced the site? 
• Is there a way to contact the person or organization if you have questions or comments? 
• Is a business promoting the site? If so, are there financial motivations for the site? 
• Who is sponsoring the site? Is there a particular agenda behind the site’s contents? 

 
What is the content and how is it presented? 
Just because information is on a website does not necessarily make it accurate. Unfortu-
nately many personal websites do not bother to support their web content with  
background information or sources. You should start by evaluating a website’s contents 
the same way you do other publications. Look for a source list, and ask questions about 
the content. 
 
• Are there footnotes or a bibliography? Are citations included at the bottom of a page, on 
a separate page, or available for downloading?  
• If there are images posted on the site, where did they come from? Is proper credit 
given? 
• If it is a genealogical website, does the author provide primary sources in their notes? 
Or is the family tree developed from other online, transcribed sources? 
• Is there an email address to contact someone for more details if you have questions? 
• Are primary sources a part of the site’s contents? Can you view scans of original  
documents to evaluate for yourself, or are they only transcribed? 
• How often are the pages updated? How recent is the information? 
• If the website is a personal page, how much effort went into presenting information  
accurately? Is the person providing insightful content or have you read the same material 
elsewhere? 

 
For more information check out: 
Evaluating Information Found on the Internet by Elizabeth E. Kirk at The Sheridan  
Libraries, Johns Hopkins University 
 [http://www.library.jhu.edu/researchhelp/general/evaluating/] 
Critical Evaluation of Resources U.C. Berkeley Library  
 [http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Evaluation.html]  
 
 

 
HOW TO THINK ABOUT SOURCES AND “READ” THEM 

You cannot rely on just one primary source to give you accurate information. Knowing 
about the different sources and what they can tell you will help you begin piecing  
together your narrative. This section discusses guidelines about how to use primary  
source effectively, find relationships between them, and how use several sources to piece 
evidence together that will answer questions about your historical topic.  
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This part of the research is not always clear-cut, nor can be easily explained in a step-by-
step process. You will usually find yourself analyzing your sources, finding clues and 
relationships at the same time you are gathering materials. The more you analyze and ask 
questions of your sources you will develop your own processes and research methods. 
What is important is that you keep the following steps in mind to make the most out of 
your sources. 
 
Like a detective, you will:  
• Gather as many types of primary sources about your topic as possible. 
• Analyze the sources, discover what information is contained within them. 
• Reveal clues that relate to the questions originally asked. 
• Discover relationships between all varieties of different sources. 
• Develop an interp retation based on those sources.   
 
Gather 
As you look through and gather different types of books, articles, and documents you  
will notice patterns of information. Is the information consistent? Is it different, and if  
so how? Group like sources together, such as census records, photographs, maps, news-
papers so you know where to find them if you need to. Start making notes about what 
information is similar or contradictory. Continue to revisit your sources as you  
acquire new ones. This will keep questions fresh in your mind and keep you familiar with 
what information you already have. 
 
The gathering process will allow you to refine your thesis as you start to uncover  
relationships between different sources. Keep your eyes open to items that may reveal 
new information, confirm facts, and especially those that appear contradictory. Try not  
to jump to conclusions based on one or two sources of information. Gather as many  
different sources as possible on your topic before analyzing the outcome.  

 
Analyze 
Analysis is all about questions, questions, questions. As you gather your sources you will 
be reading or skimming them and probably already making some preliminary analysis. 
Look at where your information is coming from; is if from official documents, are your 
sources personal letters or diaries, is the information from the society page of a newspa-
per, is it tainted by political, advertising, or marketing spin? Ask the questions about: 
who made the document, what is the source and its contents, where did your source come 
from, when the document was created, why the source was created or published, and how 
it was presented? 
 
For an example, let us use an 1870 census from St. Paul, Minnesota to break down the 
basic questions. Used in the early biography of Joseph Sturtevant it ultimately raised 
more questions than answers. 

 
• Who: The Peck/Sturtevant family is the focus in this 1870 census record. It indicates 
William Peck, his wife Jemima, and Jemima’s children from her previous marriage, 
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Samuel, Joseph, Florence, and Lydia Sturtevant. The census information also provides 
details on the people boarding in the same household. 
• What: The record is an official government census document. It provides detailed  
information on individuals including name, age, sex, race, occupation, and place of birth. 
• Where: The census was taken by a Mr. Cleveland in Ward 2, St. Paul, Ramsey County, 
Minnesota. 
• When: The census information was gathered on an unknown day in July, 1870. 
• Why: Taken as part of a national census that has been conducted every decade since 
1790. 
• How: The census taker visited every house in his district asking a series of questions 
about each inhabitant of a household.  

 
See the following sections to discover how this census record could be used to uncover a 
variety of different answers depending on the questions asked. 

 
 Reveal Clues 
Good sources typically stimulate new questions. Based on the who, what, where, when, 
why, and how questions, are there particular answers that stand out? Are those answers 
leading you to new clues and questions? If so, the source you are questioning could be 
significant to your research. As your detective work progresses every clue brings you one 
step closer to answering your initial questions.  
 
Pay attention to what these clues are telling you. Are you finding leads to additional 
sources? Are they confirming or denying previous research? Have you developed new 
theories or directions after reviewing a source? Write down any new sources, directions, 
questions, or theories you might have as you uncover new clues.  
 
Clues from the 1870 Minnesota census reveal interesting facts about Joseph Sturtevant. 
Initially the census confirms family relationships (including Joe’s stepfather William 
Peck) family member’s ages, and places of birth. But when examined carefully with 
knowledge gained from other source, the most significant clue puts Joseph in a particular 
place in time, totally contradicting previous biographies about him. This contradiction 
then inspires new research to be done in St. Paul, Minnesota to try and find references to 
Joe and his family. In which part of St. Paul is Ward 2 located? Can a specific address 
for the boarding house be found? Can the house be located and does it still stand? Where 
did Joe and his brother Samuel work? How long had they lived in St. Paul? What was the 
city of St. Paul like in 1870? From this one document a whole series of new questions and 
directions can develop.  But how can this one source be used in combination with others? 

 
Discover Relationships 
Finding relationships between sources becomes easier as you gain familiarity with  
different types of sources. Certain documents will provide similar information such as 
census records and vital records; city directories with maps and deeds; vital records and 
obituaries with cemetery information. Using documents together can help you create a 
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better interpretation of a particular date or fact, and the more sources you collect to  
confirm your thesis, the more certain you can be in your research and interpretation. 
 
The wonderful byproduct of examining multiple sources is that you will come away with 
a much richer understanding of the person, place, or thing you are studying, rather  
than just a simple answer to your question. Revisit Types of Sources to examine what 
documents correspond to your particular query. For example, you are trying to find out 
when a couple married. If you do not have easy access to an index of marriage records, 
what documents could you used together to help you narrow down a time period and find 
a marriage certificate?  
 
• Census Records  
• Church Records 
• Obituaries 
• Wills or Probate Records 
• Cemetery or Funeral Records 
• Newspapers 
• Letters or Diaries 
 
All of these records alone might provide you with the information you are looking for, 
but when used together they will supply more than just a marriage date. You might find 
out through census records about other states in which the couple lived; church records 
might indicate what type of religious ceremony was performed, in which church, and by 
which officiant; a newspaper announcement might shed light on details about who was 
present at the wedding, where the ceremony was held, and where the couple went on a 
honeymoon; funeral records and obituaries might state how long a couple was married 
and what their life was like together; and if you are lucky, letters and diaries might share 
a bride’s emotions on her wedding day. 
 
Just because a fact is easy to find does not mean you should ignore other sources that 
could help you develop a much richer and more interesting interpretation.  
 
First gathering new information from St. Paul, Minnesota secondary sources will help me 
get a better feel for the town and the people that will allow me to ask better questions of 
the new sources. Next I need to uncover sources that are related to the information in the 
census. Using clues from the census, I believe that researching some of the sources below 
can help me answer some of my new questions that in turn will uncover more. 

 
 
City directories to locate an address and might include the men's occupations. Addresses 
can typically be found in city or county directories along with the names of other  
household members, occupations, and job site addresses. Because the directories were  
published nearly every year, it might be possible to track the Peck/Sturtevant's residence 
over several years and approximate when they arrived in St. Paul.
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Deeds. The census suggests that William Peck owned the house his family lived in.  
Finding a deed might provide more information about when the family moved to St. Paul 
and give a specific property description to locate the house. 

 
 
Maps. Once an address, property description or lot number is known you can pinpoint 
the area of the city where the family lived It might also be possible to locate an insurance 
map to provide more information about the building.

 
 
Photographs from the local historical society or library might have photographs of the 
house the family lived in, what the neighborhood was like, and with some luck, might 
even uncover some photographs of the family. 

 
Develop an Interpretation 
This is where all your hard work and creativity can finally come together. Every person’s 
topic and project is different because it depends on what questions are asked, what you 
find interesting or important during research, and how you analyze and interpret your 
findings. Continue to gather, analyze, find clues, and make connections with sources until 
you are comfortable you have covered your topic as thoroughly as possible. Along with 
good research practices comes a sense of confidence, a broad understanding of your 
topic, and most likely a natural chronology will have developed along the way. But where 
do you take it from here?  
 
This section does not tackle the topic of how to write about an historical subject, but it 
does present some questions that you might want to consider before diving into the  
writing process. Think about what you want your final historical project to accomplish 
and how you want to present it because it might change how you interpret your research. 
See Sharing Your Research for presentation ideas. 
 
• Look back at your initial questions. Have you answered them or have your conclusions 
gone in a different direction than expected? If the direction ended up very different, 
maybe you can discuss your process.  
 
• Think about what you have learned from the sources and what you found to be the most 
important or unique information. Does your topic uncover new material and come to  
conclusion different than others you have read? If it is controversial in nature, you might 
want to present it in a sensitive manner. 
 
• Are you writing a research paper, giving a walking tour, or preparing a small exhibit? 
Your method of presentation might force you to change your final interpretation of the 
topic. Depending on your method different approaches need to be considered due to time 
or space. People are only willing to stay on their feet and pay attention for a certain  
period of time. How do you edit your walking tour to give your patrons the greatest  
impact in the shortest period of time? An exhibit cannot include the same level of detail 
as a research paper, how can you make the artifacts communicate instead of words?  
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• Were photographs, artifacts, or other visual items uncovered during your research? 
What do those objects represent and how can they be used effectively in your final  
presentation? Do they communicate a message that might be more powerful than words? 
How best can you use them to present your message? 
 
• If your topic is controversial or political in nature, do you want to demonstrate multiple 
points of view or only one perspective? If only one perspective is provided do you make 
it clear that it is one of many viewpoints?  
 
• Consider your target audience. Are the people of a particular ethnic or religious  
background? Are they from one age group or a mix? Are you targeting a local, regional, 
or national audience? Is the group a public or academic audience? Asking questions 
about the types of people you want to present your research to might alter the way you 
write, what content is included, or what details are presented. 
 
 


