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Tips for Finding Primary Sources

Always check for local resources first. Most states will have their own digitization initiatives for
newspapers, archives, or other resources. The resources listed here are the most common,
sometimes free, national online resources. If there is a subscription-based service that your
institution does not already provide access to, try gaining access through your local library.

Additionally, there are limits to what has been digitized and made available online. There are
often many records you can get images of by sending a reference request to the
organization/institution that owns the document. If a local government or library/special
collection has a document or folder listed in a finding aid online that you think has what you
need, reach out by email or phone to ask them if they can send you an image, or allow in-person
access. Always check with your local historical society as well- if they don’t have the documents
you need, they likely know where to find them.

Researching a significant person? Try to find out if a special collection or archive hosts their
papers.

Cyndi’s List is a good starting place. As a compiled list of resources by state and source type, the
list is a good way to start your search and includes many of the resources mentioned below.

e Maps — include date and source of map; use multiple images, if needed. Include a link to
an online version if possible.

o Maps are often available through:

= Library of Congress Maps Division

= Alabama Maps

= David Rumsey Map Collection

= Sanborn maps are excellent resources for showing addresses, buildings,
etc. between the late 1800s and 1950.

»  Curiosity Collections at Harvard Library

= The Map Collection at Huntington Digital Library

o U.S. Federal, State and local government census records — must include copy of
original document (no transcripts). Include the full page whenever possible. You must
include any date or location information.
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https://www.cyndislist.com/us/
https://www.loc.gov/maps/
https://alabamamaps.ua.edu/historicalmaps/us_states/states.html
https://www.davidrumsey.com/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps/about-this-collection/
https://curiosity.lib.harvard.edu/scanned-maps/
https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection/p15150coll4

o Ancestry.com- a great source to find both state and federal censuses. You may
need a subscription or institution with access.

= FamilySearch.org also has some census records and is free.

o National Archives also has most census records, and a helpful guide to searching
for them.

o Newspaper articles and advertisements— created at the time event(s) occurred;
include header with name and date of newspaper.

o Newspapers.com is a good resource but may require a subscription, as it is an
Ancestry.com related resource.

o NewspaperArchive.com is also subscription based, but local libraries may offer
access.

o Chronicling America is a free resource from the Library of Congress.

o Gazetteers, directories, and other publications — copy of page(s) relevant to marker
text, including title page, publisher and publication date of source; please note that local
history publications are rarely accepted as primary sources documentation.

o Internet Archive has many of these resources digitized for free. You can “borrow”
books on here that are still under copyright, like a digital library.

o HathiTrust, Google Books, and Library of Congress also digitize these resources,
especially if a book is old enough to be in the Public Domain and out of
copyright.

e Government records — copy of the original document; transcriptions not accepted.

o State Laws and statutes are often available for free by Google searching, found
through Google Books or Internet Archive. Your state also likely has its own
archive site you can search on. Many local documents (especially deeds prior to
the mid-1900s) are going to be in-person access only, or accessible through a
reference request sent to the archive.

o Congressional Serial Set- House and Senate documents going back to the 15%
congress (1817-1819).

o Congress.gov- Searchable congressional records. Set the search bar to search “all
congresses” and then narrow by date and type of document.

e Military Records- including muster rolls, pension applications, etc. Include date,
location, and names whenever possible

o Fold3.com, a subsidiary of Ancestry.com. Military records will often show up in
Ancestry searches, but going to Fold3 directly allows you to search more
precisely by name, war era, etc. If your institution does not have Fold3, try
accessing through an Ancestry subscription.
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https://www.ancestry.com/
https://www.familysearch.org/en/home/portal/
https://www.archives.gov/research/census
https://www.newspapers.com/
https://newspaperarchive.com/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/chronicling-america/
https://archive.org/
https://www.hathitrust.org/
https://books.google.com/advanced_book_search
https://www.loc.gov/collections/
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/serialset/053%3B1893-1895%3B3142-2%20to%203346/03062_00_00%3BSerial%20No.%203062%20-%20Senate%20Documents%2C%20Senate%20Executive%20Documents%2C%20Vol.%208%3BSenate%20Executive%20Documents%2C%2052d%20Congress%2C%202d%20session%2069-83%2C%2085-95%2C%2097-107%2C%20Senate%20Executive%20Documents%2C%2053d%20Congress%2C%20Special%20session%201-4%20%5Bat%20end%20of%20volume%5D/%7B%22pageSize%22%3A%22100%22%2C%22offset%22%3A%220%22%7D
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record
https://www.fold3.com/

o FamilySearch.org- has digitized collections for many state archives, can be a great
resource for any genealogy-related records (including military records). Free to
use.

o Life dates, birth, marriage, death records, Wills, Deeds, etc.- Include full context
whenever possible.

o Ancestry.com- can be subscription based, check with your institution or local
library for access.

o FindAGrave.com- an Ancestry.com related service. We accept readable photos of
original gravestones as primary sources only.

o FamilySearch.org- has digitized collections for many state archives and can be a
great resource for any genealogy-related records. Free to use.

Compiling Sources

Since our online application only has two upload locations that allow one file upload in each,
you will need to compile all the sources you find into one or two files as you do your research.
There are a number of ways to do this:

e Word document: As you find sources, you can insert screenshots or photos into a Word
document along with a link to where you found it or a written explanation of where you
got it. If you find the document in-person, take a picture or scan the document you need.
Then, insert the image into your compiled Word document and write where you took it so
that we have some context. When you have finished compiling all the sources in one
document, you can either upload the Word document itself or export it as a PDF and then
upload.

o If you do not have access to Word, you can use Google Docs for free or visit your
local library which may be able to offer access.

o If you compile the sources in a Google Doc, you will have the option of
downloading the document as a PDF, which you can then upload to the
application.

e PDF: If you have multiple documents in PDF form and need to merge them into one file,
you can use Adobe Acrobat, or Preview (Mac only).

e ZIP file: You can upload a ZIP file to the two locations on the application. To create a ZIP
file, you select all the documents/files you want to have in the ZIP file by holding the
shift key and clicking on them. Then, right click on the selected documents. On a
Windows computer, you then select “Compress to” and then “ZIP file”. On a Mac, after
you right click select “compress”. You can then upload the ZIP file to the application.

If you try to upload more than one file in one of the upload locations, it will remove the previous
file and not submit it.

The following pages include some examples of the most commonly found and used sources, with
tips on how to format them for submitting.
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/home/portal/
https://www.ancestry.com/
https://www.findagrave.com/
https://www.familysearch.org/en/home/portal/

An example of'a 1913 Sanborn map found on the Library of Congress site. The relevant building
is circled, and a link to the online map was included because the resolution of the image is low,

and the map can’t be read easily if you zoom in. This shows the public school was at this
location as early as 1913.

https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3804pm.g3804pm_ g061921913/?sp=87
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An example of a Civil War Muster Roll Abstract, found on Fold3. This includes the soldiers
name, dates of service, and companies served in
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An example of an 1870 U.S. Census with the date and location at the top, and the relevant
information highlighted. Found on Ancestry.com. This tells us that this person was living in this
town in 1870, as well as his age and occupation at the time.
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An example of a newspaper with the header at the top, including the date and name of the
newspaper, and the relevant article circled. Found on Newspapers.com. In this case, the article
tells us that Brown’s Opera House was chosen as the location for Dr. Booker T. Washington’s
upcoming speech and the price of tickets (50 cents).
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