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research sources can be employed that  

are shared in common.  For example church 

records will exist for areas of high or low 

population.  By looking at sources that are 

more prevalent in urban research will it 

become more practical to finding your 

ancestors in larger cities.  

 

CITY DIRECTORIES: 

 

This valuable resource is an asset when 

researching urban family history. City 

Directories contain alphabetical listings of 

residents in cities, and towns often giving 

small details about families.  Directories 

included names, addresses, occupations, and 

employers by name.   

 

The earliest attempt to record persons who 

lived in urban areas came from New York. In 

1665 with the colonization and settlement of 

New Amsterdam the first directory was 

printed for what would eventually become 

New York.  This was followed almost a 

decade later with the first printed directory of 

an American city in 1752 for Baltimore.  

 

The very first officially published city 

directory was 1785 in Philadelphia, PA.  This 

was followed by New York in 1786, and later 

in Boston in 1789. Many directories were 

published yearly and often would span 

multiple decades. 

 

For Example: Philadelphia, PA published 

City Directories from 1785-1935, with the last 

one in 1935.   

 

INTRODUCTION: 

 

Researching in larger metropolitan and urban 

areas is not without challenges as genealogists 

need to familiarize themselves with a broad 

range of resources. Conducting research in 

larger population centers also is rewarded as 

some of the type of records used for urban 

research are not as readily available in smaller 

rural communities. Using city and business 

directories, maps, census, tax records, and 

other sources documenting your urban 

ancestors can be done more effectively. 

URBAN TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES: 

 

Many different research methods and sources 

can be utilized to find details about your 

ancestors in urban city areas.  

 

 City Directories 

 Census Records 

 Newspapers  

 Map Collections/Gazetteers  

 Tax Lists  

 Court Records  

 Utilities 

 Vital Records 

 Business Records 

 

RURAL VS URBAN RESEARCH: 

 

Whether researching families in urban centers 

or in rural areas of population several 

commonly used genealogy  
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For Example-New York recorded state census 

records from 1865 to 1925.  As early as 1875 the 

New York State Census in the city of New York 

listed the exact street addresses for residents.   

 

Federal and State Census records can be found at 

a number of locations.  Besides onsite searches 

can be done online at the following 

www.archives.gov, and at  

Family Search at www.familysearch.org along 

with Ancestry at www.ancestry.com and other 

online databases found on www.fold3.com.  

 
NEWSPAPERS: 

 

One resource for finding your urban family 

members takes the form of newspapers. It is with 

local records of vital records, events, court 

information, and gossip that many of the details 

of our ancestors lives can be located in city 

newspapers. Newspapers for conducting 

genealogy research can be found to be printed in 

many different times.  Some newspapers are 

printed daily, other weekly, still other semi-

weekly and monthly.  Newspapers also have 

been published for specific target audiences and 

can aid genealogists in other ways.  

 

Different types of newspapers publications 

include the following:  

 

 General (Example-New York Times) 

 Ethnic (Example-The Jewish Post) 

 Religious (Example-Boston Liberator) 

 Political (Example-New York Log Cabin) 

 Fraternal (Example-Detroit Fraternal News) 

 Military (Example-Army & Navy Journal) 

 African American (Example-Los Angeles 

Sentinel or Jackson Advocate) 

 

Online searches for newspapers are available at 

www.ancestry.com. Several excellent paid 

databases include www.genealogybank.com  

www.newspapers.com and on another site at  

www.newspaperarchive.com  

City Directories and their many different 

addendums can be found at a number of 

locations.  Besides viewing directories onsite at 

libraries, archives, and genealogical and 

historical societies; many directories have been 

scanned and are available online to patrons-these 

include:  

 

Library of Congress at www.loc.gov 

National Archives at www.archives.gov 

Family Search at www.familysearch.org 

Ancestry at www.ancestry.com and other online 

database found on www.fold3.com  
 
CENSUS RECORDS: 

 

The United States Census first recorded in 1790 

was a decennial census that was mandated 

through Article 1, Section 2 of the United States 

Constitution. It simply stated that 

"Representatives and direct Taxes shall be 

apportioned among the several States ... 

according to their respective Numbers”. The 

enumeration would take place within three years 

of the ratifying of the Constitution and taken 

thereafter every ten years. The first census being 

taken in 1790.  The last public available census 

is 1940 as the United States Census has a 72 

record of privacy.  

 

When researching in urban cities the use of the 

Federal Census can be the difference in locating 

someone or missing the family. For larger cities 

and urban centers; addresses were often listed on 

the census records that started as early as the 

1880 Census.  For some areas of the United 

States the 1870 Census (an example of New 

York), also recorded Street Addresses.  

 

Besides searching the United States Census 

genealogists should consider searching for State 

census records if they are available.  A number 

of States recorded their own special schedules.  

http://www.archive.gov
http://www.familysearch.org
http://www.ancestry.com
http://www.fold3.com
http://www.ancestry.com
http://www.genealogybank.com
http://www.newspapers.com
http://www.newspaperarchive.com
http://www.loc.gov
http://www.archive.gov
http://www.familysearch.org
http://www.ancestry.com
http://www.fold3.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_congressional_apportionment


TAX LISTS: 

 

The collection of taxes both locally and 

nationally have been supported since before the 

days of the United States Constitution. For larger 

cities and towns contacting the local State 

Archive or Library or to travel locally to the area 

of interest is the best way to locate tax lists.  

 

The United States on two occasions did collect 

and record taxpayers at the national level. The 

first was in 1798. In July, 1798 the United States 

Congress authorized the first tax list.  This was 

sometimes referred to as the “Window Tax”. The 

lists sometime did provide exact street addresses 

for the residents who were to pay the taxes.   

 

Again from 1862-1918 taxes were recorded 

nationally. On July 1, 1862 the United States 

Congress passed the Internal Revenue Act that 

created what would become the modern I.R.S.  

The revenue collected was intended to support 

the war effort and pay the public debt created as 

a result of the Civil War.   In 1913 the 16th 

Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was ratified 

which authorized Congress to impose a personal 

income tax on individuals.   

 

COURT RECORDS: 

 

When researching your ancestors in cites and 

town-it is highly probably to find your family 

will appear in documents that show up in court 

records.  There are two different sub groups of 

court records; either Federal Court or State Court 

records. Inside the Federal Court system there 

are four basic court jurisdictions in the United 

States-most of which date from the founding of 

the country.  

 

MAP COLLECTIONS: 

 

Researching various map sources can aid in 

discovering your urban ancestors: Some include: 

 

Cadastral Maps-These are maps that offer 

excellent details about property and for 

ownership.  The maps take the form of both city 

and county atlases that date from early in the 

history of the United States in many of the larger 

urban cities. In some cities like Philadelphia-the 

earliest map was drawn by Thomas Holmes in 

1683 when he was commissioned by William 

Penn.  Tens of thousands of maps since then 

have been produced over the next three 

centuries.   Some of the more popular artists and 

map makers included: F.W. Beers and Henry 

Bridgens among others. Some maps can be 

located onsite in the geographic area of interest 

in the cities; at many libraries and archives.  

Many cadastral maps are available on a national 

level at the Library of Congress and can be 

searched online at www.loc.gov. 

 

D.A. Sanborn Maps-The Sanborn Fire Insurance 

Company was founded by David A. Sanborn 

(1827-1883) in 1867.  Trained as a surveyor he 

founded his company to document properties in 

cities and towns across the United States for fire 

insurance purposes.  The largest collection of the 

D.A. Sanborn maps is housed at the Library of 

Congress in the Maps & Geography Reading 

Room. Available to search online at 

www.loc.gov.  

Panoramic Maps-These maps became a very 

popular form of cartographic mapping depicting 

towns and cities across the United States from 

the latter half of the nineteenth century to the 

early twentieth century.  They are sometimes 

referred to as “Bird Eye” view maps.    The 

largest collection of available panoramic maps 

exist at the Library of Congress in Washington, 

DC.   

http://www.loc.gov
http://www.loc.gov
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NOTES: 

 

 

 

 

 District Courts 

 Circuit Courts 

 Circuit Court of Appeals 

 Supreme Court of the United states.  

 

Record documents that record urban ancestors 

can include the following jurisdictional courts: 

 

 Admiralty Court 

 Civil Court 

 Equity Court 

 Chancery Court 

 Criminal Court 

 Bankruptcy Court 

 Naturalization Court 

 Confiscation Act 

 Fugitive Slave Act 

 

Outside of the Federal Court system to find 

urban ancestors-searches can be done locally at 

the State and County level in larger cities in 

court records.  This includes:  

 

 Probate Court 

 Deeds/Indentures 

 Naturalizations 

 Civil Matters 

 Justice of the Peace/Alderman 

  

These State and local courts could have different 

names applied by locality.  

.   

VITAL RECORDS: 

 

Urban centers often contain vital records where 

other jurisdictions may not be recorded:  

For Example: Pennsylvania recorded vital 

records from 1852-1855 (not complied with), 

and later again from 1893-1905 (before the 

whole state kept records), later in 1906.   


