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Family history research in a large city can be richly rewarding as urban

centers typically keep better records. However, when it is your ancestor
who does not appear in the vital records, how do you find a substitute
record for them? Searching among the plethora of people in a city can be
challenging. A case study in 19th-century New York City will illustrate
some ways to navigate research in urban areas.

New York Quick Facts
62 counties, of which all but two existed by 1860

Vital Records (earliest dates, not complete, better after 1860)

o Nassau (1899 from Queens)
o Bronx (1914 from New York)

. Rebecca Schellens, circa 1886
o Manhattan (1847 births, 1795 deaths) ’ ’

o Brooklyn (1866 births, 1847 deaths)
o Albany (1870)
o Statewide registration 1880, but typically not implemented until 1890 (deaths) and 1915

(births).

State Census (1825, 1835, 1845, 1855, 1865, 1875, 1892, 1905, 1915, 1925). Not all dates exist
for all counties. For extant records see: http://www.nysl.nysed.gov/genealogy/nyscens.htm.

Jurisdictions

o Town — responsible for recording vital records. Towns are large geographic areas that
include both rural and urban areas.

o Village — also responsible for recording vital records. Villages are incorporated areas
within a town.

o Cities — larger population centers who also record vital records. Cities can exist within
towns.

o Hamlets — smaller, unincorporated areas without recorded vital records. The records
would be at the village or town level.

Methods for Locating Urban Church Records

Collect known locality data for the extended family: city directories, census, vital records.
Collect resources to identify contemporary churches: city directories, Sanborn maps.

Plot data: place family localities and historic churches on a period map using city directory
street indexes.

Analyze locality data and churches: determine the family’s movement, and ward(s) where
they lived and match those wards to zip codes.

Locate present-day churches: find current churches within the identified zip codes.

Corelate data: match the current churches to see which are still extant and determine
possible record locations for those that were closed.

Determine closest to the time frame of the potential record and contact them!
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Case Study Sources

1. “Map of the city of New York.” https://www.loc.gov/item/2011593667/

2. “Map of ZIP Codes in Manhattan, New York.”
https:/ /www.zipdatamaps.com/zipcodes-manhattan-ny

3. “Mapping Inequality: Redlining in New Deal America.”
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=5/39.1/-94.58

4. “New York City directory, 1890/91.” The New York Public Library Digital Collections.
https:/ /digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/215fad40-6e12-0134-efe0-00505686a51c¢
(street and avenue directory first image: https:/ /iiif-
prod.nypl.otg/index.phprid=56841446&t=g)

5. PARISHESonline https://www.parishesonline.com/
6. “The Tenement-House Committee maps.” https://www.loc.gov/item /2006629793 /

Research Guides

7. DeGrazia, Laura Murphy. NGS Research in the States Series: New York City, Long Island, and
Westchester County. Arlington, Virginia: National Genealogical Society, 2013.

8. FamilySearch, “New York City. New York Genealogy,”
https:/ /www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/New_York_City, New_York_Genealogy

9. Goodwin, Aaron. New York City Municipal Archives: An Authorized Guide for Family Historians.
New York: New York Genealogical and Biographical Society, 2016.

10. Guzik, Estelle M., ed. Genealogical Resources in New York: The Most Comprebensive Guide to
Genealogical and Biographical Resources in New York City and Albany. New York: Jewish
Genealogical Society, 2003.

11. New York Genealogical and Biographical Society. New York Family History Research Guide and
Gagetteer, 2017.

Geographic References

12. French, J.H. Gagetteer of the State of New York. Syracuse, New York: R. Pearsall Smith, 1860.
http://books.google.com/books/about/Gazetteer_of_the_State_of New_York.html?id
=R_zHwh4xByQC

13. National Archives Records Administration — Federal Home Loan Bank Board
http:/ /www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/195.html

14. New York City Department of Records. “Manhattan 1940s Tax Photos.”
https:/ /nycma.lunaimaging.com/luna/setvlet/ NYCMA~5~5

15. New York Public Library. “NYC Fire Insurance, Topographic and Property Maps.”
https:/ /www.nypl.org/ collections/nypl-recommendations/guides/ fire-topo-propetty-
maps
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16. Rumsey, David. “New York and Vicinity, Beers Map, 1868
http:/ /www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/detail/ RUMSEY~8~1~21166~600112:Ne
w-Y ork-&-vicinity-

17. “Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from New York, Bronx, Manhattan, New York.”
http://www.loc.gov/item/sanborn06116_024

18. Winling, L.aDale. “Mapping Inequality: Redlining in New Deal America.”
https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining/#loc=9/41.472/-74.498

Census and City Directory References

19. Dollarhide, William. New York: State Censuses and Substitutes. Baltimore: Genealogical
Publishing Company, 2005.

20. Morse, Stephen. “Unified Census ED Finder.” Helps locate enumeration districts for 1880
through 1950. http://www.stevemorse.org/census/unified.html

21. New York State Library. “New York State Census Records.”
http:/ /www.nysl.nysed.gov/genealogy/nyscens.htm

22. Sutton, Philip. “Direct Me NYC 1786: A History of City Directories in the United States and
New York City.” http:/ /www.nypl.otg/blog/2012/06/08/direct-me-1786-history-city-
directories-US-NYC

23. U.S. Census Bureau. Measuring America: The Decennial Censuses From 1790 to 2000. Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Commerce Economics and Statistics Administration, 2002.
http:/ /www.census.gov/history/pdf/measuringamerica.pdf

Vital Records

24. German Genealogy Group. Database of New York City vital records indexes of all
boroughs. http://www.germangenealogygroup.com/

25. New York City Department of Records and Information Services. “The NYC Historical
Vital Records Project.” https://a860-historicalvitalrecords.nyc.gov/

26. New York State Department of Health. “Birth, Death, Marriage & Divorce Records.”
http:/ /www.health.ny.gov/vital_records/

27. New York State Library. “Vital Records.” http://www.nysl.nysed.gov/genealogy/vitrec.htm

Evidence Analysis

28. Anderson, Robert Chatles. Elements of Genealogical Analysis: How to Maximize Your Research
Using the Great Migration Study Project Method. Boston: New England Historic Genealogical
Society, 2014.

29. Board for Certification of Genealogists. Genealogy Standards, 2" ed. Revised. New York:
Ancestry, 2019.
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30. Giroux, Amy Larner. “Connecting the Dots Through Evidence Summaries.” OnBoard 24, no.
2 (May 2018): 13-14.

31. Giroux, Amy Larner. “Enhancing Source Analysis with Mind Maps.” NGS Magazine 48, no.
3 (July-September 2022): 25-30.

32. Jones, Thomas W. Mastering Genealogical Proof. Arlington, Virginia: National Genealogical
Society, 2013.

33. Jones, Thomas W. “Reasoning from Evidence,” Professional Genealogy: Preparation, Practice &
Standards, Elizabeth Shown Mills, editor. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing Company,
2018.

34. Merriman, Brenda Dougall. Genealogical Standards of Evidence: A Guide for Family Historians.
Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2010.

35. Mills, Elizabeth Shown. “Fundamentals of Evidence Analysis,” Evidence Explained: Citing
History Sonrces from Artifacts to Cyberspace, 3rd ed. revised. Baltimore: Genealogical
Publishing, 2017.

36. Rose, Christine. Genealogical Proof Standard: Building a Solid Case, 3rd ed. San Jose, CA: CR
Publications, 2009.

Context and Other References

37. Burns, Ric and James Sanders. New York: An Illustrated History. New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
2003.

38. Hamann, Horst. New York Vertical. Germany: teNeues, 2000.

39. Jenkins, Stephen. The Story of the Brons: From the Purchase Made by the Dutch from the Indians in
1639 to the Present Day. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1912.

40. Feirstein, Sanna. Naming New York: Manhattan Places &> How They Got Their Names. New Y ork:
New York University Press, 2001.

41. McCabe, James D., Jr. Lights and Shadows of New York Life or Sights and Sensations of The Great
City. A Facsimile Edition. New York: Farrar, Stauss, and Giroux, 1970. Original
publication date 1872.

42. Moscow, Henry. The Street Book: An Encyclopedia of Manhattan’s Street Names and Their
Origins. New York: Fordham University Press, 1978.

43. New York Genealogical and Biographical Society. “NYG&B Record.” The society has
digitized and indexed all of the issues of this journal.
https:/ /www.newyorkfamilyhistory.org/online-records/ collection/nygb-record

44. New York Heritage Digital Collections. http://www.nyhetitage.org/
45. Riis, Jacob A. How the Other Half Lives. New York: Dover Publications, 1971.
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