
Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

U.S. Census
Every ten years since
1790, the United States

has conducted a census.
A census is the counting
of everyone who lives in

a place. 
A census gives us lots of

information about a
person, like where he or

she lived. Different
information has been

collected during different
census years. Sometimes
a person’s occupation is
included, or how each
person is related to the

head of the house.
From 1850 on we can

learn who all the
members of a household
were. Often we find out

their age and occupation.
Sometimes where they
and their parents were
born, or whether they

can read and write. 

Census records are now
digitized so that they can

be searched online.



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Religious Records
Every community has religious organizations. These groups keep records of their

members. Records often include a members’ basic information, like their
addresses, ages and family members, as well as milestone events. 

This record is a list of members from the Canisteo Episcopal Church in Canisteo,
Steuben County, New York. 

These record are usually found at the religious organization. Sometimes they
might be kept at an Historical Society or be found digitized online. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Military Records
Military records are kept for people who

serve in the armed forces - the Army, Navy,
Air Force, Marines, Coast Guard, and Space

Force. 
These records often have basic information,

like a person’s birthdate, a physical
description, when the person joined or left

the military, and what group the person
served in. 

These are just two examples of military
records. Only older records are available for

research; records for living people are
private. 

To the left is the  U.S.
Revolutionary War
Rolls, 1775-1783 for
Connecticut’s 4th

Regiment. It lists the
men who served in this

regiment under the
command of Simon

Spaulding. 

Above is a Civil War Era Muster Roll Abstract
published in 1863. It tells when Nathan S Baker  
enlisted, when he mustered in (joined the unit)
and when he left the organization. It also gives
notes about when and how he was wounded .



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Newspapers
Newspapers used to be a daily or weekly publications that

printed all the news.
Not all parts of a newspaper are a primary source. An article

that was written at the time an event occurred, or by
someone who was a witness, is a primary source. 

Editorials or opinion pieces are not primary sources. 
Newspapers provide information on the events and people of

the time period being studied.
Many newspapers have been digitized, so they can be viewed

online. For some newspapers one must visit a library or  
historical society. 

Obituary
An obituary is an article in a newspaper written when a
person dies. It is usually written by the family. It gives

information about the person’s life. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Diaries & Letters
A personal diary lets us learn about a person; what his thoughts and feelings were,

maybe information about his family or community. 
This page is from the diary of John B Bacon, a Civil War Soldier from Pittsford,  Monroe

County, New York. He wrote his family about his time serving in the Union Army. 
Letters written to family and friends often tell about a person’s life, as well as what is

happening in the world. 

Dairies and letters are often kept by a family. Sometimes they are donated to museums,
libraries or historical societies. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Cemetery Stones
If a cemetery stone was errected at the time a person died, it is often a good source
of information. But, as with all sources, it is important to check with other sources

to see if they agree. 
Some stones have extra information, like the name of the person’s spouse, or

parents. Sometimes they just list the name with the year the person was born, and
the year the person died.

It used to be one had to visit a cemetery and try to find the stone of the person
being studied. Now information about most cemeteries is online. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Photographs
Photographs provide lots of good information! We can see what a person, place or object looked like
at the time when the photo was taken. Sometimes we can see a person in her setting, like the picture

of the family on their porch and in their front yard above. 
Photographs often have clues to help us read them. We can look at the buildings, the cars and the

clothing to help us figure out where and when the picture the was taken. We can infer using our own
knowledge what might be going on in the photograph. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Maps
Maps show us where things were located at the time they were made. Some maps
lists businesses or land owners. Historic street maps show how a city was laid out.

We can compare historic maps to current maps to see what changes have
happened.  



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Birth, Marriage and Death Certificates
The government keeps track of when people are born, when they get married and
when they die. For each of these events they issue a certificate. These certificates
proivde dates and locations for the events, and often the names of the person’s

parents and spouse. These documents are private while a person is living. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

School Records
Your report card is a primary source! We can only use historic school records

when we research, as they are private while a person is alive. School records have
grades and often comments written by the teacher. 



Primary Sources: Original documents and objects/artifacts that were created at the time being studied. 

Business Directories and Phone Books
These sources are not common any more, but not too long ago every family had a phone book
in their house. It listed all the residents of an area and their telephone numbers and addresses.
 A business directory listed all the businesses in town, with their address and phone number. 

Old phone books can often be found in libraries and historical societies. 
Today we find this information on the internet. 



Source Match 

U.S. Census

A counting of all the people
in a place. In the U.S. this
takes place every 10 year. 

Records kept for people
who serve in the armed

forces. 

Records kept by religious
organizations, such as
churches, temples or

mosques. 

A counting of all the people
in a place. In the U.S. this
takes place every 10 year. 

Religious Records

Military Records Newspapers



Source Match 

Diaries and
Letters 

First-hand accounts of life
written by a person.

Snapshots give us a glimpse
into the people’s life at the

time they were taken. 

These engraved stones are
placed where a person is

buried. They usually have
the person’s name and the
years of birth and death. 

On this source we can see
how a city was laid out,

where people lived, what
street names were and

more. 

Cemetery
Stones

Photographs

Maps



Source Match 

Government Issued
Certificates

The government keeps track
of when people are born, get
married and die. They issues
certificates for these events.

A listing of all the people in
a city or town with their

phone numbers and
addresses.

Report cards and other
paperwork about students. 

School Records

Phone Books


