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Many genealogists are familiar with state-level or online resources—vital records, census
enumerations, deeds, and court records. However, some of the richest, most personal details
about our ancestors’ lives are found much closer to home at local libraries and historical
societies.

Local repositories often hold photographs, city directories, maps, family files and other materials
that have never been digitized. Learning how to find and use these resources can add invaluable
context to your family history and connect you to the community where your ancestors lived.

Why Local Repositories?

e Local Focus: Collections reflect the people, places, and institutions of a defined
geographic area—often your ancestor’s hometown or county.

e Unique Holdings: Many materials exist only in one copy and have never been imaged,
indexed, or published online. Many have often not been fully cataloged and are hidden
behind the closed doors of a local history room.

o Community Context: Local repositories preserve the texture of daily life—schools,
churches, civic clubs, and neighborhood histories—that help tell your ancestors’ stories.

o Staff Expertise: Librarians and volunteers know their collections and can suggest
sources you might not know about or find in a catalog (if one exists).

Finding Local Resources

Local History Rooms
Many public libraries in New Jersey maintain a local history or genealogy room. These small
archives may include:

o City directories and phone books

e Yearbooks

e Cemetery records

e Newspaper articles and obituaries

o Family and vertical files (files on a specific subject, like the Police Department,

community groups, etc.)
o Historic maps, atlases, plat maps, aerial photos
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o Photographs

e Annual reports

e Published local histories and genealogies

e Anniversary booklets, membership lists, event programs

o Artifacts (trophies, awards, local business merchandise, etc.)

Always ask about hours and access policies, as local history rooms sometimes have restricted
schedules or materials that must be requested in advance. Many may also have policies
surrounding reproduction of materials, and may restrict photography or certain types of
photocopying.

Using Catalogs and Databases

1. Library Catalogs

Start with the library’s own catalog. Search by place name, organization, or topic (e.g., “church,”
“cemetery,” “school,” “borough”). Remember that catalogs describe collections and provide
limited information about them; unless digitized, these materials are typically held on-site at the
library. You may search for a family name if you are searching for a photo collection or
something similar attributed to a specific family; however, you aren’t using the catalog as you
would use Ancestry or FamilySearch to research people. Many libraries also have their own
databases to search newspapers; some have even digitized other content such as yearbooks, city
directories, etc.

2. Databases
e WorldCat (https://search.worldcat.org) is a continuation of the Online Computer Library
Center (OCLC), one of the first online shared cataloging systems that was introduced in
1971. WorldCat (www.worldcat.org) allows users to search for materials in libraries
around the world, using key search terms.

e ArchiveGrid (beta.worldcat.org/archivegrid) is part of WorldCat that is limited to
archival/manuscript materials from more than 1,000 institutions, including archives,
libraries, museums, and historical societies.

e National Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections (NUCMC)
(www.loc.gov/coll/nucmc) was started in 1959 by the Library of Congress, an in effort to
create a master catalog of manuscript collections. From 1959 to 1993, the catalog was
made available through printed volumes that can still be found in some major libraries.
Today, NUCMC is available as a database and includes information catalogued from
1986 to the present. There is significant overlap between NUCMC and WorldCat, as
NUCMC links to many WorldCat manuscript collections. However, searching NUCMC
does not search all of WorldCat; the two catalogs should be used together to identify
materials of interest. Additionally, the materials catalogued in NUCMC from its
inception in 1959 through 1993, which were published in the original printed volumes,
are not available through the NUCMC search engine. These are available through
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ProQuest Archive Finder (formerly called ArchivesUSA), a subscription service that can
be found at major libraries and institutions.

3. Local Cataloging Efforts

Cataloging projects also take place on a more local level, in an effort to identify and describe
archival materials related to a specific locale, research topic, or other area of interest. One such
example is the Newark Archives Project (www.nap.rutgers.edu), a collaborative effort between
the Newark History Society and Rutgers University in Newark, which has surveyed many
repositories that hold some type of material related to Newark, regardless of location. The
project’s website (nap.rutgers.edu) includes a database that is searchable by keyword, collection
title, subject, time period or repository. The list of results provides the name of each collection,
the repository where the collection is held, and the collection size. By clicking on the collection
title, a full collection description is displayed. The description of the collection’s contents
includes box and folder-level lists of Newark-related materials, additional detail about the format
of the collection, its identifying information, subjects and time periods covered, and access
information. While this is only one example of a local archive project, many other similar
projects exist.

Practical Research Tips

o Allow Time: Each library or society organizes materials differently. Build in time to
learn their organization system. In some instances, there will be no catalog and you will
need time to go through the material yourself to figure out what is held by the library.

e Ask Questions: Librarians often know of unlisted collections or uncatalogued donations.

o Expect Gaps: Runs of newspapers, city directories, annual reports and other materials
are often incomplete.

o Use Reference Services: If you can’t visit in person, many libraries and societies
perform research for a fee or will scan pages for you.

New Jersey Historical Society

The New Jersey Historical Society is a private museum, library and archive focused on New
Jersey’s history. Archival collections include manuscripts such as diaries, journals, original
deeds, maps, photographs, church records, organizational records, and other genealogical and
general historical sources.

Website
www.jerseyhistory.org

Library Collection
https://jerseyhistory.org/library-archives/



https://jerseyhistory.org/library-archives/

Museum Collection
https://jerseyhistory.org/explore-our-collections/

Key New Jersey Libraries and Historical Societies
Below are some starting points for local library and historical society research in New Jersey.
Many have online catalogs or local history pages—check websites before visiting.

Northern New Jersey
e Bergen County Historical Society — bergencountyhistory.org
e Hudson County Genealogical & Historical Society — hudsoncountynjgenealogy.org
e Newark Public Library — Charles F. Cummings New Jersey Information
Center — npl.org/njic
o Paterson Free Public Library — patersonpl.org
e Ridgewood Public Library — ridgewoodlibrary.org
e Warren County Historical & Genealogical Society — warrencountynjhistorical.org

Central New Jersey
e Monmouth County Historical Association — monmouthhistory.org
o Somerset County Historical Society — somersethistorynj.org
e New Brunswick Free Public Library — nbfpl.org
o Plainfield Public Library — plainfieldlibrary.info
e Trenton Public Library — Trentoniana Room — trentonlib.org/trentoniana

Southern New Jersey
o Atlantic County Historical Society — atlanticcountyhistoricalsocietynj.org
o Cape May County Historical & Genealogical Society — cmcmuseum.org
e Gloucester County Historical Society — gchsnj.org
o Salem County Historical Society — salemcountyhistoricalsociety.com
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