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Meet today’s presenter

Ann G. Lawthers
Genealogist
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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Background
• The NARA Website
• Accessing NARA
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What is NARA?
• National Archives and Records Administration
– Established in 1934 as the nation’s record keeper
– Mission: “. . . to provide public access to Federal

Government records in our custody and control”
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PowerPoint at https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy/start-research
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NARA Records
• Created by a federal agency, bureau, commission

or on behalf of the federal government

• Determined to be important for legal or historical
reasons (2%-5% of all federal records created each
year)

• By the numbers:
– Textual records – 13.3 billion
– Maps, chart, architectural drawings 10 million
– Photographs – 44.4 million
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Record Hierarchy
• Record Groups (RG) : documents

from a specific federal agency,
bureau, or commission

• Collections: Artificial grouping of
records from different RGs for

• Series: Documents accumulated
and used by the agency for a
specific time or purpose

• File Unit:  Group of documents
within a series

• Item:  Smallest archival unit, for
example a report, or letter

Record Group 
(RG)

Collection

Series

File 
Unit

Item

https://www.archives.gov/research/data‐model/record‐group.html
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https://catalog.archives.gov/id/138342922

Record Group 29: Records of the Bureau of the Census, 1790 ‐ 2007
Series: Sixteenth Census of the United States, 1940 ‐ 1940 
File Unit: 1940 Census ‐ South Carolina ‐ Orangeburg County
Item: 1940 Census Population Schedules ‐ South Carolina ‐ Orangeburg County ‐ ED 38‐20
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Largest record groups

District Courts Civil Service

PatentsArmyNavy VA Appeals 
Courts

BLM Senate House DOJ Indian 
Affairs

FBI State 
Dept

https://www.archives.gov/findingaid/stat/disc
overy
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RGs with most online content
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Which RGs Have 
Genealogy Records?

NARA Record Group Record Type

RG 29-Census • Census
RG 85-INS, RG 36-Customs • Passenger Lists 
RG 85-INS, RG 21-District Courts • Naturalizations 
RG 24-Navy, 93-Rev War 94, Adjutant General, 
RG 109-Confederate Records 

• Compiled Military Service 
Records

RG 15–VA • Military Pension Files 
RG 49-BLM • Homestead Files
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https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.c067015933&vi
ew=1up&seq=12&skin=2021
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https://www.archives.gov/research
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https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records
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https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/015.html
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https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/015.html#15.7.3
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Confused?  Fear Not!
• For genealogical material, start with your 

ancestor’s relationship to the Federal Government

• Think of possible ways your ancestor interacted 
with the Federal Government.
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Principal Records of 
Genealogical Interest

• Census Records

• Passenger Arrival Records  (Immigration)

• Naturalization Records

• Land Records

• Military Records

Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 19

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Records of Groups Interacting with 
the Government

• Native Americans

• African Americans

• Japanese Americans

• Chinese Americans

• Hispanic Americans
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Other Aids
• Prologue magazine
– Quarterly journal to highlight NARA holdings
– Special genealogy webpage -

https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/ge
nealogy-notes

• History Hub
– Crowdsourced answers
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Some Prologue articles
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History Hub Questions
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Re-Cap
• NARA has federal records
– No vital records (generated by state and local 

government, not the federal government)
– No church records (generated by churches)
– No state militia records (generated by states
– No records before 1795

• Held nationally and in regional archives

• Records created in the course of running a federal 
agency or department
– No master name or subject index
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Re-cap (cont.)
• Most popular NARA records for genealogists:
– Census
– Military
– Immigration
– Naturalization
– Land

• Other important records
– Native tribes – Dawes commission
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QUESTIONS?
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https://www.archives.gov/
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First time on 
site? Start 
here!
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Start Your Family 
Research
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NARA 
Records

How to Use 
Records
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Further down the page . . .

Reference Reports

Online Highlights
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https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy/reference-reports

Records and Populations
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https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/reference-reports.html
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https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy/reference-reports

Side Bar
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Side Bars

Genealogy Side Bar

African American Side Bar

Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 38

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 39

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 40

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 41

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Popular Topics
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https://www.archives.gov/research/census/about
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https://www.archives.gov/research/census/1850-1940
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Tools for Genealogists
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AAD
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https://www.archives.gov/research
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https://aad.archives.gov/aad
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https://aad.archives.gov/aad/series-list.jsp?cat=GP44
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Crotty Search
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Crotty Results
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Social Security Application Files
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S-5 Application Numident File Example
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QUESTIONS?
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Record Hierarchy
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Searching for Names
• Full name in first name, surname order (preferred) 

but some additional records returned if use surname, 
first name order

• Surname only

• Variant spellings (wildcards only allowed at end of 
word)

• Consider Americanized version of first name, e.g. 
Joseph for Guiseppe

• Consider whether your ancestor participated in an 
event, search for that
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https://www.archives.gov/research
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Search Operators
Search Term Results

Babe Ruth Returns results where term Babe is found and where 
term Ruth is found, in the same record.  The AND is 
implicit   6,233 results

Babe AND Ruth Same as above  6,233 results

“Babe Ruth” Exact string  574 results

Babe OR Ruth All results with term Babe plus all results with term 
Ruth  136,795 results

Babe NOT Ruth Results with Babe, but excludes any results with both 
Babe and Ruth 11,582 results

Bal* Finds ball, balance, ballast, balderdash, etc. 
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Keywords for Searching
Topic Suggested Keywords

African‐American  • “Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands”
• Slave 
• Slavery

Court records • “Admiralty case”
• “Bankruptcy case”
• “Civil case”
• “Civil War prize”
• “Criminal case”
• “Equity case”
• “Law case”

Immigration • Alien
• Chinese AND immigration
• Immigration
• Manifests
• Naturalization
• “Passenger lists”
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More Keywords
Topic Suggested Keywords

Land • “Bounty land”
• Homestead
• “Land entry”

Military • “Bounty land”
• “Draft registration”
• Pension
• “Selective Service”
• Service records AND [name of war, ex: Civil War]
• Veteran

Native Americans • [name of tribe, ex: Cherokee]AND “census card”
• “Indian allotments”
• “Indian funds”
• “Indian school”
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Clues Your Ancestor May Have a 
Federal Record

• Well known clues
– Immigrant (passenger lists or naturalization)
– Military service (enrollment, service, pensions)
– Homesteader 

• Significant decrease in net worth between censuses –
check bankruptcy records
– Search catalog for bankruptcy AND [state where you 

ancestor lived at the time]

• Criminal activity
– Search catalog for (“criminal case” OR inmate) AND 

[ancestor’s name’
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("Plowman, George" OR "George Plowman") AND pension
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Interpreting Your Results
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Rest of Page
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Tip
Sometimes You Have to 

Order a Record
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Frequently Ordered 
NARA Records

• Military
– Service records 
– Civil War pensions

• Immigration and Naturalization
– A-files

• Land
– Homestead case files
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https://eservices.archives.gov/orderonline/start.swe?SWECmd=Start&SWEHo=eservices.archives.gov
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Step 1: Choose the Record Type 

Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 78

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Step 2: Choose the file and add to cart
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Step 3: Choose delivery format
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Step 4: Log In
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Step 5:  File in the details
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Review
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Planning a Trip

Class 1: Overview of the NARA System 84

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Using a Research Room
• Registration – Card valid for 1 year
– Id with photo
– Complete form
– Watch presentation
– Takes 15-20 minutes at first visit

• Call in advance
– Strongly recommended
– Check availability of what you seek

• Complete pull slips for records
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Completing a Pull Slip
• Record group

• Entry name

• Entry number

• Box number

• Folder title/File number

• Location

From the Catalog
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Summary
• The National Archives preserves federal records from about 1775 

forward

• The NARA website has implemented numerous tools to help 
genealogists find the records they seek

• Records are frequently available through digitization partnerships with 
NARA

• Frequently ordered records include:
– Ship Passenger Arrival records, 1820-1959
– Individual Census Pages, 1790-1940 
– Eastern Cherokee Applications, 1906-1909
– Federal Land Entry Files
– Federal Military Pension Files for the Revolutionary War through the 

Civil War
– Bounty land warrant applications
– Compiled Military Service Records through the Spanish-American War
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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https://www.americanancestors.org/navigating-our-nations-federal-records-2022
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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