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Ann G. Lawthers, Genealogist

19th Century Research

Pennsylvania Research: 
Four Centuries of 
History and Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

Ann G. Lawthers
Genealogist with the Brue Family Learning Center

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• History
• Records
• Other resources
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Voice of 
Ann G. Lawthers

Population Growth

U.S. Federal Census data – 1890 estimated

1800 18991800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890

1812 ‐ 1815War of 1812

1861 ‐ 1865Civil War

Mexican War 1846 ‐ 1848

Spanish American War 1898 ‐ 1899

Pennsylvania Railroad completes 
Philadelphia to Pittsburg route

1852

First commercial oil well at Titusville in 
Venango County

1859

Main Line Canal System opened ‐with 
portage link

1834

Pennsylvania Steel Company opens first 
steel mill near Harrisburg

1867

Steerage Act of 1819

1819

Anthracite smelting in Lehigh Valley

1839

Major Events Affecting 
Pennsylvania 1800‐1899

4

5

6

Class 3: Pennsylvania Research

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



5/18/2023

3

Steerage Act of 1819
• Became effect in January 1820

• Regulated the conditions of transport for 
passengers
– Limited number of passenger per tonnage of ship 

to prevent overcrowding
– Minimum conditions for provisioning specified

• All captains required to submit a manifest of 
passengers to port authorities

Immigration Patterns
• 1800-1830 
– Mostly from the British Isles and German-speaking 

regions

• 1830-1860
– Increase in numbers of Roman Catholic Irish, 

especially during famine period

• 1860-1900
– Eastern European

Post Revolutionary War  
Transportation Innovations

• Turnpikes

• National Road
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National Road

• Built with Congressional Funds
• Begun in 1811 in Cumberland Maryland,  to Wheeling, West 

Virginia by 1818 and Vandalia, Illinois by 1837 – money ran out
• Huge economic boon: one tavern every ten miles

Pennsylvania Turnpikes by 1840 Miller and Pencack, Pennsylvania : a History of the 
Commonwealth, p. 179

Main Line Public Works
• Debate: cross-state canal or cross-state railroad?

– Philadelphia merchants feared loss of trade to New York 
due to Erie Canal

– Growth of Pittsburgh and need to link the city with the 
east

– Railroad technology still in its infancy in the 1820s so the 
canal model won approval

• Main Line of Public Works authorized in 1826, 
construction began in 1827

• Canal and portage opened in 1834
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USGS, Digital Map, 1999 

Topography and canals

Freeworldmaps.net

PA Canals by 1840

Coming of the Railroads

• After the slow start of the 1830s, Pennsylvania became a 
national leader in railroad development in the 1840s and 
1850s 

• By 1860 more total railroad mileage than any other state
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1851 – Pennsylvania Railroad System LOC – “Map of the western railroads tributary to 
Philadelphia,” Charles Ellert, 1851 

Industrial Growth
• Manufacturing

– Silk, hosiery, wool
– Carpet making
– Philadelphia a leader

• Coal and Oil
– Anthracite east of Allegheny 

mountains 
– Bituminous west side
– 1859 Oil well at Titusville

• Iron and Steel
– 1867 First steel mill in Steelton on 

banks of Susquehanna and 
Pennsylvania canal

Titusville

Steelton

Lehigh Valley Railroads - 1884
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QUESTIONS?

Session Roadmap

History

Population growth

Steerage Act of 1819

Transportation innovations

Civil War

Industrial growth

Major Record Sets

Census and city directories

Vital and Religious records

Immigration and 
naturalization

Newspaper

Military and pension

Other

County histories

Manuscripts

Common problems and 
their solutions

U.S. Federal Census
• 1800-1840

– Only head of household named
– Valuable information about household size and composition 

provided by tick marks

• 1850-1870
– All members of household named with ages, occupation, 

and place of birth
– Generally, can assume relationships, but use caution
– Valuable for following migration of families through the 

birthplaces of their children

• 1880
– Relationship to head of household
– Birthplace of parents of each member of household
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PA Septennial Census
• No state censuses were ever conducted in 

Pennsylvania

• Taxpayers were enumerated every seven years for 
the purpose of determining representation in the 
General Assembly

• Years 1779-1863

• For some counties, enslaved individuals named

1800 – Septennial Census

Blue = standard census only
Green = adds enslaved persons census

Census 1800 – Franklin County

Ancestry.com
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City Directories

Why Use Directories?
• Census substitutes

• Offers an alphabetical list of names 

• Pins your ancestors to a specific  
time and place 

• May include family information  
and occupation 

• May provide clues around death  
and marriage dates 

Pennsylvania Directories
• Philadelphia – starting 1785, 1791, 1793 forward

• Pittsburgh – starting in 1861

• Available at
– FamilySearch.org
– Ancestry.com ($)
– Fold3.com ($)
– City Directories of the United States -

www.uscitydirectories.com
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Philadelphia – 1800 & 1890

1800

1890

Vital Records

Pennsylvania Vital Records
• Consistent Pennsylvania vital record keeping 

started in the 20th century

• January 12, 1852, first statewide law requiring 
vital records registration

• Repealed three years later in 1855

Table from FamilySearch.org Research Wiki – Pennsylvania Vital Records
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49 Counties Collected Some Data 1852-1855
• Collected by Register of Wills in the County
• Available at Ancestry.com ($)

Page of births, Mercer County, 1852

Pennsylvania Vital Records
• From the Pennsylvania 

Genealogical Magazine and the 
Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 

• 3 Volumes, introduction by
Don Yoder 

• Published by Genealogical 
Publishing Company in 1983

• Available online at Archive.org

Example pages – Pennsylvania Vital Records
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Tip
Use Vital Records 

Substitutes

Church Records
• Premier vital record substitute

• May contain births/baptisms, marriages, 
deaths/burials, membership lists, and more

• Sometimes the journal or notebook of the minister 
exists even if congregational records do not

• First challenge is determining the denomination of 
your ancestor

Which Church?
• Consult family members for religious history

• Consider ethnic group and traditional religious 
leanings

• Check county histories for churches in your 
ancestor’s community

• Important Pennsylvania religious groups
Episcopal / Anglican / Church of EnglandSociety of Friends (Quakers)
BaptistGerman Lutheran / German Reformed
Roman CatholicPresbyterian

German Pietist groups, including the Brethren (Dunkard), Mennonites, and Moravians.
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19th Century Pennsylvania 
Church Records

• FamilySearch.org
– Search by place – Pennsylvania, [County], [Town]

• Ancestry.com ($)
– Pennsylvania, Church and Town Records, 1708-

1985
– Pennsylvania, Published Archives Series (series 2 

and 6)

• Idreamof.com
– By county databases

Baptisms – St. James Church, Nescopeck

http://files.usgwarchives.net/pa/luze
rne/church/stjabp01.txt

Why Use Cemetery Records
• Vital records substitute

• Find other family members

• May find maiden names or places of birth
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Cemetery Records
• FamilySearch.org

– Pennsylvania Cemetery Records – 1700-1950 (collection)
– Cemetery Records of Pennsylvania (digital book – 9 

volumes)
– Pennsylvania Cemetery Records Inventory (wiki)

• FindAGrave.com

• Ancestry.com
– Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, U.S., Gettysburg National 

Cemetery, 1863-2009
– Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, U.S., Philadelphia National 

Cemetery, 1862-2010

Using FindAGrave for clues

Other Homer’s in Shenango Valley Cemetery
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Passenger Lists

Federal Requirements
• Steerage Act of 1819

– Required ship captains to report names, ages, sex, and 
occupations of passengers to U.S. Customs

• Carriage of Passengers Act of 1855
– Repealed the Act pf 1819
– Continued the passenger list obligation, but also 

required that the part of the vessel in which the 
passenger traveled be reported

• Immigration Acts of 1891 and 1893
– Expanded requirements for passenger information

Port of Philadelphia
• Low volume compared to New York City

• Pre-1820
– Michael Tepper, ed., Passenger Arrivals at the Port of 

Philadelphia, 1800-1819 (Baltimore : Genealogical Pub. Co., 
1986)

• 1820 forward – National Archives Microfilm Publications
– M425 – Passenger Lists of Vessels Arriving at Philadelphia 

1800-1882
– T840 - Passenger Lists of Vessels Arriving at Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, January 1, 1883–December 31, 1945
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Online Access to Lists
• FamilySearch.org: 

– Pennsylvania, Philadelphia Passenger Lists, 1800-1882 –
corresponds to NARA publication M425

– Pennsylvania, Philadelphia Passenger Lists, 1883-1945 –
corresponds to NARA publication T840

• Ancestry.com:
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Arriving Passenger and Crew Lists, 

1798-1962 – corresponds to NARA publications M425 
and T840

– Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, U.S., Passenger and 
Immigration Lists, 1800-1850  - from M425

Pre-1820 Pennsylvania passenger lists

Philadelphia passenger list 1835 FamilySearch.org, “Pennsylvania, Philadelphia 
Passenger Lists, 1800‐1882” 
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Access to Archival Databases (ADD)

Number of RecordsDatabase

566,865Immigration of Russians to the United States – 1834‐1897

4,108,378Immigration of Germans to the United States – 1850‐1897

884,839Immigration of Italians to the United States – 1855‐1900

• National Archives
• Created by the Center for Immigration Research at 

the Balch Institute for Ethnic Studies

Additional Search Fields

ADD – Germans to America
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Naturalization
• Multi-step process generates paper
– Declaration of intent
– Petition
– Final Oath and Certificate

• Early records contain less information; pre-1890 
may only refer to country of birth

• Amount of information captured varies by state 
and court

• Name

• Date of intention

• Date of document

• Place of birth

• Port of entry

• Date of entry

• Signature

• Name

• Current residence

• Occupation

• Place of birth

• Date of birth or age

• Port of entry

• Date of entry

PetitionDeclaration

Typical Data on Forms

1846 Declaration of Intent
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1846 Petition & 1848 Oath

Finding Naturalizations
• Family Search 
– Immigrants filed in a variety of city, county, state, 

or federal courts, but most often in a county court
– Check the catalog for the county 

• Ancestry ($)
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Federal Naturalization Records, 

1795-1931
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Naturalization Records from 

Supreme and District Courts, 1794-1908

Newspapers
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Newspapers
• The American Weekly Mercury (1719) and the 

Pennsylvania Gazette (1728) were Pennsylvania’s 
first newspapers

• Growth of newspapers exploded in the 19th century

• Many online repositories
– Library of Congress – Chronicling America
– Newspapers.com ($)
– Genealogybank.com ($)

Free Online Sites
• Pennsylvania Newspaper Archive

• Pennsylvania Civil War Era Newspapers 

• State Library of Pennsylvania  

• Ancestor Hunt

• Elephind 

• Google News Newspaper Archive 

• Library of Congress – Chronicling America (1789-1963)

County sort for PA Newspaper Archive
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PennState Civil War Collection

Gettysburg Compiler, 13 Jul 1863

Military
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19th-Century Wars
• War of 1812 (1812-1815)

• Mexican-American War (1846 to 1848)

• Civil War (1861-1865)

• Spanish American War (1898)

War of 1812
• Muster Rolls – Pennsylvania State Archives

• Service Records – NARA only – not online
– Index available at FamilySearch.org and Ancestry.com

• Pensions
– Index at FamilySearch.org and Ancestry.com
– Files at Fold3.com

• Bounty Land
– Warrants

• Family Search, Ancestry ($), Fold3 
– For land in Michigan, Illinois, Arkansas, Missouri

War of 1812 documents
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Civil War
• Draft Registration

– Ancestry ($)

• Muster Rolls and Rosters
– FamilySearch.org and Ancestry.com ($)
– Pennsylvania Volunteers of the Civil War
– Army Registers of Enlistment (Ancestry $)

• Service Records
– FamilySearch.org and Ancestry.com ($)

• Pensions
– Indexes at FamilySearch.org and Ancestry.com ($)
– Some records at Fold3.com ($)

Sample Civil War Period Enlistment Ancestry.com, U.S., Army, Register of Enlistments, 1798‐1914

Mexican and Spanish Wars
• Mexican War caused by annexation of Texas in 

1845
– 1846-1848
– Indexes online; actual pension records at National 

Archives

• Spanish American War
– 1898
– Indexes online; files at National Archives
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QUESTIONS?

Session Roadmap

History

Population growth

Steerage Act of 1819

Transportation innovations

Civil War

Industrial growth

Major 19th c. Record Sets

Census and city directories

Vital and Religious records

Immigration and 
naturalization

Newspaper

Military and pension

Other

County histories

Manuscripts

Common problems and 
their solutions

Value of County and 
Town Histories

• Details of the early settlement of a county
– Names of first settlers
– Names of first churches 
– Descriptions of economic growth

• Information often not found elsewhere

• Included biographical data serves as excellent 
finding aids for ancestors
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County Histories

Manuscripts

Finding Genealogical Events in a 
Manuscript

• Obvious sources
– Bible records
– Cemetery records
– Church or Minister’s records

• Less obvious sources
– Letters and diaries
– Account books
– Town records
– Created by individuals, families, and businesses
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Kratz diary October 1870 

Account book - 1845 

Finding Manuscripts
• Local historical societies
– Statewide

• Historical Society of Pennsylvania
• State Library of Pennsylvania

– County

• Libraries

• Archive Grid
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Manuscripts at PA Archives

Common Problems 
(and Solutions)

Common Challenges
• Scarce vital records

• Distinguishing between people of the same name 
in the same community

• Flexible spelling

• Ancestral origins of immigrant
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General Considerations and 
Suggestions

• You may not find one “smoking-gun” record; you may 
need to build a case with multiple records

• Essential Strategy:  Research the ancestors associates 
and neighbors (Cluster Research or FAN Club 
Research)

• Some records may be less reliable than others; seek 
originals if you can

• May need to have, and exhaust, several working 
theories

Use Vital Records Substitutes
• Church and cemetery records

• Newspapers

• Military records

• Census

• City directories

• Family papers

Strategy for Sorting 
Common Names

• What makes each person unique?
– Dates of vital events
– Names of wife and children
– Specific plot of land occupied

• Timeline valuable in common names situations
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Flexible Spelling
• Consider how the name would have sounded

• Consider impact of regional accents

• Use wildcards when searching

Finding Ancestral Origins
• Learn all you can about the immigrant
– Spouse and children
– Siblings
– Associates
– Neighbors

• Who traveled with them to America?

Summary
• 19th century ushered in massive changes in 

transportation and industry

• 19th century record keeping continued 18th

century records and introduced new sources such 
as federal passenger lists

• Unique Pennsylvania sources include the 
Septennial census and collections at Penn State 
and the Historical Society of Pennsylvania
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

AmericanAncestors.org/pennsylvania-research-four-centuries-history-and-genealogy-2023

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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