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Kyle Hurst, Senior Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press

20th Century Research

Pennsylvania Research:
Four Centuries of 
History and Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

Kyle Hurst
Senior Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Growth: Immigration and Urbanization
• Decline: Industry and Military
• Record Accessibility
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Voice of 
Kyle Hurst
Senior Genealogist

Voice of
Kyle Hurst
Senior Genealogist

Growth: 
Immigration

Immigrant Populations Before 1924

WhoWhen
Italians, Greeks1880s-1920
Poles, Russians, Slovaks, Serbs, Croatians1880s-1920
African Americans from South1900-1920
Jewish1905-1918
Spanish-speakers1920s

Pennsylvania: A History of the Commonwealth (2002), 271.

4

5

6

Class 4: Pennsylvania Research

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



5/26/2023

3

Immigrant Populations After 1924

WhoWhen
Puerto Ricans1890s-2010
African Americans from South1940s-1980s
Africans1965-2000s
Southeast Asian refugees, Koreans1970s-1990
Indians, Mexicans, Eastern Europeans1980s-1990s

Recent immigrant populations

“Immigration (1930-Present),” Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia

Population
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Key Records:
Immigration

Naturalization Records
• Pre-1906 – courts of common pleas and quarter 

sessions

• 1906 – Comprehensive Naturalization Law

• Post-1906 – U.S. District Courts and Supreme Court

• PA Districts:
– Eastern
– Middle – created 1901
– Western

Declaration of Intention
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Certificate of Arrival

Petition for citizenship

Certificate of citizenship
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Repatriation

Fold3

Middle District
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Passenger Lists
• NARA holds U.S. arrivals 1820-1982 (with gaps)

• USCIS has post-1982

• Philadelphia:
– Arrivals 1798-1962
– Departures 1917-1920 (crew), 1954-1965

• Erie:
– Crew lists 1952-1957

Passenger List

Philadelphia passenger lists
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Airline passenger cards

Erie passenger list

Growth: 
Urbanization to 

Suburbanization
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Urban Population

PittsburghPhiladelphiaPAYear
.3221.36.31900
.5341.557.671910
.5881.828.721920
.6701.959.631930
.6721.939.91940
.6772.0710.51950
.3351.522000

Based on Tables 6.1 and 7.2 in
Pennsylvania: A History of the Commonwealth (2002), 260, 323.

Outside Urban Centers
• Planned communities

– Hershey
– Levittown

• Suburbs

Key Records:
Urbanization
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City Directories
• Philadelphia

• Pittsburgh

• 75 other towns
– with at least 3 post-1900 

directories on Ancestry.com

AnnvilleAltoonaAllentown
BraddockBethlehemBeaver Falls
ButlerBrookvilleBradford
CarnegieCarlisleCarbondale
CleonaClearfieldChester
Du BoisCorryConnellsville
EbensburgEastonDunbar
FranklinFalls CreekErie
Grove CityGreenvilleGreensburg
HazletonHarrisburgHanover
HomesteadHollidaysburgHeidelberg

JohnstownIngramIndiana
LancasterKittanningKane
Lock HavenLewistownLebanon
MonongahelaMeadvilleMcKeesport
New 
Kensington

NanticokeMyerstown

PalmyraOil CityNorristown
PittstonPenbrookPaxtang
PunxsutawneyPottsvillePottstown

RousevilleRenoReading
SharonShamokinScranton
ThornburgSunburySteelton
WarrenUniontownTitusville
West ChesterWaynesboroWashington
YorkWilliamsportWilkes‐Barre

Pittsburgh directory

Pottstown directory
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Newspapers
• Obituaries & death 

notices

• Birth notices

• Marriage notices & 
license lists

• Probate & real estate 
listings

• Society news
– Debutantes
– Visits

• Organizational news
– Church
– Fraternal

• Sporting events

• Advertisements

Pittsburgh Courier

Newspaper samples
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Newspaper notices

Key Records:
Vital Records

Births
• 1893-1906 – Clerk of Orphans Court at each 

county courthouse

• 1906 – Department of Health issues certificates

• 1941-1976 – Delayed registration
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Online Resources
• PHMC
– Birth Indices – 1906-1917 

• Ancestry.com
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Birth Certificates, 1906-1913

• FamilySearch.org
– Pennsylvania Births and Christenings, 1709-1950 
– Pennsylvania Delayed Birth Records, 1941-1976

PHMC Birth indices

Birth certificate
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Delayed birth record

Pre-1906 birth

Marriages
• 1885 – Clerk of Orphans Court at each county 

courthouse

• Ancestry.com
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Marriages, 1852-1968
– Pennsylvania, U.S., County Marriage Records, 1845-

1963

• FamilySearch.org
– Pennsylvania Civil Marriages, 1677-1950
– Pennsylvania Marriages, 1709-1940 
– Pennsylvania, County Marriages, 1885-1950
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Marriage license

Church Records
• Why?
– To substitute
– To supplement

• Digitized collections:
– Ancestry’s Pennsylvania and New Jersey, U.S., 

Church and Town Records, 1669-2013 
– FamilySearch.org – check catalog by place
– Catholic Heritage Archive by FindMyPast – pre-

1919 records from Archdiocese of Philadelphia

Baptism
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Confirmation

Catholic marriage

QUESTIONS?
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Decline:
Industry and Military

Challenging Times
WhatWhen
Coal mine strikes and 
disasters

1890s-1920s, 1946

World War ILate 1910s

Flu pandemic1918-1919

Great Depression1930s

World War IIEarly 1940s

Korean WarEarly 1950s

Vietnam War1964-1973

Industries
• Still booming through World War I

• Key industries in decline thereafter:
– Coal
– Steel
– Railroads
– Textiles

• Rust belt
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• Pittsburgh

• Altoona

• Johnstown

• McKeesport

• New Castle

• Scranton

• Wilkes-Barre

• Harrisburg

• Nanticoke

• Shamokin

• Monessen

• Duquesne

• Ambridge

• Homestead

Over 1/2Over 1/3

Population Losses 1930-2000

Innovations
• Electrical manufacturing

• Nuclear generation of electric power

• Computers

• Agriculture

• Tourism

Key Records:
Deaths
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Deaths
• 1893-1906 – Clerk of Orphans Court at each 

county courthouse

• 1906 – Department of Health issues certificates

• 1972 – cut off for uncertified copies

Online Resources
• PHMC
– Death Indices – 1906-1972

• Ancestry.com
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Death Certificates, 1906-1969

• FamilySearch.org
– Pennsylvania Deaths and Burials, 1720-1999

Death certificate
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Key Records:
Industry

Coal Mining
• Types of coal:
– Anthracite – NE, hard, heating homes 
– Bituminous – SW, soft, electricity & coke for steel 

• Growth and Decline:
– Growth through 1917
– Declined sharply by 1930 and through 1970

• Labor movement:
– 1902 Great Strike and Federation of Labor
– 1919 United Mine Workers strike

Accident registers
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Accident registers

Employment records

Key Records:
Military
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Veterans
• Ancestry.com:

– Pennsylvania, U.S., Spanish War Compensation, 1898-1934
– Pennsylvania, U.S., World War I Veterans Service and Compensation Files, 

1917-1919, 1934-1948
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Veteran Compensation Application Files, WWII, 1950-

1966
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Veteran Burial Cards, 1777-2012
– Pennsylvania, U.S., Veteran Card Files, 1775-1916

• Power Library for Military and Veterans Affairs:
– Applicant Files of the Pennsylvania Soldiers and Sailors Home, 1886-1949
– 8 collections for the PA Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home in Erie (PA) 
– Military Commission Books, 1800-1944
– Korean War Compensation Application Batch Sheets and Serial Number 

Indexes, 1955-1967

Veteran Burial Card

Veteran Card Files
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PA Soldiers and Sailors Home

Deaths

QUESTIONS?
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Challenge:
Record accessibility

Key record sets

Table 12.1 in Pennsylvania: 
A History of the Commonwealth (2002), 490.

• Not extant

• Not digitized

• Substitutes

• Repositories

• Cluster research

SolutionsProblems

Strategies
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health.pa.gov/topics/certificates

Department of Health

Death certificate
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Beyond the Death Record
• Search for gravestones

– Photos online
– Visit cemetery

• Find funeral home 
records
– Online
– Archives

• Order cemetery plot info
– From cemetery
– Through funeral home

• Obtain probate records
– FamilySearch
– County register of wills

Cemetery lots

Gravestones
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Funeral home 
records

Probate records
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Deed records

Land records

Finding Help
• Online guides

• Genealogical societies

• Historical societies

• Archives
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Online Guides

Genealogical Society of Pennsylvania

Historical Society of Pennsylvania
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Local Societies

Local Archives

Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission
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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
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org

Copyright ©2023
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