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Session Roadmap

Non-Digital Collections

Books
Manuscripts

Digital Databases

At American Ancestors
• Basic search
• Browsing the databases

Subscriptions
• Accessed when in building
• Some accessible at home

Library Catalog and Digital 
Library and Archives

Introduction to the Library 
Catalog
Overview of our Digital 
Collections
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Welcome to Our Headquarters
• Building has eight floors; 

library occupies five 

• 4 floors are inaccessible to 
public – 8th, 6th, 4th, Vault 
(Basement)

• General collection, 
Manuscripts and rare books, 
some microfilm, periodicals, 
databases

• Experienced staff

• Moved 11,000-12,000 books 
offsite
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General tips for the week
• Dress in layers!
• Stake out a place on one 

of the library floors
• Lockers on library floors 

(5 and 7)
• Stick to your research 

goals but be flexible
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Cornerstone Project:
Lost two library floors
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30,000 published genealogies
40,000 local histories and records

5,000 journals and periodicals
12,000 rare books

+numerous manuscript items

+ reference works, compilations, 
guidebooks, and more
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American Ancestors
The Brim-DeForest Library

Rare Books (Request at 5th Floor Desk)

Compiled Genealogies and Reference Material

Local History (Request manuscripts and rare books)

Microfilm and Fiche (7th floor and Vault)

Books from 1st floor moved to 5th floor
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New England
• Compiled genealogies

– Published
– Manuscript

• Church, vital, and cemetery 
records

• Town histories 

• Probate, land records

• Military indexes through 
World War I

• Ability to research all of New 
England
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7th floor Reading Room
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Open stacks on 7 and 5
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Great Migration Books
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Mayflower Books
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Torrey’s New England Marriages 
Prior to 1700
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Microtext
• Microfiche

o Boston city directories

• Maine Vital Records
o 1892-1955

• Family Genealogies
o Surnames A-H

• Rhode Island Vital 
Records

• Massachusetts county and 
town records
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Microtext in "Vault"
• New Brunswick vital records

o Includes late registrations of births 1810-1899

• Prince Edward Island
o Master Name Index
o Church records
o Land conveyances, 1769-1872

• Quebec Notarial Records

• Newspapers, Families Genealogies J-Z
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5th Floor Reading Room
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City of Boston
• Thwing Index,1630-1799 -

Inhabitants and Estates        
of the Town of Boston (also  
on AmericanAncestors.org)

• Lack of vital records for post 
Rev War period to 1840s

• Boston, MA: Church 
Records, 1630-1895(online 
database)

• Newspapers - Columbian 
Centinel, Boston Pilot 
(online database)

Come Home to New England

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 17



Researching New York Ancestors
• Core of collection 

focuses on 17th c. to 
mid 19th c.

• Utilize local history 
materials on 5th floor

• Works by Gertrude 
Barber

• Fred Q. Bowman’s N.Y 
vital records series
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Using "Old Class" books 
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Beyond New England & New York
• Bulk of material on 5th 

floor (Local History)

• Earliest settlements to mid 
19th century

• Many Midwest county 
histories now offsite

• Abstracts of probate 
records, church records, 
land records

• Genealogical periodicals
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Rare Books
• 12,000 titles

• Collections range 1400s to 1900s

• Strength of collection:
– Rare city directories (online on the Digital Library 

and Archive)
– Church records and local histories
– European genealogy

• Accessible to members – Request at 5th Floor 
Reference Desk
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Manuscripts
• Church records, family 

papers, bible records, 
compiled genealogies

• Collections with focus 
on a specific surname, 
geographical area, 
family association

• Client research by 
professional  
genealogists
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Cemetery Records

Burials in Hope Cemetery, Mohawk Valley, NY, Mss 894 Epitaphs & Inscriptions, Old Burying Ground, 
Watertown, Mass. (1866), Mss A 3183
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Church and Minister Records
7. In the Harbor of Matanzas, Ca., on 
board the U.S.S. “Worcester”, Mr. 
William Andrews of St. Augustine, Fla., 
and Miss. Mary Birrell, of Glasgow, 
Scotland. Fee – gold $20.00

Record of marriages solemnized by Rev. G. A. Crawford, 1869-1917 (bulk: 1881-1895), Mss A 8600
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Compiled Genealogy –
Surname Focused

Book of Ross by Ernest Edwin Fewkes, Mss 813
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Session Roadmap

Non-Digital Collections

Books
Manuscripts

Digital Databases

At American Ancestors
• Basic search
• Browsing the databases

Subscriptions
• Accessed when in building
• Some accessible at home

Digital Library and Archives

Introduction to the Library 
Catalog
Overview of our Digital 
collections
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Searching American 
Ancestors Databases
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Search Drop-down Box
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https://www.americanancestors.org/database-search-advanced-search
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https://www.americanancestors.org/browse-all-databases
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Clicking on Camera Icon
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Other Records …

Wyeth Funeral Service records, Mss 223

Ethel G. Hitchins
died Cambridge, MA 

1918 (Influenza)
“Removing Remains 
8 PM train No. Sta. 

9/20”
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Now online - NEHGS database
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Journals on AmericanAncestors.org
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Databases at the Library

and many more!
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Session Roadmap

Non-Digital Collections

Books
Manuscripts

Digital Databases

At American Ancestors
• Basic search
• Browsing the databases

Subscriptions
• Accessed when in building
• Some accessible at home

Digital Library and Archives

Introduction to the Library 
Catalog
Overview of our Digital 
Collections
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Library Catalog
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Library.nehgs.org
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http://library.nehgs.org/
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Example of offsite book with link to 
digital version
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Tip
The Catalog Is Your 

Friend!
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https://library.nehgs.org/search/X

1.) Enter key 
words such as 
name and 
place

2.) Then narrow 
your search to 
Manuscripts 
only    
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Example of Mss catalog record 
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Tip
Use Keyword when 

searching for 
manuscripts
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Chat up the archivist!

• In-depth knowledge of 
collections
– 70% of collection 

cataloged

• Assist with navigating 
the records!

Come Home to New England

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 46



The Digital Library 
and Archives
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Digital Library at a Glance
• Digitized materials from 3 repositories at NEHGS
– R. Stanton Avery Special Collections
– Brim-DeForest Library formerly referred to as Research 

Library
– Wyner Family Jewish Heritage Center

• Over 800,000 Images in 32 DLA Collections
– DLA collections may be one large archival collection or 

several archival collections or books with a shared theme
– Published & unpublished materials such as letters, photos, 

newspapers, genealogies, city directories, business records
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Digital.AmericanAncestors.org
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• The databases are 
indexed and allow 
searching by name, date, 
and place. 

• Searches are conducted 
through defined 
genealogy-focused fields 
(names, dates, places, 
etc.)

• Includes materials with 
browsable images 

• Some resources with 
searchable full-text 
transcriptions. 

• The records are not 
indexed like 
genealogical databases.

Digital Library and 
Archive

Databases on 
Anericanancestors.org

Databases vs. 
Digital Library and Archives
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Overview of the 
Collections
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3 DLA Collections
• City Directories
• Family History Books
• Local History Books

Collections from the
Brim-DeForest Library
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City Directories
• Over 120 directories

• From Massachusetts, Maine, 
Connecticut, New Hampshire, 
New York, Maryland, 
Pennsylvania, and 
other states
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Genealogies and Local Histories
• Family History Books
– Over 400 volumes
– Not available online 

anywhere else

• Local History Books
– Variety of published 

material, focused on 
certain locations
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Collections from
R. Stanton Avery Special Collections

13 Manuscript Collections on DLA:
• Business Records and Account Books (Special 

Collections)
• Church Records (Special Collections)
• Civil War Manuscripts (Special Collections)
• Commonplace Books (Special Collections)
• Family and Personal Papers (Special Collections)
• Family History Manuscripts (Special Collections)
• Family Registers and Bible Records (Special 

Collections)
• Finding Aids for Manuscript Collections (Special 

Collections)
• French and Indian Wars Manuscripts (Special 

Collections)
• Local History Manuscripts (Special Collections)
• Revolutionary War Manuscripts (Special Collections)
• Riobard O'Dwyer Papers (Special Collections)
• William Bollan Papers (Special Collections)
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Frequently requested manuscripts
• Family Registers and Bible 

Records
– Handwritten and typed Bible 

records

• Church Records
– Original church records from 

Boston and throughout the 
Northeast

• Family History Manuscripts
– Handwritten and typed 

genealogies
– Research notes
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More Manuscript Highlights
• Collections on American 

wars
– French and Indian Wars 

Manuscripts
– Revolutionary War 

Manuscripts
– Civil War Manuscripts

• Letters and diaries by 
soldiers

• Military records, such as 
muster rolls and orderly 
books
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Manuscript Highlights (cont.)
• Family and Personal Papers
– Diaries written 1762-1878
– Letters to and from 

Benjamin Franklin and his 
sister, Jane Mecom

– Letters by American soldiers 
in WWI

– Other family letters, 
photographs, poetry, and 
more
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Launching new project:
Bible and Family records online

• Adding 4,200 bible and 
family records from our 
collection to the Digital 
Archive
– Original and Born-digital
– Photocopies

• Online searchable index 
on Americanancestors.org

• Link to images and full 
transcriptions

Bible record for the 
Allen Sperry, 

Mss A 726
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Collections from
Wyner Family Jewish Heritage Center

18 DLA Collections:
• Abraham Captain Ratshesky Papers (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Bureau of Jewish Education Records (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Collections of the Jewish Heritage Center of the North Shore (Jewish Heritage 

Center)
• Combined Jewish Philanthropies Records (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Community and Social Service Organization Records (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Dr. Robert Sperber Papers (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Family and Individual Papers (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society Boston Port Records (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Boston Records (Jewish 

Heritage Center)
• Jewish Heritage Center Photographs (Jewish Heritage Center)
• The Jewish Times Collection (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Leo Shapiro Newspaper Collection (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Mary Antin Correspondence to Alfred Seelye Roe (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Rabbinical, Synagogue and Jewish Education Papers (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Spiro Family Papers (Jewish Heritage Center)
• Winer, Kane, Snider Family Papers & Elm Farm Foods Records (Jewish Heritage 

Center)
• Wyner Family Papers (Jewish Heritage Center)
• YMHA & Hecht House Records (Jewish Heritage Center)
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Institutional Records From JHC
• Synagogues

• Jewish Community Centers

• Schools

• Trade Associations

• Cultural Organizations

• Burial Societies

• Businesses

• Zionist organizations
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Personal and Family Papers 
at JHC

• Families

• Individuals

• Often overlap with 
institutional records
– Family businesses 
– Synagogue members
– Beth Israel Hospital
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Boston Jewish Times
• Covers mid-1945 to 1992

• Open access (does not 
require a login)

• Organized by date of issue
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Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
(HIAS) Boston 

• HIAS Boston office assisted 
Jewish immigrants from 
Europe, especially Russia 
and Poland

• Digital collection focuses on 
case files of immigrants

• Searchable by name, 
country, language and year
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Navigation
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Option 1: Digital.AmericanAncestors.org
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Option 2: AmericanAncestors.org
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Option 3: Library Catalog
From the Library Catalog:
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Homepage

Homepage
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Homepage Browse Option 1
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Homepage Browse Options 2

Homepage
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Helpful Menus
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Exploring a 
Repository
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R. Stanton Avery Special Collections
Repository Homepage
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Collection Landing Page
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Access to Collections
• Open Access (12 collections)
– Free & no American Ancestors account required

• Restricted to Research & Contributing Members 
(7 collections)
– Only available to these members & they must login 

with their American Ancestors account

• Access by Request (15 JHC collections)
– Only applicable to people who want to access to JHC 

materials & they do not have a membership
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Logging in
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Features 
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Browsing
• Quick access dropdown browse menu
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Browse Repository
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Browse Access
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Browse Dates
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Searching One Collection
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Searching One Collection
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Working With Items
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Tip
Diaries written by an individual who lived in the same 
community as one of your ancestors can provide 
some insight into events that affected the community. 
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Downloading and Printing
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Review
1. Collections available on the DLA
2. Navigation and organization
3. Browsing
4. Basic and advanced search
5. Working with items

• Suggestions? Send them 
to DigitalAccess@americanancestors.org

Come Home to New England

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 88



QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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