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Genealogical 
Research 

in Newspapers

History of Newspapers
• Earliest newspaper

– Started in 1605 
– Relation aller Fürnemmen und 

gedenckwürdigen Historien
– “Distinguished and Commemorable News”
– German language
– Published in Strasburg
– Coverage: Holy Roman Empire of the 

German Nation
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History of Newspapers
• Longest running newspaper

– Started in 1645
– Ordinari Post Tijdender
– “Regular Mail Times”
– Swedish Language
– Published in Stockholm, Sweden

History of Newspapers
• Earliest American newspaper

– Started in 1704
– The Boston News-Letter
– English language
– Published in Boston, Massachusetts
– Coverage: Thirteen Colonies
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History of Newspapers
• Longest running American newspaper

– Started in 1756
– The New Hampshire Gazette
– English language
– Published in New Hampshire
– Coverage: Thirteen Colonies

432 Listings
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15,872 Listings

13,670 Listings
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Reading the Newspaper
• Pre-digital typesetting

– We have to read the originals or copies (usually on 
microfilm) with our eyes, or

– We have to read OCR transcriptions
• With digital typesetting

– We can read the digital versions

• What is OCR? (Optical Character Recognition)
– Computer software that attempts to read and 

transcribe the text

How does OCR work?
• Two distinct methods

– Matrix matching: each character is compared to a 
database of known patterns or shapes and assigned 
the correct character code 

• The fastest method (24 words per min.)

– Feature extraction: each character is analyzed for 
general features, such as open areas, closed shapes, 
diagonal lines, line intersections, etc 

• Used for specialty fonts or handwriting
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Searching Newspapers
• Newspapers are scanned page by page 

and transcribed using OCR technology
• The transcriptions are loaded into an 

“everyword index” (almost every word)
• The index is searchable by a “search 

engine”
• The quality and clarity of the image is 

critical
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The shear volume of newsprint 
is enormous!

• Not all newspapers have survived

• We do not know where some a located

• Many newspapers reserve their archives 
for generating revenue

• The expense of maintaining repositories is 
too much

Identifying newspapers

• www.NewspaperArchive.com ($). 
– Free at your local FHRC (FHC)

• www.Ancestry.com ($). 
• Digital Historical Newspapers (free) 

– FamilySearch Wiki
• Online Historical Newspapers Website

(lists of both free and $) 
– FamilySearch Wiki

Historical newspapers online 
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Identifying newspapers

• Wikipedia (lists both free and $) 
• www.genealogybank.com ($) 
• Library of Congress - Historic American 

Newspapers (free) 
– http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/

• Google News Archive (free) 

Historical newspapers online 

Identifying newspapers

• RootsWeb Obituary Daily Times (free) has a searchable 
database of over 14 million modern-day obituaries 
extracted by volunteers. Most are from 2000 or later, but 
some date back to the 1980s.
– http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~obituary/

• ABYZ Newslinks (free) has a directory of links to 
newspapers online organized by state and city. 
– http://www.abyznewslinks.com/unitemd.htm

• OnlineNewspapers.com (free) links to United States 
newspapers online. 
– http://www.onlinenewspapers.com/

Current newspapers online
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Identifying newspapers

• SHG Resources State Handbook and Guide (free) links 
to current U.S. newspapers online. 
– http://www.shgresources.com/md/newspapers/

• RootsWeb Newspaper Index. Database contains 
454372 records (48485 surnames). Selected states, 
counties and newspapers (as contributed). 
– http://userdb.rootsweb.ancestry.com/news/

• WorldVitalRecords.com has an extensive collection of 
online newspapers. 
– http://www.worldvitalrecords.com/

Current newspapers online
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FHL Catalog
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Note:  FamilySearch is not 
currently adding to its 
newspaper collection.
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www.newspaperarchive.com
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Chronicling America
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19th Century British Library Digital Archive
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Ancestry.com
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