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CITY DIRECTORIES – 19TH CENTURY “GOOGLE” 
City directories are a great resource for locating our ancestors in a given place and time. But the 
city directory, used to its fullest extent, can tell us so much more about our ancestors and their 

lives. Every directory is unique. They might provide maps; ward boundaries; places our ancestors 
shopped; services they used; clues to relatives and friends; pointers to other records; places of 

origin and even death dates. This presentation will demonstrate the benefits of using this resource. 

 

I. HISTORY OF THE CITY DIRECTORY 
a. The first real city directory was published in 1785 in Philadelphia. 

b. The latest city directories were published in the early to mid-twentieth century. 
c. Superseded by telephone directories, which began to appear around 1914. 
d. Major directory companies: William H. Boyd; C.S. Williams; R.L. Polk; R.R. 

Donnelley and later, R.H. Donnelley, his son. There were many others. 

II. CREATION OF A CITY DIRECTORY 
a. Canvassers walked door-to-door collecting names for the directory, much like a 

census taker. This might take 1-2 months to complete. See preface of the directory. 
b. Early canvassers might only include prominent people. Later canvassers were 

concerned with including every person who lived in the city limits. 
c. Be aware that there were usually multiple editions created each year. Check all 

available editions. 

III. USING THE CITY DIRECTORY 

a. The Basics 
i. If your ancestor is not found, consider other spellings (e.g., Schneider, 

Schnider, Sneider, Snider, etc.) Read the section “errors and omissions.” 
(a.k.a. “additions and removals,” “insertions,” etc.) If you are searching 

online, be sure to browse the directory page by page. 
ii. Be sure you completely understand the entry for your person. Check the 

listing of abbreviations. Use the street and avenue guide (if available) to 

determine exactly where their address was. If the street and avenue guide is 
not available, check the city directories for surrounding years. 

iii. Look up your ancestor’s employer. Look for others with the same 
occupation. These people are potential co-workers. 

b. Strategies 
i. Search every directory available for your ancestors’ lifetime to detect changes 

in their location and jobs. Collect every person with that surname; if 

searchable, look for others at same address. Use reverse directories, if 
available, to locate neighbors and neighborhood businesses (a.k.a. 
“crisscross” or “householder’s list.”) 

ii. Narrow down when the canvass might have taken place by making note of 
any dates in the preface material. 

iii. Get to know each directory you review. What are its unique features? 
iv. Churches, cemeteries, societies, etc. 

c. Further Your Research 
i. Use the directory to find a widow’s prior spouse when no death records 

exist. 
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ii. Find the names of children’s parents when the child’s death record does not 

name them, but does give their place of residence. Determine who lived at 
that address. 

iii. Find church records for your ancestor. Use their address to find them in the 

census, in the event that they were misindexed (or not at all). 
iv. Find land records for your ancestor when the county recorder does not have 

grantor/grantee indexes. You much know the address to access them. 

IV. CONSIDER OTHER TYPES OF DIRECTORIES 
County, area, social, religious, directories for various occupations. Check area libraries, 

archives, online source, etc. for more types. 

 

ONLINE SOURCES FOR CITY DIRECTORIES 
 CyndisList – http://cyndislist.com/directories/ 

 Google Books – http://books.google.com 
 USGenWeb – http://www.usgenweb.org/ Availability varies from county to county. 

 GenealogyTrails - http://genealogytrails.com/. Availability varies from county to county 
 Online Historical Directories Website - 

https://sites.google.com/site/onlinedirectorysite/Home - this site lists directories that 
appear online for the United States, Canada, Ireland, Thailand and the United Kingdom. 

 Ancestry – http://www.ancestry.com 

 Fold3 – http://www.fold3.com 
 U.S. City Directories - http://www.uscitydirectories.com/– this site attempts to identify 

any city directory that exists for a location and identify its location (online, microfilm, 
original format). 

 

BRICK AND MORTAR LOCATIONS 
 Newberry Library, Chicago. Their city directory holdings are listed in a 173-page PDF file, 

by state, then city: https://newberry.org/sites/default/files/researchguide-

attachments/City%20Directories.pdf   
 Library of Congress – Washington, D.C. For their holdings, visit 

http://www.loc.gov/rr/genealogy/bib_guid/telephon.html 
 Family History Library – http://www.familysearch.org – search their catalog by place 

name. 
 Chicago History Museum, Chicago. https://www.chicagohistory.org/  
 Allen County Public Library, Fort Wayne, Indiana. http://www.genealogycenter.org/  

 Check public libraries, archives, and historical/genealogy societies in the locale of interest. 
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