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“The use of computers in many phases of our business and personal lives is here to stay! 

Genealogists are definitely discovering more and more all the time that computers can play an 

important part in their genealogical activities.” 

Everton’s Genealogical Helper, January-February 1984 

 

And that was before the Internet reached our homes. 

 

More than 2,000 years ago, the Ancient Library of Alexandria, Egypt, was designed to 

hold a collection of all of the knowledge available in the world. Today, thanks to digitization and 

the Internet, that objective seems more achievable than ever before. 

 

Hundreds of millions of documents are available online. Digitized databases allow us to 

cover a lot of material in a short time, much more quickly than using microfilm. They help to 

bring the whole world of published works (pre-1938 at least) into your home, allow you to 

search the full text of books and other material, and can bring to light material that’s been 

undiscovered on library shelves for decades. 

 

These websites will help family historians learn more about where their families were 

from, understand the history of ancestral areas, and sort out geographic details. There are 

materials with specific genealogical interest, but many more help fill in the background 

information. Context is important, and these sites will help you find it. Also, you can use the 

mass digitization projects to identify that something exists in print or microforms, and use the 

information to find it in its original format.  

 

Key websites available to everyone include the Internet Archive (www.archive.org) and 

Google Books (books.google.com), which are both free, and JSTOR (www.jstor.org), which is 

free with limitations. Many other sites are available only through libraries at colleges and 

universities; their high cost puts them out of reach of individuals and even public libraries. 

 

Mass digitization projects can’t replace everything. Not all of these projects are freely 

available, access is limited by copyright date, and they rarely have information that is not found 

elsewhere. The material included has usually been published before, or exists in archives that are 

accessible to the public. 

 

Before diving into website filled with digitized records, remember that digitization is not 

the last word. Optical character recognition is not perfect. 

 

 



 

Some of the websites accessible from your home 
 

Along with the large sites listed below, look for the websites of local, regional, state or 

provincial, or national archives. There have been mass digitization projects at all levels, so it is 

worth checking to see what is available. Quality and content will vary.  

 

Even though these digitization sites have their own search tools, Google’s crawlers might 

have done a better job. So try the Google search as well, narrowing it down to the site. Go to 

Google’s advanced search – at www.google.com/advanced_search – to specify a site, or just type 

it into the main search box as a command. (For example, “Bucklebury site:europeana.eu” will 

search the Europeana site for references to Kate Middleton’s hometown.) 

 

Internet Archive (www.archive.org) 

This is a mass digitization program based in the San Francisco area but active around the 

world. They have gone into hundreds of libraries and mass-scanned all of the books that are out 

of copyright – almost four million of them. The collection includes every United States census 

up to 1930, New York passenger lists to 1957, and much, much more. Be warned, most of these 

items have not been indexed, so you will need to work through them page by page. 

The quality of scanning can vary widely, OCR may or may not be available on the full 

text, and there are often multiple copies of the same work from different libraries. (Any 

institution can scan a work and upload it to archive.org.) You can search in various ways, but 

you are dealing with metadata, not full text. Quality of that metadata varies widely. Most items 

are available in multiple formats (such as EPUB, Kindle, PDF), and can be downloaded or read 

online. The genealogy collection is at archive.org/details/genealogy. 

Archive.org is also responsible for the Wayback Machine, an archive of websites from 

the earliest days. This was a byproduct of the alexa.com site, which tracks web traffic. 

 

Open Library (www.library.org) 

This site, part of the Internet Archive family, is designed to have a record of every book 

ever published. About three million older books, those out of copyright, can be read online. A 

full-text search, known as “Search Inside,” allows users to drill deep into the material on the site. 

Open Library includes parish registers, histories, geographic aids and much more. 

 

Google Books (books.google.com) 

This is another mass digitization project, similar to the Internet Archive, that scans 

everything, whether it’s in copyright or not. If the book is out of copyright, you can read the 

whole thing online. For items in copyright, Google Books defaults to a short preview. Google 

has been trying to do out-of-copyright mass digitization scanning in Europe, but the laws there 

on orphan works are quite strict, and it hasn't really worked out. 

 

JSTOR (www.jstor.org) 

JSTOR is a “scholarly journal archive” with selected scholarly journals back to the first 

date of publication up to recent years. It includes some journals that are still in publication. The 

oldest titles go back to the 1880s, but few of these journals have genealogical information. There 

are, however, 2,480 titles in “history,” with regional history publications, and a new “books” and 



“pamphlets” area. JSTOR has a “register and read” program where you can sign up and read, for 

free, a limited number of articles per week. 

A search of JSTOR defaults to a keyword search on the full text of every article. This 

might work if you are looking for something unique, like a personal name, but otherwise, use the 

advanced search and limit your keyword search to the title or abstract field. You can also search 

within a particular publication. 

 

Hathi Trust Digital Library (www.hathitrust.org) 

One of the largest mass digitization projects, with more than five million book titles. It 

has a focus on books, rather than journals or pamphlets, with great metadata. Search by keyword, 

and then within the results. You can search for several keywords at once. The site does not allow 

full access to everything, but it can be a great guide to books available elsewhere. This is one 

case where a successful search might lead to a trip to a library to look at a printed version. 

 

Europeana (www.europeana.eu/portal) 

This is a vast project digitizing and archiving online the contents of European museums 

and archives. Europeana is a single access point to millions of books, paintings, films, museum 

objects and archival records from throughout Europe. It is designed to “make heritage available 

to people wherever they are, whenever they want it,” and it’s growing all the time. They are 

working on digitizing a representative sample of newspapers from across Europe, and promise 

content made public by the end of this year. 

 

Trove (www. trove.nla.gov.au) 

Trove, at the National Library of Australia, has more than 300 million Australian and 

online resources, including books, images, historic newspapers, maps, music, diaries and letters, 

and more. It includes an archive of websites dating to 1996. It also allows users to correct the 

information shown on the site. 
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