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African American Resources Available Online at NARA 

Metro-Atlanta AAHGS 

Everyone has people in the records of the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) unless 

all their family lines came into this country very recently. Although the National Archives was not 

created until 1934 by Congress to preserve and care for the records of the United States government, 

records date back to the 1700s. Government staff began moving records into the current National 

Archives Building on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. in 1936. Prior to this, records were kept 

in a haphazard way wherever various agencies/departments found space to store them. The delay in 

creating both an archives program and an entity to permanently preserve valuable records is one 

reason for gaps in some records and the lack of other records.  

 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/
https://www.archives.gov/
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NARA has expanded over the decades and now includes more than 40 facilities throughout the country 

- Presidential Libraries, Federal Records Centers, the Federal Register, the National Historical 

Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC), the Information Security Oversight Office (ISOO), the 

National Declassification Center (NDC), the Office of Government Information Services (OGIS), and 

probably most familiar to us, regional archives like NARA at Atlanta.  

Not all government records are transferred to NARA; only about 2 to 5 % of records created each year 

are considered permanently valuable. Many of today’s records are created electronically, but that is a 

recent development. Records are controlled by the agency, department, entity that created them until 

they are scheduled to be sent to NARA. These government entities have specific record group numbers 

for their records. Within record groups there are subgroups and series that help in grouping similar 

materials together. Once NARA takes possession and gets ownership, the records are to be preserved 

permanently. Staff at NARA inventory, process, and create finding aids to make the records more 

accessible.  

PLEASE! PLEASE! PLEASE! WHEN SEARCHING, DO NOT LIMIT YOUR SEARCHES ONLY TO RECORDS 

YOU KNOW TO BE AFRICAN AMERICAN.  

Genealogy Resources page 

This is a good place to begin browsing and clicking on the NARA website. 

 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/locations
https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy/start-research/nara-resources
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Guide to Federal Records at NARA 
Because most of what is at NARA is textual (not electronic/digital/ born digital), the Guide to Federal 
Records in the National Archives of the United States is one way to wade through this mass of data. The 
last print edition of this was published in 1995 and was three volumes of 2,428 pages. The online 
searchable Guide … is updated.  
Information about the Guide and samples of what information is available about records is at About 
the Guide to Federal Records.  
 
The Guide can be searched by entering terms such as: 

• colored, Negro, black soldiers, pow camps, slaves, WPA, CCC, Oak Ridge, Land rush 

• key words or partial titles of records - census 

• Name of agency/department that created the record –examples: Bureau of Land Management, 

War Department  

Or, can be searched by the Record Group Number (RG#) – see the Go to RG# box in image below. 

When searching the Record Group box, enter a three digit number. A one or two digit RG number 

needs zeroes added in front of the numbers.  

 

Reference Reports for Genealogy 

Reference reports are one to four page compilations of research strategies in certain categories.  

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/about.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/about.html
https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy/reference-reports.html
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Example of first part of one Reference Report from the African American category 

 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
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Record Groups 

NARA is the repository for official records created by arms of the federal government. Federal 

government documents are materials published by and created by the United States government, but 

are not considered official records and are not housed at NARA. State governments also produce 

government documents. Many of the publications created by NARA are government documents (aka 

gov docs).  

An important thing to remember when searching for records at NARA is that names of departments 

have changed over time and so records that we think would be in one RG may actually be organized 

under several. This same principle applies to government documents. 

For instance, War Department was replaced by Department of Defense. General Land Office (GLO) and 

United States Grazing Service were combined and placed under Department of Interior in 1946 as 

Bureau of Land Management. 

Current list of U.S. government agencies  

Independent agencies 

The Record Group Explorer can be changed to a list view (as shown below), can be searched, and 

columns can be sorted..  

  

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.usa.gov/federal-agencies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independent_agencies_of_the_United_States_government
https://www.archives.gov/findingaid/record-group-explorer?_ga=2.11429942.326038269.1610307523-479080725.1610307523


Laura W. Carter, MEd, MLIS, SLIS                             Metro Atlanta AAHGS 6 
genlibrarianga@gmail.com                                            23 January 2021 

This list of Record Group Clusters and Locations can help you find information about records that may 

show your ancestor. For instance, under RG24 Old Navy > Records of the Bureau of Navy Personnel 

might be found records of Frederick Douglass’ service in Navy.   

Below is an image showing a snippet of results from the Alphabetical Index to RGs under Virginia. The 

digits to the left of the first decimal point comprise the RG number, the numbers following are 

subgroup numbers. Please note the variety of RG numbers that are in this excerpt. 

 

Learning to use Record Groups can help you discover records  that are not online (textual, microfilm, 

and other formats) that you need to access.  

 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/research/alic/tools/record-group-clusters.html#genealogy
https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/index-alpha/a.html
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Searching information at NARA 

The Online Research Tools and Aids page lists multiple tools and aids. 

 

The two tools that will probably be used most often are the National Archives Catalog and Access to 

Archival Databases (AAD). Take the time to learn how to use these.  

National Archives Catalog 

This is the portal to locating records and information about the records in NARA. The catalog searches 

all webpages in archives.gov and provides results on those as well as finding aids and access to 

electronic records at NARA.  

As you read articles, notes from past conferences and presentations, and even on the NARA website, 

you may find mention of using ARC (Archival Research Catalog), ERA (Electronic Records Archives), and 

OPA(Online Public Access) tools. The catalog replaced all of these tools.  

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/research/start/online-tools
https://www.archives.gov/research/catalog
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Access to Archival Databases (AAD) 

The Getting Started Guide to AAD is essential reading. This link gets us to directions on How to Search 

AAD. Some information on that page is outdated, but is still helpful in effectively searching the AAD. 

 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://aad.archives.gov/aad/index.jsp
https://aad.archives.gov/aad/help/getting-started-guide.html
https://aad.archives.gov/aad/help/getting-started-guide.html
https://aad.archives.gov/aad/help/getting-started-guide.html
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AAD can be searched by terms, and by using the links to filter the searches. The example below shows 

Negro entered in Basic search. Results provide 877,364 records in 28 series. This kind of search can 

help you find records you did not know existed. 

 

The columns in the page below can be sorted to make looking for people easier. 

 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
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Understanding the information in the records covered in AAD can depend on using the Terminology 

page. 

Microfilm Catalog 

Researchers can use The Microfilm Catalog to search where microfilm is located across all NARA 

facilities. Descriptive Pamphlets (DP), Preliminary Inventories (PI), and other aids to specific microfilm 

publications can often be found here. Signing in is NOT required. Although the screen indicates that 

microfilm will be ordered if the lower search box is used, use that box as needed to find what you 

need. If the microfilm publication is larger than 200 rolls, enter the letter “a” after the publication 

number without any spaces or there will be no results.  

 

Digitized records 

Only a small portion of records at NARA have been digitized and made available online. Many are 

available through sites such as Ancestry.com, FamilySearch.org, Fold3.com, HeritageQuest Online. 

The list of records digitized by these partners is updated as new records are completed. Bookmarking 

this page can get you to the list quickly. A spreadsheet of the page can also be downloaded and sorted.  

Publications 

NARA has published guides to types of records, Special Lists, General Information Leaflets (GIL), 

microfilm catalogs, the Federal Register, Code of Federal Regulations, Descriptive Pamphlets (DPs), 

Preliminary Inventories (PIs) and much more.  Many are now available online.  

Prologue Magazine (the journal of NARA) was published quarterly for almost 50 years with articles 
designed to help people understand records at NARA and all its facilities. A special issue was published 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://aad.archives.gov/aad/help/terminology.html
https://eservices.archives.gov/orderonline/start.swe?SWECmd=GotoView&SWEBHWND=&_sn=sYFS6MK1-G9sFAUliuG5Hi3jcppqaSH6gAXkOTQ9CyArBUvm8VTrMhGmRrVfafjuC9OlPyjjnVEj2aTaGXUJETks-pNg4IrIHViTMjBrCFajMlh6l.dB640YAbwiqpA0cBz1uHUGEyOQSlTG4Qn64XYqdDrpNouBdXPcyj2daGBsDAbNX8f9s6wBm.-tXQnic6qIuqKKvgg_&SWEView=GPEA+Microfilm+Landing+Page+View+MIF&SRN=&SWEHo=eservices.archives.gov&SWETS=1610221117&SWEScreen=GPEA+Microfilm+MIF
https://www.archives.gov/digitization/digitized-by-partners
https://www.archives.gov/publications
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in September 1997 on African American History. Questions about particular records or topics can often 
be answered with information from Prologue articles. For example, this article about The Purple Heart       
provides a history of the medal and its creation. 
 
African American Heritage is a section of the website specifically about African Americans; check out 
the Subject Portals at this page. 
 

History Hub and Citizen Archivists 

History Hub is an online research support community for anyone seeking information about people, 

places, or things. This is the place to ask and answer questions. Below is an image for part of the 

Communities page within History Hub 

 

Citizen Archivists transcribe records  and “find or post new transcription challenges.”  

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/1997/summer
https://www.archives.gov/files/publications/prologue/2012/winter/purple-heart.pdf
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans#portals
https://historyhub.history.gov/welcome
https://historyhub.history.gov/community/citizen-archivists
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Education opportunities 

There are online programs/workshops, online tutorials, YouTube channels, annual virtual genealogy 

fairs, and much more to assist people in learning about NARA and how to use the records.  

Although the Educators section of the website is designed for those teaching others, there is no reason 

the rest of us cannot use the tools and activities there.  

Many of you are familiar with the Institute of Genealogy and Historical Research (IGHR) now held in 

Athens, Georgia, Salt Lake Institute of Genealogy (SLIG), and Genealogy Research Institute of 

Pittsburgh (GRIP). The oldest institute is currently called the Genealogical Institute on Federal Records 

(Gen-Fed), formerly called National Institute on Genealogical Research (NIGR). The origins of Gen-Fed 

go back to 1950 and the institute has been through several iterations. Gen-Fed is held at NARA in 

Washington, DC and Archives II in Maryland providing a week of in-depth study of material held by 

NARA. 

Subscription databases available free on NARA facility computers  

• Ancestry.com 
• Fold3(Formerly Footnote.com) 
• ProQuest/UMI 

o ArchivesUSA 
o ProQuest Direct 

• GaleNet 
o Biography and Genealogy Master Index (BGMI) 
o Archives Unbound 

• America: History and Life 
• Ingenta (Articles) 
• Digital National Security Archive 
• U.S. Serial Set Digital Collection 

Resource List 

Keep in mind that there are books about researching the National Archives that are about The National 

Archives in the UK, formerly the Public Records Office (PRO), now in Kew. A number of the books about 

researching in the United States National Archives are somewhat out of date, but can still be useful. 

Many guides and books are now available online at the NARA website.  

NARA eNewsletters - Consider subscribing to one or more of the email newsletters available from 

NARA. 

Greenwood, Val D. The Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy, 4th edition. Baltimore, MD: 
Genealogical Publishing Co., 2017.  

This “Bible “ of U.S. genealogy discusses a variety of records and how to use those records, 
many of which are located at NARA. 

mailto:genlibrarianga@gmail.com
https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy/start-research/nara-resources
https://www.archives.gov/calendar/genealogy-fair?_ga=2.52275115.326038269.1610307523-479080725.1610307523
https://www.archives.gov/calendar/genealogy-fair?_ga=2.52275115.326038269.1610307523-479080725.1610307523
https://www.archives.gov/education
https://ighr.gagensociety.org/
https://slig.ugagenealogy.org/index.php
https://www.gripitt.org/
https://www.gripitt.org/
https://www.gen-fed.org/
http://www.ancestryinstitution.com/
http://www.ancestryinstitution.com/
http://www.fold3.com/institution-index.php
http://www.fold3.com/institution-index.php
http://archives.chadwyck.com/
http://archives.chadwyck.com/
http://search.proquest.com/index
http://search.proquest.com/index
http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itweb/coll44243
http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itweb/coll44243
http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itweb/coll44243
http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itweb/coll44243
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?authtype=cookie,ip,uid&profile=ehost&defaultdb=ahl
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?authtype=cookie,ip,uid&profile=ehost&defaultdb=ahl
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/
http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com/home.do
http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com/home.do
http://web.lexis-nexis.com/congcomp
http://web.lexis-nexis.com/congcomp
https://www.archives.gov/publications/email-newsletters
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Note: All links worked as of 10 January 2021 
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