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The National Archives and Records
Administration (NARA) is the nation's
record keeper. Of all the documents and
materials created in the course of business
conducted by the United States Federal
government, only 1%–3% are determined
permanently valuable. Those valuable records
are preserved and are available to you,
whether you want to see if they contain clues
about your family’s history, need to prove a
veteran’s military service, or are researching
an historical topic that interests you.
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THE KNOW YOUR RECORDS PROGRAM
consists of free events with up-to-date information
about our holdings. Events offer opportunities for
you to learn about the National Archives’ records
through ongoing lectures, monthly genealogy
programs, and the annual genealogy fair.
Additional resources include an online genealogy
tutorial, reference reports for genealogical
research, and the newsletter Researcher News.
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Jeffery Hartley
Chief Librarian Jeffery Hartley will discuss the
history and contents of the U.S. Congressional
Serial Set for family history research. The
presentation will include African American
genealogy and a demonstration of the digital version
of the serial set.
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Mr. Hartley is the Chief Librarian
of the National Archives Library
Information Center (ALIC). He
earned a B.A. in history from
Dickinson College and an M.A.
and M.L.S. from the University
of Maryland, College Park. He
has worked in ALIC for 25 years,
and has been Chief Librarian
since 2004.
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Using the Congressional Serial 
Set for Genealogical Research

Jeffery T. Hartley
Chief Librarian

Archives Library Information Center
alic@nara.gov



Background
• Congressional Set, Congressional Series, 

“sheep set”
• Established in 1817 (15th Congress)

– Originally, official publication of the activities of the 
U.S. government 

• American State Papers (1st-14th Congresses)
• Citing the Serial Set:

– S. Doc. No. 512, 23rd Congress, 1st Session (1833).
– H.R. Doc. No. 736, 56th Congress, 1st Session (1899).



American State Papers

• Reports and documents of the 1st 14 
Congresses (1789-1838)

• 38 volumes arranged by subject: 
– Foreign Relations, Indian Affairs, Finance, 

Commerce & Navigation, Military Affairs, 
Naval Affairs, Post Office, Public Lands, 
Claims, Miscellaneous







What’s included in the
Serial Set

• House and Senate journals (until 1953)
• House and Senate reports
• House and Senate documents
• Senate treaty documents
• Senate executive reports
• Miscellaneous reports



What’s included, cont’d.

• 19th century: all activities of the entire
government

• Changes in U.S. are reflected in reports:
– 1817: 19 states, all but one east of Mississippi 

River
• Reports deal primarily with Congressional 

concerns
– By 1900: expansion to West Coast, Industrial 

Revolution
• Reports include exploration, industry, even fine 

arts



But what’s included for 
GENEALOGISTS?

• Private claims for military service
• Relief petitions
• Patent lists
• Land grants 
• War of the Rebellion records
• Official Register (Federal employees)
• Maps of exploration and state 

boundaries
• Native American data



Of Genealogical Interest, cont’d

• Lands surveys, post road routes
• Military registers
• Census statistics 
• Lighthouse reports
• DAR grave registers
• Petitions and Memorials



Indexes for the Serial Set

Most useful indexes: 
• CIS Index 
• Checklist of U.S. Public Documents, 1789-

1909
• Grassroots of America
• Digital versions



Paper Index





Digital Serial Set

• http://congressional.proquest.com

http://congressional.proquest.com/


Non-military Information

• Census Data
• Land Claims
• Memorials
• Registers of employees
• Annual Reports
• Patents



















































Columbia Institution

• Annual Reports for the school, which 
became Gallaudet

• Provides information about the school’s 
activities

• Roster of students and their home states













DAR Annual Report

• Proceedings of the society and its patriotic 
work
– List of members
– Graves of revolutionary soldiers
– Historic sites
– Attention given historic buildings
– Local historical investigation
– Trails
– Memorials









Patents
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Military Information

• Army Registers
• Pardons
• Chaplains
• Official Records of the War of the 

Rebellion
• Pensions for military service



















Surprises

• Can’t know all 15,000+ volumes

• Always worth looking at, especially for 19th

century items

• Several cases in point





























Conclusion

• Not a starting point
• Most likely background information or brief 

biographical information
• Know or think that there may be a reason 

for inclusion
• Full-text online makes searching easier
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