
DILR/OLLI Using the FHLC
The Family History Library Catalog:
The Key to the Library

by Ben Franklin

Introduction
The Family History Library Catalog has long been perhaps the single most useful tool available to geneal-
ogists. Over the years it has been available in various formats, including microfiche. Today it may be pur-
chased from the Distribution Center on CD-ROM or it may be accessed via the FamilySearch.org website.
The FHLC is not just any library catalog. It was created with genealogists in mind. This means that you 
can search it for a list of books for a certain locality or for a specific surname. Even surnames that don’t 
appear in the title of the work will be indexed, as long as they are major surnames in the work.
In addition, locales are indexed in ways that are useful to the researcher, unlike ordinary library catalogs.
Even if you are not going to the Family History Library in Salt Lake City any time soon - even if you are 
not going to use your local FHC at all, the FHLC is one of the most valuable research tools that you can use 
to identify records that you might want to examine in person at the courthouse or an archive, borrow from 
another library via interlibrary loan, or even purchase for yourself.
Of course the FHL has books - millions and millions of them, but you cannot borrow them. It may be help-
ful to think of the FHL as a reference library. If you’ve ever tried to check a book out of the Reference 
Section of your local library, you know what I mean. They do not loan out reference books. However, most 
of the books in the FHL have been filmed. If the book has been filmed, you can usually order a copy of the 
film to view at your local FHC. The availability of a specific reference may depend on the copyright 
restrictions and whether or not the FHC has been given permission to create and share copies.

Review/Context
The Research Process
By way of review, here is a brief summary of the family history research process:
1. Determine what you know about your family.
2. Determine what you want to find out.
3. Find out which records would be most likely to contain the information to answer your question.
4. Acquire and interpret the record.
5. Evaluate the information found. 

Obviously, using the FHLC can be very helpful (even critical) for steps 3 and 4...

Research Outlines
There are a variety of Research Outlines that have been prepared by the Family History Library which give 
the basics of research for various countries, US states, languages (specializing in genealogical vocabulary) 
and other subjects of interest to genealogists. The topic headings found therein are listed as shown in the 
FHLC, so there is a handy correlation between them.
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Fix this!

Basic Access
Fiche Version
The fiche version of the FHLC is out of date (1992) and will not be updated. It is sorted in different ways: 
Locality, Subject, Surname, and Author/Title. We won’t devote any further time to this.

CD-ROM Version
The latest version via CD-ROM is April 2002. The cost is $5. It can be ordered on the FamilySearch.org 
website. Click on Order/Download Products->Software & Databases->Miscellaneous Databases, or 
just go to www.ldscatalog.com and select Item # 50081000.

Internet Version
The Internet version of the FHLC is updated continuously. It is accessed by going to the website 
(www.familysearch.org) and clicking on Library->Family History Library Catalog.
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Begin by Looking for Surnames !
Many beginning researchers assume that no one has written about their lineage, or they assume that they 
must start with primary records for one reason or another. These assumptions is just plain wrong. Knowing 
what research has already been conducted can save years of effort in a research project. Secondary sources 
do not have to be trusted, but even poor previous research can yield tremendous time-saving clues. For this 
reason, one of the first searches one should do usually involves surnames.

Surname Search
The results of the search for surname “Franklin” are shown below. Note that the name Franklin does not 
occur in most of the titles, and thus, in a “normal” library catalog, most of these would probably not be 
listed under Franklin...
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Locale Search
This search can be very useful, but first time users often get lost. To actually get to a film number, you have 
to descend about 9 levels of menus (!) The first screen that is displayed always seems to cause beginners 
confusion: they stop... and read the whole thing. This is usually not time well-spent, because once they 
read the entire screen, they are usually completely stumped as to what to do next, or what text to enter. In 
this case I suggest that you ignore the verbiage. I don’t know why this is confusing, but simply type the 
locale of interest in the first field (“Place”), and ignore the second one. You will be presented with a list of 
possibilities. For US research you will usually want to enter the County name. Do not enter the word 
“County”. 
Hint: Try to confine your entry to one word. For “United States”, for instance, just putting “United” in 
gives you an immediate response of only two choices. Putting in “United States” only gives one response, 
but takes several seconds longer. For Sainte Genevieve County in Missouri, you would have to know that 
“Sainte” is abbreviated “Ste” because it is French. Rather than memorizing that, just enter “Genevieve”, 
and select from the choices 
.
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Place Details
Once you specify the locale, a list of “details” is shown. These are the main classifications of records... 
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View Related Places
If you click on “View Related Places” you will be presented with a list of locales - one level less detailed 
and one level more detailed.
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Topic Details
When you click on the first category of the topics of Greene County, Missouri, “Biography”, the following 
list of publication titles is displayed:
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Title Details
This tells about the particular publication. Remember to read this carefully. 
• When was it written? Is there something more recent that might be better? Was it written before the 

event that you are researching? It might still be for sale - is there an ISBN number? 
• How many pages? If it says that it’s the tombstone inscriptions from New York City Cemeteries and is 

only 3 pages long, then you might be able to infer that it isn’t complete.
• Has it been filmed? Is is microfiche? (gold!)
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Digital Images
Despite the fact that the FHLC may seem to be unchanging, there are constant updates and enhancements. 
One of the most recent innovations has been that Brigham Young University has undertaken a project to 
digitize pre-1928 books. These are found via links in the FHLC. There are currently (as of 4 Apr 2004) 993 
digitized books. During the recent (Mar 2005) BYU Genealogy Conference, they announced that their first 
focus will be on county histories and family histories. Their existing “hard copy” collection already con-
tains county histories for virtually every county in the US, and these will be the core of their first offerings 
as they digitzie them.

 
When you click on the link, you will be taken to the “Online Collections at BYU” where you can view the 
original text. You might want to surf around that site. It has its own search engine.
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Film Notes
Finally, to order the document at the FHC, you will need the film number, so click on View Film Notes, if 
the button is available. 
• Remember to note the item number. There may be several publications on the same film. Beginners 

occasionally send a film back because, although it is the right film, it begins with another publication.
• Carefully examine the date ranges and alphabetical ranges to ensure that you are ordering the correct 

film. Nothing is more frustrating than anxiously waiting three weeks for the wrong film to arrive.
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Keyword Search
In the years since the FamilySearch.org website has been made available, Keyword Search has been avail-
able for the Internet version of the catalog only part of the time. In Dec 2004, it again surfaced. This is a 
very useful feature if you are searching for a “non-Locale, non-Surname” reference. Take, for instance the 
case of records of native americans. You might want to know about a specific tribe whose location is not 
linked to a state or other locale, or perhaps you want to see what is available on the topic of African Amer-
ican genealogy in general. Typing in “native american” yields 619 titles. Typing in “african american” 
yields 1270 titles.
Another good use for this is tracking down obscure data found in the body of a listing, such as the NARA 
Film series. Let’s say we’re searching the NARA site and come across a record of interest: 

Microfilm Publication T288: General Index to Pension Files, 1861-1934 
Updated March 17, 2003  
Introduction  
This microfilm publication reproduces a general index to pension files, 1861-1934. The pen-
sion applications to which this index applies relate chiefly to Army, Navy, and Marine Corps 
service performed between 1861 and 1916...

 
How does one find this series in the FHLC? The most direct way to do so is to simply enter it in the Key-
word Search. When you type in T288, it will display:

You will note that the FHLC has a different title for this record. NARA has changed the name of this 
record, but the FHLC has chosen to keep the old title.
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Hints and Research Ideas
Hint: Remember Source Guides.
You might learn things about locales that you didn’t know.

Hint: Remember Surnames!

Hint: The FHLC is available on three media. If one is not accessible, use another. 
This can be handy if you have the CD-ROM, and don’t have an Internet connection.

Hint: Just because you are not going to order the film from the FHL, doesn’t mean you 
shouldn’t use the FHLC.
(detailed earlier in this handout) 

Hint: When doing Locale search, enter only one word, if possible.
(detailed earlier in this handout) 

Idea: Copy of all of the entries for a surname or locale
You can then mark down research notes about which ones you want to get. When you come back to the 
FHLC (years later?), you can note which references are new, and re-evaluate what you might want to order. 
This is a good way to help keep track of this part of your research.

Idea: Don’t print the FHLC entry, save to floppy/flashdrive/etc.
Once you’ve searched the document, you can cut and paste for source references, E-mail correspondence, 
etc.

Idea: Order all of the Fiche - data mining
To accelerate your research, use the FHLC to locate all of the fiche for the state, county, surname, etc. 
Order all of them. They’re cheap and will be placed on indefinite loan at your FHC. Personally, I’ve 
ordered several that I didn’t think would be of any help, that later turned out to be tremendous.
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