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FOR ANYONE WITH roots 
in Philadelphia,
PhillyHistory.org offers
an exciting way to “map
your memories” and lit-
erally see where your
ancestors lived. The
Philadelphia City
Archive is one of the
largest municipal
archives in the United
States. One of its unique
collections includes near-
ly 2 million photographs
of the city and its streets,
buildings and residents.
These photos date from
the late 1800s to the 20th century.

While the archive’s complete photo
collection is not yet online, new photos
are added every week. According to
their February 2007 newsletter, a total of
22,344 images had been scanned with
more than 3,500 added in the previous
three months. Fees collected from the
purchase of photographs go towards the
site maintenance and the continued
scanning of the millions of photos.
However, all the photos can be printed
or copied from your computer for free.

The site features several options to
search for photos. Users can search the
photo archive by date, address,

neighborhood or keyword. Some of
the topics include Architecture
(1,263 photos), Churches (162 pho-
tos), Hospitals (43 photos) and
People (552 photos). The “People”
photos include some school class-
room photos, factory workers and
even residents sitting on the front
porch. Most of the people in the
photos are not identified. However,
some are, so you may be able to find
a photo of an ancestor.

The site’s blog high-
lights “discoveries from
the City Archives” and
appears to be updated
several times each
month. Recent topics
include a post on Laurel
Hill Cemetery,
Pennsylvania Hospital,
Arch Street in downtown
Philadelphia, and
Thomas McKean — a
signer of the Declaration
of Independence,
Governor of
Pennsylvania and
Philadelphia resident

until his death in 1818. Blog posts also
offer reference sources for more informa-
tion on each topic, and, of course, the
photos that inspired the post.

PhillyHistory.org also has a bi-
monthly newsletter available either on
the site or via an e-mail subscription.
The “Featured Photos” section provides
an easy way to browse through photos if
you don’t have any particular areas to
search.

The possibilities for researchers are
many. See neighborhoods long gone
with the arrival of shopping malls or
highways. Track the city’s changing sky-
line. Find factories where your ancestors

worked. Bring the addresses found
in census records, draft cards and
city directories to life. Whether you
have roots in Philadelphia or are
interested in taking a photographic
tour  of the city during the 19th and
20th centuries, PhillyHistory.org will
not disappoint. 

— DONNA J. POINTKOUSKI
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The PhillyHistory website.
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Image from PhillyHistory: 
City Hall Tower — Night

Illumination (1917).

Image from PhillyHistory: Walnut Lane
Bridge — official dedication (1908).

Image from PhillyHistory: 
Special Education (1928).

Image from PhillyHistory: 1238 to
1244 Callowhill Street (1894). 

Image from PhillyHistory: Mounted
Police in City Hall Courtyard (1908).
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