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Introduction 

 

        In their article on archival research methods, L'Eplattenier (2009, p. 72) states that a 

good methods section should act as a mechanism that pulls back the curtain to reveal how to 

record history. The composition of a strategy that aims to accurately track history necessitates 

a rigorous process of execution and criticism until the method presents a comprehensive 

account of the past. This guide seeks to assist archival research by providing relevant 

techniques for conducting database searches, characterising results and data management. 

The need to develop this type of methodological guide arose from a research project 

undertaken in June 2017. The aim of this project was to track the publicity of the Brinton 

Entertainment Company - a popular moving picture 

show run by husband and wife itinerant showmen duo 

Frank and Indiana Brinton. The impetus for this research 

stems from the largely anonymous nature of early 

picture shows across the United States (Moore, 2011). 

Our specific project focused on tracking mentions of 

Brinton picture shows; examining newspapers printed 

during the height of their career from 1904 to 1908 

across the Midwestern United States, and Texas. To 

investigate the volume of Brinton coverage, we were 

given access to three major digitized newspaper archive 

databases (http://newspapers.com, 

Figure 1. Excerpt from Brinton Ledger 1904 

http://newspapers.com/
http://newspaperachive.com/
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http://newspaperachive.com, and http://genealogybank.com ), and also consulted 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/ without a paid membership restriction. Additionally, we 

were presented with Indiana Brinton’s ledger (See figure 1) that comprehensively tracked their 

movements from 1904 to 1908. This ledger offers a closer look at their day-to-day business 

operations, including not only the dates, locations, duration of stay, and box office earnings of 

their shows but also contains notes disclosing vacations and time off, as well as special 

occasions such as charity or tent shows. While the digitized newspaper databases allowed us to 

track the media coverage of Brinton picture shows from 1904 to 1908, the ledger acted as a 

primary resource and historical anchor of the Brinton Entertainment Company. This is especially 

valuable since early moving picture shows did not have official advertising, reporting, or 

building permits (Moore, 2011), which contributed to their largely unpublicized nature. 

Considering the ledger as a valuable comprehensive resource, we were able to 

investigate the history of one of the most predominant entrepreneurial moving picture 

showmen by comparing the ledger to what Brinton coverage could be found from the digitized 

databases consulted. To determine the percentage of coverage of Brinton picture shows within 

the digitized newspaper databases, we compared the amount of shows recorded in the ledger 

to the amount of shows advertised in the digitized newspapers between 1904 and 1908. 

However, in reviewing the Ayers and Son’s Newspaper directory1 for the specific locations 

recorded in the ledger, we found that some cities recorded did not have newspapers. 

Therefore, only locations with their own newspaper circulations could be accounted for in this 

research. In this way, we anticipated a low quantity of Brinton mentions throughout the 

                                                      
1 Ayers and Son’s Directory is an annual American newspaper directory.  

http://newspaperachive.com/
http://genealogybank.com/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
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digitized newspapers due to the fact that early moving picture shows were mainly anonymous. 

Additionally, it was also the case that many newspapers for specific locations had not been 

digitized which presented challenges to interpreting the magnitude of the percentage of 

coverage found in the newspapers when compared to the ledger. 

In conducting this archival research it was our goal to bridge the gap between the 

information disseminated about the Brinton Entertainment Company through newspapers, and 

what the ledger was communicating. This would therefore help us to have a better 

understanding of the characteristics involved in the culture surrounding2 these largely 

anonymous moving picture shows during the early 1900s. 

Digitized newspaper database search model: 

 

This next section presents a methodological model that demonstrates how to efficiently 

search through four popular online newspaper archive databases; http://newspapers.com, 

http://newspaperarchive.com, http://genealogybank.com, and 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/. Challenges and limitations to each database will also be 

discussed.  

 

Newspapers.com 

 Newspapers.com has over five thousand newspapers between the 1700s and 2000s, 

and has digitized over three hundred thousand newspaper pages. From our experience, 

                                                      
2 In this instance the culture surrounds being informed about and going to the theatre.  

http://newspapers.com/
http://newspaperarchive.com/
http://newspaperarchive.com/
http://genealogybank.com/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
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newspapers.com is the most user-friendly search engine for performing archival newspaper 

research that generated many results for our specific research project.  

 

Step 1: Accessing home page and executing an efficient search.  

 

Click the “add more info” icon on the newspapers.com home page. 

 

Step 2: Execute search using “add more info” 
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Enter the state, city, or country you wish to perform a newspaper search for, along with the 

specific date or date range for newspapers you wish to investigate about this location. Then 

click the blue “search” icon in the bottom right corner. 

 

Example: Paper location: Iowa, US 

   Paper Date: 1904 to 1908 
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Step 3: Advance your existing search 

 

From searching for papers using the location of Iowa, US and the date range of 1904 to 1908 as 

an example, newspapers.com found 28 papers within the search criteria. If you are looking for a 

specific newspaper, you can click on any of the newspaper options that it found to look through 

the newspaper. 

 

If you are looking for a specific historical moment, person, or industry etc. within all 

newspapers, or just one, you can add this in the search box to advance your search within the 

newspaper(s). From there you can click the magnify glass icon in the top right corner to proceed 
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with your advanced search. In this guide, the advanced search criteria inputted was “Brinton” 

of the Brinton Entertainment Company.  

 

 

Step 4: Sorting newspapers by date that reflect inputted criteria. 

 

Once you have completed your search with the selected criteria, you can sort the newspapers 

by “best match”, “paper date (oldest first)”, “paper date (newest first)”, or “date added”. By 

clicking on the navigation arrows beside the sort option, you can sort by your preferred style.  
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Step 5: Investigating a singular newspaper 

 

Once you have sorted the newspapers by indicating your preferred style, you can start looking 

through the individual newspapers for the specific moment, person, or industry etc. you wished 

to find in the newspaper(s). Continuing with the Brinton example for this guide, we chose the 

first newspaper (Iowa City Press-Citizen) that corresponded to the correct Brinton (Brinton 

Entertainment Company) we wished to learn more about, sorting by “oldest first”.   

The main limitation of all the digitized archival newspaper databases consulted was that there 

is not a way to search a key term for the entire newspaper. When you click on the newspaper 

that corresponds to the key word inputted (i.e. Brinton), newspapers.com will take you to the 

page that it found the key word, but will not search the keyword to find it on multiple pages 

throughout the newspaper. In this way, the researcher has to manually search the keyword 
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throughout each page of the newspaper in order to comprehensively search the whole 

newspaper for the specific key term searched.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

In this example, newspapers.com found the mention of Brinton 
on the fourth page of the newspaper, but it could be the case 
that there are other mentions of Brinton in this specific 
newspaper on pages 1-3, or 5-8. Therefore, the researcher has to 
click the navigation arrows to inspect the newspaper for other 
mentions. 
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Newspaperarchive.com 

 

Newspaperarchive.com separates its newspaper information into different sections of archived 

content such as historical events, obituaries, clippings, and family trees. There are newspaper 

archives from 1607 to 2017 and over one hundred and eight billion obituaries available for 

searching. From our experience, newspaperarchive.com was a more tedious search engine for 

performing archival newspaper research, however it did generate the most results for our 

specific research project.  

 

Step 1: Accessing home page and executing an efficient search 
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Click the “browse” icon to access the newspaper archive page.  

Step 2: Execute search by inputting location  

Select the country and/or state, city, and publication you wish to investigate. If there is not a 

specific publication you wish to search for, then just input the country and/or state and/or city 

and select the orange “Go!” button beside “Publication”.  
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If there is a particular city newspaper you wish to search for, newspaperarchive.com will reveal 

the available digitized newspapers it has available for a particular city under “publication”. If 

you are able to find the specific newspaper, then select the “Go” button beside “Publication” to 

search through your selected newspaper.  
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If instead you wish to search for a particular moment, person, or industry etc. within historic 

newspapers from a specific state/city, input the keyword for your desired search in the 

“Keywords” box. Then click the orange “Search!” button on the bottom left side of the page. 

 

 

 

Step 3: Advance your existing search  
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From here you can refine your search by location, dates, and sort by “Relevancy”, “Oldest 

First”, or “Newest First”.   

Continuing with the Brinton 

example, the location has been 

narrowed to Iowa and the date 

has been narrowed to the 1900s 

by selecting the respective white 

boxes on the left side of the 

varying location and date 

options. You would then 
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proceed by selecting the orange “refine search” icon on the top right corner to complete your 

refined search.  

Step 5: Investigating a singular newspaper 

 

Now that the location and date have been refined, you can begin searching through individual 

newspapers. From reading the descriptions you can see which are likely to be the correct 

moment, person, industry etc. you wished to search for. For the example below, we selected 

the sort option “Oldest First” when searching for mentions of Brinton in Iowa from the 1900s.  
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Just as with newspapers.com, newspaperarchive.com will take you to the page where it 

recognized a hit for the specific criteria you are searching for, but will not show you all the hits 

for the specific criteria throughout the entire newspaper. So, using the navigation arrows 

highlighted at the top of the image above, the researcher has to inspect each page and type in 

“Brinton” in the search box to assess whether there are other mentions of the criteria on other 

pages of the newspaper.  

However, it was also the case that a newspaper showing a mention of the criteria inputted in its 

description will not actually show the mention once you select the newspaper. This was a key 

challenge to our analysis in utilizing newspaperarchive.com. If this message appeared once we 

selected a newspaper that mentioned the key search term in the description, we did not search 

the rest of the newspaper. Our reasoning for this was that since we were in part, assessing the 

reliability of the databases, it would be redundant to manually search for the mentions on the 

page and count that as the database identifying the mentions.
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Genealogybank.com 

Genealogybank.com is centered around the idea that an individual should be able to search 

their ancestry. As such, it is equipped with over two billion records including historical 

documents, books, social security death indexes, and U.S. newspaper titles. From our 

experience, genealogybank.com had the least amount of newspapers that mentioned Brinton 

between 1904-1908 in the Midwestern United States, or Texas. 

 

Step 1: Accessing home page and executing an efficient search 
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Scroll down to “Other Genealogy Records” to access “Search U.S. Newspaper Titles by State”, 

and choose the state you would like to search in. 

 

Step 2: Execute search by inputting keyword(s) and date(s) 

 

Input criteria you wish to search in the “Include Keywords” box and select date or date range as 

well as a specific city (if required) and then select the “Begin Search” button.  
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Step 3: Investigating a singular newspaper 

From here you can select the “Sort by” icon and choose to either sort newspapers by “Oldest 

items”, “Newest items”, or “Best matches”.         
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By selecting “List all pages in this issue” you can search your key search term on every 

newspaper page available by clicking “find” beside “Highlights”. 
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Chroniclingamerica.loc.gov 

Chronicling America has exclusively American digitized newspapers available from 1789 to 

1924. From our experience, Chronicling America is the least user-friendly database and had few 

newspapers that mentioned Brinton between 1904-1908 in the Midwestern United States, or 

Texas. 

 

Step 1: Accessing home page and executing an efficient search 
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To begin newspaper search, select “All Digitized Newspapers 1789-1924”. 

Step 2: Execute search by inputting State, Ethnicity, or Language 

From there, select the state, ethnicity, and language you wish to investigate, then click the “Go” 

icon in the bottom right corner.  
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Step 3: Refining Newspaper Search 

 

 

From here, input the state, date or date range, and/or the key term you wished to search, and 

then select “Go” on the right above “Give Feedback”.  

 



 27 

Step 4: Investigating a singular newspaper 
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Using the highlighted “Sort By” icon in the top left corner, you can search by “Date”, 

“Relevance”, “State”, or “Title”. The main limitation of Chronicling America is that it will only 

direct the user to the page where it recognized a hit. In this way, the user cannot execute a key 

word search for each page of the newspaper, and has to rely on the database to identify all 

mentions when inspecting the entire newspaper using the navigation arrows. 

 

 

 



 29 

Characterizing Newspaper Results 

A necessity for this particular research involved distinguishing between the different 

types of Brinton mentions in the digitized newspapers. We chose to align our Brinton publicity 

tracking with Moore’s (2011) Adworthy, Newsworthy, and Noteworthy distinction. Adworthy 

media is described as  “attention attracting” which would visually appear as a boxed display laid 

out in the newspaper. Newsworthy media reflected something out of the ordinary routines of 

operation, and was usually negative in effect and would be formatted as an article with a 

headline. Noteworthy media represented passing comments about the appearance of cinema 

in town life, and would appear as a few sentences without a title between other articles and 

ads. In this way, a structured approach was adopted to reduce the ambiguity in classifying 

century-old newspaper mentions and reduce researcher error.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: (from left to right) Adworthy, newsworthy and noteworthy mentions of Brinton 

Entertainment Company.  
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In the initial stages this classification proved challenging as the distinctions between 

adworthy and noteworthy, and noteworthy and newsworthy were inconsistent. The definition 

for adworthy publications lies mostly in its presentation.  Every mention of the Brintons 

displayed in a box did fit with the definition of adworthy media, however we found many 

mentions that while technically “noteworthy”, actually seemed more “adworthy”.  They often 

started with a line such as “you’re sure to have a laugh...” or “don’t fail to see Brinton’s great 

show”.  As we started seeing more and more of these mentions repeated across newspapers 

and over many years, we decided they would belong more in the category of adworthy. 

Though the difference between noteworthy and newsworthy is partially attributed to 

the existence or non-existence of a headline, there were times when that too, did not seem 

quite right.  We found pieces written by moviegoers about their experiences at a show or a full 

articles about the Brinton Entertainment Co, but with no headlines, while on the other hand, 

numerous newsworthy mentions that were quite short and whose content could be described 

as more adworthy.  It seems that the longer pieces with more substantial content should be 

considered newsworthy and the pieces that would be considered newsworthy by the strict 

definitions but whose content and length make this classification seem ambiguous often walk 

the line between adworthy and noteworthy.  To remedy this limitation, a rigid classification 

approach was adopted by relying solely on Moore’s (2011) established criteria. 
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Data Management  

 Central to the research process was the development of an appropriate method for data 

collection and management. Our intention for this research was twofold; record keeping and 

statistical analysis.  As such, the construction of an Excel spreadsheet was the optimal format 

for achieving our specific research goals as data could be easily managed and tracked. IBM SPSS 

was also utilized for the purpose of statistical analysis, however, researchers unfamiliar with 

this software and/or solely seeking to conduct univariate, descriptive statistics may find Excel or 

other data management software a less complex route to achieving their desired results.  

 The intention for our spreadsheet was to replicate Indiana Brinton’s ledger as a point of 

reference through which all digitized newspaper hits would be accountable to. As such, the 

date, location and box office earnings outlined in the ledger were included in the spreadsheet 

(see figure 3). In addition, information was inputted into the spreadsheet that would provide a 

basis for correlation tests. This information included, the week of the month the show was 

held, the show night (eg. Opening night, closing night, single take, etc), duration of their stay, 

combined earnings in one location, population size of location, whether or not the location had 

a newspaper publication (as taken from the Ayers directory) and whether or not these 

publications were digitized on each respective database. Combined with search hits, 

categorized by the afore mentioned adworthy, newsworthy and noteworthy distinctions (figure 

4), a comprehensive data collection system was formulated. 
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Figure 3- Spreadsheet noting the date and location of the shows, along with show night, box 

office earnings (single nights and combined takes), population of locations and whether or not 

newspapers were present at this location. 

 

 

Figure 4- Spreadsheet containing Brinton hits. Classified by whether or not a newspaper was 

present for each location, if there was a hit in the database and the type of hit along with the 

name of the newspaper, date of publication and images for referencing.  
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Conclusion 

In undertaking this archival newspaper research, our main challenge was the lack of 

access to the digitized newspapers which corresponded to our sample. This lack of access was 

largely due to the fragmented archives in the database such that the majority of the 

newspapers from the ledger were not digitized, or that the database software was not able to 

highlight the mention of Brinton on the newspaper. The process of archival research is one 

fraught with various challenges. With this consideration, precise research objectives will 

promote increased likelihoods of finding relevant, meaningful information. It is our hope that 

this guide will act as a resource for navigating digitized newspaper archive databases and 

facilitate smoother research processes. 
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