HIST0217 Research Probe

The Goal:  A four-page research essay, based on printed primary sources, which explores coverage of a topic or theme in American urban history before 1900.

The Process:  You should pick a city of interest, scan relevant issues of newspapers, and then find an angle that illuminates an aspect of its urban experience.


Among the newspapers available on microfilm or through on-line services are the Baltimore American and Commercial Advertiser,  Boston Evening Transcript,  Burlington Free Press,  Charleston Courier, Charleston Mercury,  Chicago Daily Tribune, Columbus Enquirer, Los Angeles Times,  New Orleans Bee, New York Herald, New York Times, New York Tribune, North Star (Rochester, New York),  Philadelphia Public Ledger, Rutland Herald, and the Washington Post.  (Note: not all of these papers have long runs that are available; some holdings cover a short period of time.)

There is no prescribed topic.  You may wish, for example, to examine how, through the eyes of a newspaper, a city responded to a natural disaster or labor tumult or racial unrest.  You could examine the theme of boosterism, which was often the pre-occupation of nineteenth-century newspapers.   You could scan the advertisements and explore the emergence of sports in urban America, or the kinds of entertainment that were available, or the kinds of consumption that were encouraged.  For those cities with two newspapers, you might want to focus on different perceptions of a distinct event.

No matter what topic you select, you should incorporate general demographic and background information on the city under examination.  There are many ways to acquire this information, including the U.S. Census, and overviews of histories of many cities and urban themes can be found in the Encyclopedia of Urban America (which is available in the reference section of the Library).  

Remember, this assignment is not intended to be a multi-week effort.  Your research design should reflect the fact that the assignment is compact and limited.   

The Format:  You should follow the History Department’s Guide on “Footnotes and Bibliography.”  Your paper will have both footnotes and a bibliography.   A sample photocopy of a page from one of your primary sources should accompany your paper.

Due Date:
  Wednesday, October 12th, at 5 p.m.
