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L I B R A R Y  S P O T L I G H T 

Plainfield Public Library’s Local History Collection
By Joan Marciniak Betancourt

T he Plainfield Public Library’s Local History 
Collection is a treasure trove of unique genealogical 

goodies. The collection, the largest of its kind in Union 
County, includes books, documents, photographs, 
blueprints, maps, newspapers, personal papers, and local 
organizations’ records that are significant to Plainfield  
and the surrounding communities. 

The highlights of the Local History Collection include 
local newspapers, blueprints, the Dime Savings Bank 
ledger, police logs, tax receipt books, New Jersey state 
census records for the Plainfields, and the Courier News 
obituary index.

The library’s collection of local newspapers spans  
from 1837 to 1993. The newspapers from 1837 to 1918  
are digitized and available online at www.plainfieldlibrary.
info/Departments/LH/LH_newspapers.html. Local 
newspapers for 1919 to 1993 are available on microfilm 
and on paper. Issues of the Courier News published after 
1999 can be accessed through the library’s ProQuest 
subscription.

The Detwiller Blueprint Collection was created in 1982 
and includes over 15,000 blueprints, mostly for the city of 
Plainfield. The Plainfield Public Library is the only New 
Jersey Public Library with such a collection. The collection 
can be accessed online and is useful for house research.

The Dime Savings Bank signature book for 1904 to 
1906 is a transcribed ledger that contains personal details 
such as age, place of birth, occupation and personal 
description for account holders. The Plainfield police logs 
are a collection of police records, dating from 1884 to 
1971, which include ledgers that recorded arrests, accident 
reports, criminal dockets, and stolen articles. The tax 
receipt books for 1883 to 1901 contain lists of residents 

that paid taxes. Some of these collections are available 
digitally on the website.

Microfilm copies of the New Jersey state census are 
available for three towns—North Plainfield, Plainfield, 
and South Plainfield. The Courier News obituary  
index is in the process of being digitized. The indexes  
for surnames beginning with the letters A through R  
are available online. The index includes obituaries that 
were published in the Courier News from the mid-1920s  
to the mid-1980s.

Numerous other collections are available online  
(www.plainfieldlibrary.info/Departments/LH/LH_main.
html), including:
 § Family Bible Records: Many Bible records for families 
with connections to Middlesex, Somerset and Union 
counties have been scanned and digitized. The Bible 
records are available online for the purposes of sharing 
and disseminating information. 

 § Local Records Index & Transcription: The indexing of 
Plainfield records is an important part of the preservation 
of the city’s history. Records date back to 1749. 

 § Memorial Funeral Home Records: The funeral  
home’s records date from 1906 to 1996. Information 
included in the records varies, but records always 
provide funeral and burial information, and cause of 
death. They sometimes include other family details.  
The files are currently being processed and the 
collection is not yet open to the public, but library  
staff are happy to assist patrons with requests.

 § Surname Files List: When research is performed  
for patrons, surname files are created by staff of the 
Plainfield Public Library. These files may contain  
only a single obituary, but are worth consulting.

Two images from the Plainfield Library’s Local History Photo Archive: portrait of a young woman, 1983 [Irving Georges Collection, I51138], and a young boy 
with a horse and carriage, early 1900s [Lawrence Collection, L1487]. LOWER-RIGHT: Interior of the Plainfield Library.
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The Local History Room contains research material about 
Plainfield that can’t be found elsewhere, such as newspaper 
clippings dating back to the 1970s on various individuals 
and subjects; local church records, family Bibles, and 
obituary files; a listing of the ten most notable women of 
Plainfield; information about Plainfield mayors dating back 
to 1869, including terms of office and party affiliations;  
a listing of the founders of Plainfield Public Library; and 
instructions for researching homes in Plainfield.

The Local History Room has undertaken several  
new projects, including:
 § indexing of the A. M. Runyon Funeral Home records 
from 1906 to 1990, which are useful in cases when an 
ancestor’s date of death is not known and an obituary 
cannot be found in the Courier News; 

 § the personal papers of former Mayor Black;
 § the Caffey collection; and
 § development of an index of Civil War veterans  
in the Plainfield area.

The Local History Room also includes a photograph 
morgue, local photography collections, material for more 
than 100 local clubs, scrapbooks for local organizations, 
city directories as early as 1870, vintage postcards, and  
rare books and atlases. 

The library has subscriptions to ProQuest, HeritageQuest, 
and The American Genealogist to assist researchers with 
material that is not located at the library. The Local 
History Department also offers a variety of hands-on 
workshops that teach basic and advanced techniques  
in genealogical research, as well as book repair and 
conservation.

The Plainfield Public Library is located at 800 Park 
Avenue in Plainfield, New Jersey. Parking is available in 
the library parking lot and on adjacent streets. The Local 
History Room is open Monday through Friday from  
9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Appointments are preferred. 
Visitors may contact the library by phone at (908) 757-1111 
(extension 136) or via email at localhistory@pfdpl.info.

Meet the GSNJ Trustees: Carol M. Sheaffer
A s is true for many genealogists, 

I grew up hearing stories 
about family members—funny, sad, 
and serious. During my childhood, 
these stories began to shape my 
understanding of the family I had 
been born into and, ultimately, my 
own identity. There was my great-
grandfather, John L. Sheaffer, who  
I was told stuffed paper in his shoes 
to look older when he went to enlist 
in the Union Army. Then, there  
was my grandfather Morris Sheaffer, 
who died before I was born but 
who, like many people in our hometown of Roebling,  
New Jersey, liked to play the numbers. The family story 
was that the numbers he chose to bet on were the three 
hymn numbers used the preceding Sunday in services at 
the Methodist Church he attended. And, there was the 
story of my great-great-grandfather William Murphy,  
who served in the Union Army and suffered as much  
from illness as he did from the battles during the war.

My interest in family history heightened when  
I was close to ten years old and Fannie Martin died.  
A descendent of my Glenn ancestors, Fannie had been  
the recipient of numerous family treasures, all of which 
were turned over to my maternal grandmother, who gave 
them to my mother. One of those treasures, an Isaac 
Collins Bible printed in 1791 in Trenton, belonged to 

Fithian Stratton (1738–1817). This 
man, unknown as a member of the 
family, added to his allure by using 
blank pages in the Bible as a journal 
and writing a great deal about 
himself and the world he lived in.

Out of all of my ancestors, 
Fithian Stratton captured my 
interest the most, and he became  
a person of puzzlement in our 
household. He carried a surname 
unknown to our family. Who was 
he? Why did we own his Bible?  
He remained in our hearts and 

minds for about 30 years, until he propelled both my 
mother and me into the world of genealogical research,  
in an effort to figure out who he really was. Thus, the 
addiction began, and has since continued! Our research 
into the life of Fithian Stratton and a transcription of  
his Bible entries became the basis for our book Fithian 
Stratton (1738–1817): Patriot and Preacher, published in 1985. 
Subsequent to that, as our research took us on a wonderful 
journey into our past, we collaborated on two other  
books: Beginning At A Pine Tree: The Yearling/Earling/
Earlin Line, published in 1987, and Schaeffer/Shaeffer/Sheaffer 
Search, published in 1991.

In our pre-Internet years, attending workshops and 
conferences, visiting repositories, and joining genealogical 
societies became a way of life and a way to find facts and 

Carol at the Burlington County Prison Museum,  
a place that hosted several of her ancestors.  

(Photo by Regina Butterer.)

mailto:localhistory@pfdpl.info

