
 
 

PRIMARY RESOURCES 

 
Primary resources are items which provide direct evidence of historical events.  These may be 
unpublished items such as manuscripts, diaries, maps, photographs, postcards or posters. Some 
published items are also considered to be primary resources. Examples would include books, 
periodicals and original newspapers, as well as company literature, telephone books or company 
directories that provide a snapshot of an industry, a company, or location, on the date of 
publication. 
 
 
Books/Periodicals/Original Newspapers 
 
The Marilyn & Charles Baillie Special Collections Centre has books about Canada, and books 
written by Canadians, as well as books and periodicals printed in Canada, before 1900. The 
strength is pre-Confederation. They also have original newspapers published in Canada and 
Toronto newspapers from the 18th century to the present, including The Globe, the Mail and 
Empire, the Toronto Star, the Toronto Sun, the Telegram and the Post. 
 
 
City Directories  
 
City directories organize information based on street addresses. City directories at the Toronto 
Reference Library are divided into two collections, one for Toronto-area directories and one for 
cities in the rest of Canada. Directories prior to 1950 often have detailed information on 
businesses, including the names of companies, and names of executive and owners. 
 
An example of a city directory is the Toronto City Directory. 
 
Toronto City Directory.  Toronto: Might Directories. Print 

910.7135 T59 
Toronto Reference Library’s holdings: 1833-4, 1837, 1843-4, 1846-7, 1850-1, 1856, 
1859-60, 1861-1983, 1985/1986, 1988-1995, 1998/1999.   
 
Online: 
 
Available through the TPL’s Digital Archive: 1833-4 – 1899. 
 
http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/history-genealogy/lh-city-directories.jsp 
 
Available through the Internet Archive:  1900 - 1922 
 
http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/search.jsp?N=37868+4289327726&No=0&Ns=p_title_
sort&Nso=0 

 
 
Images  
 
Picture Collection - Arts 
 
The Picture Collection contains thousands of images, both black and white, and in colour. The 
files are arranged in four main categories: Geographic, Artist, Biography and General Subjects.  
 
To locate pictures of Canadian business people, use the name. Some examples are as follows:  
Biography – Eaton, Timothy, 
Biography – McLaughlin, R. S. (Samuel). 

http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/history-genealogy/lh-city-directories.jsp
http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/search.jsp?N=37868+4289327726&No=0&Ns=p_title_sort&Nso=0
http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/search.jsp?N=37868+4289327726&No=0&Ns=p_title_sort&Nso=0
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Aside from a few exceptions, eg. Hudson’s Bay Co., it is not possible to search by company 
name. 
 
There are a number of general geographic files for Canada, the Provinces, and many towns and 
cities, with subject subdivisions, for example, Canada – British Columbia – Vancouver – Stores. 
 
Most of the collection is searchable by subject only. The collection is international in scope and is 
organized in broad categories such as Products and Raw Materials – Asbestos, Automobiles; 
Physical Structures – Hotels, Factories, Mines; and Industries and Processes – Forestry, Mining. 
The subject index however does not indicate which images are Canadian. 
 
A Reference Book Collection, covering a vast range of topics, complements the Picture Collection. 
Books cover such topics as logos, advertising, history and art. The book collection does not 
circulate. 
 
 
Photographs, Paintings, and Postcards 
 
The Toronto Reference Library has a comprehensive collection of photographs, paintings, prints 
and Canadian postcards held in the Special Collections Centre 
 
The Canadian Documentary Art Collection (CDAC) had its foundation in the J. Ross Robertson 
Collection of more than 4,000 pictorial images.  The CDAC has grown to include paintings, 
drawing, prints and photographs. 
 
Primary online access to the CDAC is now through the library’s Digital Archive: 
 
http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/digital-archive/ 
 
Currently there are about 12,000 images available online through the Digital Archive 
 
 
Toronto Star Photographic Archive 

In 2014 the library received the gift of more than one million vintage photographs from the 
Toronto Star’s photo archive to the library’s Special Collections department.  The photo archive 
represents the complete photographic archive of the largest daily newspaper in Canada and 
includes unparalleled coverage of Toronto news, changing daily life, fashion and economic and 
social developments in the city between the years 1900 and 1999.  

Currently, there are 10,000 image available online through the Digital Archive 
 
The secondary access to CDAC is through the card catalogue for images that do not yet appear 
in the library’s Digital Archive. There are two methods of locating information in this collection. 
There is a card catalogue, available in the Special Collection Department. Examples of subjects 
of interest to business researchers are Factories, Banks, Hotels, Markets, and Shops. Each entry 
contains a miniature image and location information.   
 
A separate portrait catalogue provides images, some of which may be of historically important 
Toronto business leaders and/or their families. 
 
The J. Ross Robertson part of the Collection is also indexed in a separately published volume. 
This volume provides access to pictorial works and portraits of interest to researchers in 
Canadian history. Relevant subject heading examples would be Taverns and Fisheries. 
 

http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/digital-archive/
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Landmarks of Canada: a Guide to the J. Ross Robertson Canadian Historical Collection in the 
Toronto Public Library. Toronto Public Library. J. Ross Robertson Historical Collection. 
Toronto: The Library, 1967. 
971 T594.2 1967 

 
The Postcard Collection contains more than 50,000 postcards from the turn of the 20th century to 
the present day from around the world, with the exception of Canada. 
 
The collection is divided into Canadian Postcards held in the Special Collections and International 
postcards held in the Arts Dept. 
 
The collection is indexed by subject, such as Hotels. The collection consists of cards of city and 
country scapes, especially of Europe and of the U.S., and public building of international interest, 
such as restaurants, hotels, schools, city halls and railroad stations. It is also strong in postcards 
of celebrations. This collection does not circulate. 
 
A large portion of this pictorial information is also available electronically via the Toronto Public 
Library’s website – Digital Archive.  http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/digital-archive/ 
Original items may be viewed by appointment only. The library offers reproduction services for 
items described above.  
 
 
Manuscripts, Pamphlets, Ephemera 
 
The Marilyn & Charles Baillie Special Collections Centre includes a Manuscript Collection and a 
Broadsides and Printed Ephemera Collection. It includes posters, tickets, programmes, buttons 
and other printed material intended for temporary use. The items are not searchable via the 
library’s online catalogue. There are finding aids and card files for these unique collections.  
 
The Reed Index covers Toronto-related newspaper clippings up to the 1960s. It has a number of 
subjects that may be of interest to those researching older Toronto companies. Examples of 
subjects found on the index cards are railways, banks, bookstores, and general business 
headings. 
 
The Ephemera Collection is housed in the Marilyn & Charles Baillie Special Collections Centre. 
The collection is indexed by date (to 1950 inclusive) and by subject. The subject index contains 
some company names and examples of advertising. The geographic coverage is Toronto and 
Ontario.   
 
The Manuscript Collection includes unpublished documents, including but not limited to letters, 
broadsides, diaries, journals, architectural plans, maps, and legal documents. Items can be 
located using the card index, organized by Main Entry and Subject. The Subject index contains 
names of companies, associations, places and people. Some items have been reproduced on 
microform.   
 
 
Maps   
 
Fire Insurance Plans  
 
Because of the frequency of fires in urban areas, fire insurance plans were an important source of 
information for Insurance companies in settling claims. In addition to addresses of buildings, they 
often contained the names of the building owners and/or occupants, names of policy holders, and 
the nature of the premises being insured. Today these fire insurance maps may provide detailed 
information on buildings, and the owners, tenants and companies that owned or rented them. 
 

http://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/digital-archive/
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The Toronto Reference Library has more than 500 fire insurance plans, mainly of towns in 
Ontario and Quebec. Dates of coverage for Toronto are 1904-1917; 1921-1952; and several from 
1952-1973. Special Collections houses original fire insurance plans for Toronto and outside 
Toronto and HSS houses any reproductions, including print, microfiche and roll microfilm. 
 
Access to the library’s Fire Insurance Plans is available via an in-house card file.   
The file in arranged alphabetically, by place name and date. For example, an entry in the Map 
index would be Wingham, Ontario 1928. There is a detailed finding list for the City of Toronto 
maps, arranged by area and date. 
 
Charles E. Goad initiated fire insurance mapping in Canada in 1875. The library owns several of 
Charles Goad’s maps. They are amongst the oldest ones available in the Toronto Reference 
Library.   
 
An example of a fire insurance plan in the library collection is as follows. 
 
Goad, Charles E. Atlas of the City of Toronto and Vicinity from Special Survey  
 Founded on Registered Plans and Showing all Buildings and Lot Numbers … 2nd ed.  

London: [s.n.], 1890. 
912.7135 G57.11 

 
 
Trade Catalogues  
 
The term, Trade Catalogues, is used to describe a variety of printed product literature, produced 
by retailers, manufacturers and distributors. The catalogues are used to present products 
available for purchase and describe their features.  They can range from a single sheet to a 
bound, full-colour volume.  
 
Among the most well-known Canadian trade catalogues are the Eaton’s Catalogues. These 
catalogues came out seasonally, with special issues for Christmas. Together they advertised the 
full range of products available for purchase through the Eaton’s stores across Canada. The 
Toronto Reference Library has an extensive collection of Eaton’s catalogues, in print and on 
microfilm. 
 
A trade catalogue may feature the product line of one company, introduce a new product, display 
a range of products of interest to an industry, or a range of products available for purchase from a 
single vendor. 
 
Trade catalogues can be found in a number of Departments. They can be in print, microfilm, or on 
microfiche card. Fragile catalogues may be available in both print and microform. Original paper 
copies may be examined by appointment only. 
 
Catalogues published before 1900 must be viewed in the Marilyn & Charles Baillie Special 
Collections Centre. Catalogues housed in the Art Room must also be viewed in the there. All 
trade catalogues are listed in the library’s website. 
 
All trade catalogues have either the subject heading Commercial Catalogs or a subject 
subdivision Catalogs.  
 
Searches may also be conducted using the name of a company, product, industry or other 
keywords, followed by the term catalogs: 
 
Massey-Harris Company Catalogs  
agricultural machinery catalogs 
seeds catalogs 
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Selected titles of Canadian trade catalogues available at the Toronto Reference Library:  
 
McClary Mfg. Co. Catalogue of Enamelled and Other Kitchen Wares. Toronto:  
 McClary’s, 1910? 

683.82029 M108.2 
 
Wm. Rennie Co.  1916 Rennie’s Seed Annual. Toronto: Wm. Rennie Co., 1916 

631.52102 W51.9 
 
T. Eaton Co.  Fall and Winter Catalogue T. Eaton & Co. Toronto?: s.n., 1884?   

1 microfiche (24 fr.) 
FILM F CIHM 27282 or 658.871 E13.2 1884 

 
The original printed catalogue that is owned by the Toronto Reference Library is also available.  
 
Toronto Reference Library maintains a selection of bibliographies of trade catalogues. 
Unfortunately, most research in the field of trade catalogues is American or British in focus. To 
date there has been little interest in early Canadian trade catalogues. Researchers may choose 
to use American and British sources, as they do cover a few major Canadian products and 
companies. 
 
Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum. Trade Catalogues at Winterthu: a  
 Guide to the Literature of Merchandising 1750 to 1980. New York: Garland  
 Press, 1984. 

016.3801 H25 Index 
 

Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum. Trade catalogues at Winterthur: a  
Guide to the Literature of Merchandising, 1750 to 1980.  New York: Clearwater Pub., 
1984 
FILM F H521  

 
Milloy, Ellen M. Canadian Trade Catalogues 1825-1910. Toronto: University of  

Toronto, School of Library Science, 1969.  Unpublished carbon copy, 
016.338 M38  

 
Ratner, Rhoda.  “Historical research in trade catalogs.”  Science & Technology  
 Libraries, (Summer, 1990): 15-22. 

 
 
Company Files 
 
This is a collection of historical company pamphlets dating back to the 1950s and 1960s. 
Organized alphabetically by company name, this collection is kept in the Business, Science & 
Technology Department at the Toronto Reference Library. An index accompanies this collection. 


