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Ann G. Lawthers, Genealogist
February 2023

17th-Century Research: Birth of a Colony

Virginia Research: Four 
Centuries of History and 
Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

Ann G. Lawthers
Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)
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Church and cemetery

Probate

Land 
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Ann Lawthers,
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Geography

Virginia Geological Regions
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Mt.

Tidewater

Fall Line
https://encyclopediavirginia.org/310hpr‐f1442c89065a347/
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Peninsulas

Map of Northern Neck

LOC: Joshua Fry, 1755 A map of the most inhabited part of Virginia containing the whole 
province of Maryland with part of Pensilvania [sic], New Jersey and North Carolina.

Counties 1634, 1664, 1692

1664

1634
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Counties 1692

Indigenous 
Virginians

Indigenous People and Language 
Groups

• Algonquin (green on map)
– Abenaki
– Massachusetts
– Powhatan

• Iroquois (yellow on map)
– Iroquois in New York
– Cherokee in south

• Catawban (pink on map)
– Catawba
– Santee

• Muskegeon (brown on map)
– Creek
– Choctaw
– Chickasaw

Charles Paullin, Atlas of Historical Geography 1932
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Language and Virginia Tribes

Source: Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, Beyond Jamestown: Virginia Indians Today and Yesterday (p.15) viewed at 
http://www.virginiaplaces.org/nativeamerican/indlandclaims.html

Settlement Patterns

Virginia Geographic Alliance, An Atlas of Virginia (Map 26) http://www.virginiaplaces.org/nativeamerican/indlandclaims.html

Source: Indian trails of the Southeast, by William E. Myer, Plate 15

Southeastern Settlements and 
Modern Cities
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Resources for Researching Indigenous 
Settlements

Virginia Company

Virginia Company
First 

charter1606 Jamestown 
founded1607

2nd charter 
and single 
governor

1609
Winter 
starving 
time

1609‐
1610

• Third 
charter

• John Rolfe 
exports 
tobacco

1612

• House of 
Burgess 
established

• Headright 
system 
established

1619 –
Great 
Charter

Virginia 
Company 

fails
1624
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Early Jamestown
• Goal: Identify profitable raw materials such as gold 

and silver in Virginia to repay the investors back in 
England. 

• Set up as a profit-oriented trading station
– Site selected for defensive reasons
– Lacked plans to grow own food

• Did not develop wells
– Gentlemen leaders, artisans, craftsmen, and a few 

laborers
• Original settlers unaccustomed to manual labor
• Experimented with producing a variety of goods

Virginia Company
First 

charter1606 Jamestown 
founded1607

2nd charter 
and single 
governor

1609
Winter 
starving 
time

1609‐
1610

• Third 
charter

• John Rolfe 
exports 
tobacco

1612

• House of 
Burgess 
established

• Headright 
system 
established

1619 –
Great 
Charter

Virginia 
Company 

fails
1624

John Rolfe’s Tobacco
• Planted West Indian 

seeds to grow a milder 
tobacco - Nicotiana 
tabacum

• 1612 first trial export to 
England

• 20,000 pounds by 1617

• 40,000 pounds by 1618
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Tobacco and Need for Workers
• Tobacco

– Labor intensive crop
• Inspect for insects
• Pinch back top of plant to prevent flowering
• Sorting/drying leaves an art

– Depletes soil of nutrients quickly

• Workers
– Indentured servants provided labor for 4 – 7 years and 

then free
– Some contracts specified land; most did not
– First Africans landed in 1619 on a Dutch ship

Virginia Company
First 

charter1606 Jamestown 
founded1607

2nd charter 
and single 
governor

1609
Winter 
starving 
time

1609‐
1610

• Third 
charter

• John Rolfe 
exports 
tobacco

1612

• General 
Assembly 
established

• Headright 
system 
established

1619 –
Great 
Charter

Virginia 
Company 

fails
1624

Charter of 1619
• House of Burgesses

– Introduce English 
common law

– Elected burgesses

• Headright system
– Supply new colonists
– Improve access to land.
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General Assembly
• Established 30 July 1619 by Governor George Yeardley at 

Jamestown
– Two burgesses (representatives from each of the colony’s 

eleven settlements)
– Established procedures based on parliamentary law
– Named Church of England as established church
– Issued regulations and laws on land, tobacco, trade with 

indigenous populations, settled disputes

• Met at Jamestown until 1700 when meetings moved to 
Williamsburg 

• 1643 – split by Gov Berkeley into a House of Burgesses 
(elected) and Governor’s Council (appointed)

Headright System
• Initiated by 1619 

Charter

• Grant of land, usually 50 
acres 
– For transport of self or 

another person to 
Virginia

• Purpose of system
– Provide a steady supply 

of workers to the colony

Nugent, Cavaliers and Pioneers, accessed at Ancestry.com

Turning Point - 1622
• March 22, 1622 – Powhaten Confederacy attacks 

colonists

• Intended to stop the expansion of settlers into 
native territory

• One quarter of Virginia colony killed (347)
– Names recorded

• Watershed moment and hastened the failure of the 
Virginia Company in 1624
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Towns, Plantations, Settlements 
1607-1624

Charles E. Hatch, Jr. The First Seventeen Years Virginia, 1607‐1624
(Charlottesville, University Press of Virginia, 1957), p. 3

.

1634
Local Government Emerges

Shire Name County Name

Accomac Northampton & Accomack

Charles City Charles City

Charles River York

Elizabeth City Extinct – consolidated with City of 
Hampton

Henrico Henrico

James City James City

Warwick River Extinct – consolidated with City of 
Newport News

Warrosquyoake Shire Isle of Wight

Virginia Counties by 1700
County Est

Accomack 1633

Charles City 1634

Elizabeth City 1634

Henrico 1634

Isle of Wight 1634

James City 1634

Northampton 1634

Nansemond 1637

Upper Norfolk 1637

York 1643

Lower Norfolk 1647

County Est

Northumberland 1648

Gloucester 1651

Lancaster 1651

Surrey 1652

Westmoreland 1653

New Kent 1654

Stafford 1664

Middlesex 1674

King and Queen 1691

Princess Anne 1691

Essex 1692

Richmond 1692
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Colonial Virginia Government
• General Assembly (1619) split in 1634

– House of Burgesses
– Governor’s Council
– Citizens elected member to House of Burgesses

• Shires  Counties (1634)
– County courts
– Kept land, tax, and probate records

• Anglican parishes
– Responsible for registering births, marriage and deaths
– Levied taxes
– Responsible for poor, roads and other civil functions

QUESTIONS?

Overview
History

Geography

Indigenous 
communities

Virginia 
Company, 
Jamestown, & 
Tobacco

Published Resources

Finding aids

Genealogies

Compilations of 
records

Journals and 
periodicals

Records

Census

Church and 
cemetery

Land 

Probate

Colony

Strategies

Understand time 
and place

FAN Club / 
Cluster Research
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Finding Aids

Virginia Historical Index 
(aka – Swem Index)

• Indexed pre-1930 articles in five publications and two sets 
of governmental records

• V=Virginia Magazine of History and Biography

• W=William and Mary Quarterly

• T=Tyler’s Quarterly Historical and Genealogical Magazine

• R=Virginia’s Historical Register and Literary Advertiser

• N=Lower Norfolk County Virginia Antiquary

• H=Hening’s Statutes at Large

• C=Calendar of Virginia State papers

Using the index

1T52-57 =
Volume 1
Tyler’s Quarterly
Pages 52-57
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Coldham’s Lists of Immigrants
• Extensive documentation of (mostly poor) 

immigrants to Virginia

• The Complete Book of Emigrants, 1607-1660

• The Complete Book of Emigrants, 1661-1699 

• The Bristol Registers of Servants Sent to Foreign 
Plantations, 1654-1686 

• The Complete Book of Emigrants in Bondage, 1614-
1775

Using Coldham’s books

Genealogies
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Why use published genealogies?
• Very helpful for 17th century research

• May detail genealogy of your ancestors or 
affiliated families

• May help link together and differentiate families

• Usually provide biographical details

• Citations lead to other resources and record sets

Key Virginia Compiled 
Genealogies

• Dorman’s Adventurers of Purse and Person

• Dorman’s  Genealogies of Virginia Families

• William and Mary College Quarterly 
Historical Magazine

• Tyler’s Quarterly Historical and Genealogical 
Magazine

• Virginia Immigrants and Adventurers 1607-1635

Adventurers of Purse and Person
• Sponsored by the Order of First Families of 

Virginia, 1607-1620; Commemorating 400th 
anniversary of Jamestown
– Adventurers of purse who visited 

1607-1624/5 and left descendants 
or whose grandchildren came

– Adventurers of person
(immigrants to Virginia) 1607-
1624/5 who left descendants

40

41

42

Class 1: Virginia Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



1/30/2023

15

Example pages

Genealogies of Virginia Families
• 3 sets of article compilations from 

three different journals
– Virginia Magazine of History and Biography (not 

online)
– William and Mary College Quarterly (at Ancestry.com)
– Tyler’s Quarterly Historical and Genealogical Magazine 

(at Ancestry.com)

• Organized alphabetically

• Published 1981-1982 by Genealogical Publishing Co.

Virginia Immigrants and 
Adventurers 1607-1635

• Commemorates Jamestown 400th

• Annotated biographical sketches

• 5,500 original colonists

• Intro chapter “Where They Were” 
= overview of settlement 
and plantations
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Example pages

Record Compilations

Probate
• Peter Wilson Coldham

– English Estates of American Colonists: American Wills 
and Administrations in the Prerogative Court of 
Canterbury, 1610-1699 (Ancestry $)

• Lothrop Withington
– Virginia Gleanings in England: Abstracts of 17th and 

18th-Century English Wills and Administrations 
Relating to Virginia and Virginians

– Virginia Magazine of History and Biography (JSTOR)

• Torrence
– Virginia Wills and Administrations 1632-1800 – An 

index to probate (FamilySearch)
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Colonial Records Project
• Established by Library of Virginia to find records 

related to Virginia in Britain, France, and Ireland

• Correspondence between British officials and 
colonial officers, customs records, business 
records, claims of British merchants concerning 
Virginia stores, log books, ships' cargo lists

• See Library of Virginia - https://lva-
virginia.libguides.com/vcrp

Results page

Filtering results
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Rice Family of Henrico County

Middlesex England Record

Overview
History

Geography

Indigenous 
communities

Virginia Company, 
Jamestown, & 
Tobacco

Published Resources

Finding aids

Genealogies

Compilations of 
records

Journals and 
periodicals

Records

Census

Church and cemetery

Land 

Probate
Court

Tax

Strategies

Understand time and 
place

FAN Club / Cluster 
Research
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Early Virginia Records
• Census: Scattered Virginia Company records

• Church records: birth, baptism, marriage, death, 
burial, gravestone

• Land records: grants and deeds

• Probate records: will, inventory, guardianship 

• Court: 
– County Courts
– Virginia Company
– House of Burgesses

Record Challenges
• Loss – fire, water, mold, war

• Jurisdictional changes – check your maps!
– Newbury Library - Atlas of Historical County 

Boundaries
– MapofUS.org

• Know when records began in your ancestor’s area

• Earliest Virginia Colony Records
Earliest Virginia Records

Census Records Church Records Land Records Court Records

1619 1646 1619 1608

1634 Virginia

https://digital.newberry.org/ahcb/map/map.html#VA
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Newberry Atlas for Boundary 
Changes

Isle of Wight County, Virginia

Record Loss in Early Counties
County Est Record Loss

Accomack 1633 No fires, but water and pest

Charles City 1634 1861‐1865

Elizabeth City 1634 1812, 1861‐1865

Essex 1692 None known

Gloucester 1651 Fires 1820 and 1865

Henrico 1634
Almost all prior to 1677 
missing

Isle of Wight 1634 Loose papers prior to 1783

James City 1634 1865 fire

King and Queen 1691 1828, 1833, 1864 fires

Lancaster 1651 None known

Middlesex 1674 Loose papers lost in 1865

County Est Record Loss

Nansemond 1637 1734, 1779 and 1866

New Kent 1654
1787 Fire destroyed most 
colonial records

Upper and Lower 
Norfolk 1647 Extinct Counties

Northampton 1634 None known

Northumberland 1648 Some records lost in fire 1710

Princess Anne 1691
Records at Independent City 
Courthouse in Virginia Beach

Richmond 1692
Many lost records for 
"unknown reasons"

Stafford 1664 1861‐1865

Surrey 1652
Most loose papers prior to 
1806

Westmoreland 1653
Wills from 1600, also loose 
papers burned in Rev War

York 1643
Most loose papers prior to Rev 
WarInformation from FamilySearch.org Research Wikis
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Census

Census of 1619
• By location, counts but no names

• Published in Virginia Genealogical Society 
Quarterly, Vol 33 (3)

Colonial Records – Archive.org

Colonial Records of Virginia
by Virginia. General Assembly. Joint 
Committee on the State Library; 
Virginia. General Assembly. Senate; 
Wynne, Thomas Hicks, d. 1875
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Colonial Records – 1623/4 
Living and Dead

Victims of the 1622 massacre

Colonial Records of Virginia:  https://archive.org/details/colonialrecordso00virg/page/104/mode/2up

1624/5 Muster (Census)
• Ordered by King James after dissolution of 

London Company

• Includes information about household members, 
date of arrival, age

• Searchable database at virtualjamestown.org -
1624 census/muster

• Foundation for Dorman’s Adventurers of Purse 
and Person
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http://www.virtualjamestown.org/Muster/muster24.html

1624 Muster

Census of 1634 – Summary Only

Church and 
Cemetery
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17th Century Church Records
• Registers
– As the official religion of Virginia, Anglican 

Churches were required to keep track of births, 
marriages and deaths

– Most colonial registers were lost when the 
Anglican Church was no longer the church of state

• Vestry Books
– A scattered group of vestry books and parish 

registers (~ 30 pre-1675)

Anglican Vestries
• Responsible for:
– Poll taxes to support church activities
– Maintaining church property (real estate and 

religious items)
– Charity to poor
– Uphold social morals

• Many functions similar to New England town

Petsworth Parish, Gloucester, VA, 
1677

Tax authority

Indenturing indigent children

Road Maintenance
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Finding the Colonial Parish
• Cocke Parish Lines series
– Diocese of Virginia
– Diocese of Southern Virginia
– Diocese of Southwestern

Virginia

Parish Lines – New Kent County

Probate

73

74

75

Class 1: Virginia Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



1/30/2023

26

https://lva-virginia.libguides.com/wills

Results

Land
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Why Use Land Records
• Puts the ancestor(s) in a certain place in time

• May detail family relationships directly or via 
context clues

• May expand circle of friends, neighbors, etc.

• May shed light on ancestor’s economic status, 
standing in community, and movements

Virginia Land Grants
• Background info on records at Land 

Office

• 3 chapters:
– The Land Patent Books 

• kept by Virginia government
– The Northern Neck Grant Books

• kept by proprietors
– Original Differences & Ultimate 

Accord

• Purpose to study:
– Local resistance
– Ultimate acceptance

Virginia Land Records
• From
– Virginia Magazine of 

History and Biography
– William and Mary 

College Quarterly
– Tyler’s Quarterly 

Historical and 
Genealogical Magazine

• Online at Ancestry.com
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Example pages

Cavaliers and Pioneers
• Abstracts of Virginia 

Land Patents and Grants
– 42 volumes of colonial 

patent books
– Begin 1623

John Peace’s transport
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https://lva-virginia.libguides.com/land-grants

Results filtered for Land Office

Finding the date filter
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Results with added date filter

Court

Beverley Fleet Colonial Abstracts
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Charles City Court Records

Beverley Fleet – Colonial Court  
Abstracts for:
Charles City County
Henrico County
Northumberland
Lancaster County
Accomack
Northumbria
Westmoreland
York

QUESTIONS?

Overview
History

Indigenous nations

First settlers

First colonies

Consolidation

Wars

Published Resources

Finding aids

Compilations of 
records and 
genealogies

Study projects

Journals and 
periodicals

Records

Vital

Church and 
cemetery

Land 

Probate

Colony

Strategies

Understand time 
and place

FAN Club / Cluster 
Research
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Strategies

Use the Library of Virginia
• “Genealogical Records at the Library of Virginia”

• Research Guides and Indexes

• Land records – online

• Wills and Estate Records Index

• Lost Record Localities Collection

• Colonial records project

• Historic Virginia Documents

https://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/time.htm
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Genealogical Records at LVA

Categories of Research Guides

Common Challenges
• Record loss due to mold, water and fire

• Connecting an arrival record (e.g. headright 
mention) to a person with the same name, in the 
same place 100 years later
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Record Loss Strategies
• Challenge:  John Peace appears in headright land 

record to George Chapman, New Kent County

• New Kent County has extensive record loss

• What to do?
– Try Library of Virginia

https://www.virginiamemory.com/collections/collections_a_to_z

Record Loss Strategies

Digital Lost Records Collection New 
Kent County
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Connecting Ancestors
• You may not find one “smoking-gun” record; you may 

need to build a case with multiple records

• Essential Strategy:  Research the ancestors associates 
and neighbors (Cluster Research or FAN Club 
Research)

• Some records may be less reliable than others; seek 
originals if you can

• May need to have, and exhaust, several working 
theories

And keep in mind . . .
• Terms of kinship may have different meanings in 

17th-century:
– Nephew and nieces may be referred to as “cousins”
– Sometimes “brother” or “sister” can be indications of 

brothers and sisters within a faith
– “Father” and “Mother” could refer to in-laws

• Use of “Jr” and “Sr” typically mean younger versus 
older and don’t necessarily mean kinship

Summary
• Educate yourself about the history of the time 

period, especially government and religious 
jurisdictions – that is where the records are

• Don’t reinvent the wheel - look at published 
sources in combination with originals

• Record loss of 17th century Virginia records 
doesn’t spell doom – try cluster research to circle 
around your ancestor
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Copyright ©2022
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