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Ann G. Lawthers, Genealogist

Class 3: Working in and 
Understanding Original Records

Basics of Early New 
England Research

Meet today’s presenter

Ann G. Lawthers
Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Vital and Church
• Probate
• Land
• Town
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Session Roadmap

Vital and Church

Jurisdictions

Northern NE

Southern NE

Church 
records

Probate

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Other colonies

Land

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Other colonies

Town

Value

Overview of 
records

How to find

Tip
Before Searching for 
Records, Know Your 

Jurisdictions

Jurisdictions for Colonial Records
Vital Records Land Probate

Connecticut Town Town Probate Districts

Maine Town County County

Massachusetts Town County County

New Hampshire Town County County

Rhode Island Town Town Town

Vermont Town Its complicated Its complicated
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Genealogist’s Handbook for New 
England Research 6th edition

Vital Records

Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont 
Vitals

• Pre-printed cards

• Information abstracted from original handwritten 
town books
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Massachusetts Vital Records
• Massachusetts has the most complete set in the nation

• Kept by towns beginning in 1620s

• Generally well-kept, but not always complete

• VRs up to 1850 published for over 200 towns, the majority in 
eastern Massachusetts

• For the western part of the state, 
will need to consult special 
collections such as the Corbin or 
Shepard Collections

Massachusetts Vital Records
to 1850

Vital Records – Rhode Island
• Rhode Island – James 

Arnold

• Vital Records of Rhode 
Island, 1636-1850, First 
Series: Births, Marriages 
and Deaths (see 
handout)

Vol 1: Kent County Vol 8:  Episcopal and 

Congregational

Vol 15:  Providence Gazette, 

marriages

United States Chronicle, 

deaths

Vol 2:  Providence County 

(Providence, Cranston, 

Johnston, North Providence, 

Glocester, Burrillville)

Vol 9: Seekonk, Pawtucket and 

Newman Congregational 

Church

Vol 16: United States 

Chronicle marriages;

American Journal, Impartial 

Observer, 

Providence Journal, marriages 

and deaths; 

Providence Semiweekly 

Journal, marriages

Vol 3: Providence County 

(Glocester, Burrillville, 

Scituate, Foster, 

Cumberland, Smithfield)

Vol 10: Town and Church 

Records

Vol 17: Providence Phenix, 

Providence Patriot, 

Columbian Phenix, marriages 

A‐R

Vol 4: Newport County Vol 11: Church Records Vol 18: Providence Phenix, 

Providence Patriot, 

Columbian Phenix, marriages 

S‐Z, deaths A‐M

Vol 5: Washington County Vol 12:  Revolutionary rolls 

and newspapers, including 

Providence Journal, deaths A‐

R

Vol 19: Providence Phenix, 

Providence Patriot, 

Columbian Phenix, deaths N‐

Z; Rhode Island American, 

marriages A‐G

Vol 6: Bristol County Vol 13: Deaths, Providence 

Journal and  Providence 

Gazette

Vol 20: Rhode Island 

American, marriages H‐Z, 

deaths A‐B

Vol 7: Friends and ministers Vol 14:  Providence Gazette, 

deaths and marriages

Vol 21: Rhode Island 

American. Deaths, C to S

10

11

12

Class 3: Basics of Early New England Research

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



3/14/2023

5

Vital Records - Connecticut
• Barbour Collection to 1850

– Lucius Barnes Barbour, State 
Examiner of Public Records 
from 1911-1934

• Charles R. Hale Collection, 
Vital Records, 1640-1955

Town Page Windsor (AA)Slip Index (FS)

Barbour Collection

Suffield Records –
FamilySearch.org
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Barbour Collection – Town of Glastonbury

Charles R. Hale Collection

Tip
When You Cannot Find 

Vital Records . . .
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Pursue Vital Record Substitutes
• Church records

• Cemetery records

• Probate records (usually filed within three months 
of death)

Church and Cemetery 
Records

Where to Find Church Records
• Many New Englanders were Congregationalists

– Check County Histories for clues about denominations in 
your ancestor’s town

• Indexed databases
– American Ancestors
– Family Search
– Ancestry

• Unindexed images
– Family Search

• Congregational Church Archives
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Indexed at AmericanAncestors.org

Indexed at FamilySearch.org

Unindexed at Family Search – FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org

congregationallibrary.org/digital-collections
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Dover, NH Records

Indexed at Ancestry.com

QUESTIONS?
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Session Roadmap

Vital and Church

Jurisdictions

Northern NE

Southern NE

Church 
records

Probate

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Other colonies

Land

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Other colonies

Town

Value

Overview of 
records

How to find

Probate Records
• Probate is the process of settling an estate after death

– Many steps
– Generates documents

• Use to:
– Verify family relationships
– Substitute when vital records are lacking

• Approximate death dates
• When a daughter was married by
• When a wife was deceased by

– Trace the origin of family items or property
– Provide context of ancestor’s life

Jurisdictions for Colonial Records

Vital Records Land Probate

Connecticut Town Town
Probate 
Districts

Maine Town County County

Massachusetts Town County County

New Hampshire Town County County

Rhode Island Town Town Town

Vermont Town Its complicated Its complicated
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Colonial Connecticut Probate
• New Haven Colony (to 1655) – Probate kept at town or 

colony

• Connecticut Colony
– Particular Court (1639 - 1665)  - Records transcribed and 

published
– Court of Assistants (1665- 1711) – An appeals court, records 

transcribed and published
– County Courts (1666 - 1855) - Handled probate for four 

original counties, Hartford, New London, New Haven, and 
Fairfield until 1698

– 1698 Probate District system established
• Original 4 county courts
• 1719 new districts began to be established. 

Connecticut Probate Districts; Handbook, p. 18

Connecticut Probate Index 1648-1881
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Colonial Rhode Island Probate
• AmericanAncestors.org: microfilms of town 

probates for about half of Rhode Island towns

• AmericanAncestors.org: Index to Providence 
probate, 1646-1899

• FamilySearch.org: Search BY TOWN for probate 
records – will need to access through a Family 
History Center or Affiliate

• Ancestry.com: Varied material,  years 17th-20th

centuries.

Rhode Island Probate Index 1636-1899

Colonies with 
County-Level Probate
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Colonial Maine Probate
• Probate kept at COUNTY level

– Cumberland Co. Probates destroyed by fire in 1907.

• FamilySearch.org has created an indexed collection of 
probate for 1760-1979

• Ancestry.com: All counties varied years 17th-20th 
Century

• Published Compilations
– Sargent’s Maine Wills 1640-1760, on 

www.AmericanAncestors.org
– John E. Frost’s, Maine Probate Abstracts 1687-1800 were 

published in 1991 by Picton Press in two volumes

Maine Colonial Probate Abstracts

Colonial Massachusetts Probate
• Probate at COUNTY level

• AmericanAncestors.org
– Barnstable Abstracts 1685-1789; 
– File papers: Essex 1638-1881; 
– Hampshire 1660-1858; 
– Middlesex 1648-1871; 
– Plymouth 1686-1881; 
– Worcester 1731-1881. 
– And indexes for Norfolk, Suffolk and Worcester counties.

• Ancestry.com: All counties varied years 17th-20th centuries.

• FamilySearch.org: Use the catalog to search for probate records 
from your ancestor’s county of death.
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Colonial New Hampshire Probate
• Probate at COUNTY level

• Probates to 1771 are abstracted in the NH State Papers 
(vols. 31-39) including wills transcribed. 
http://sos.nh.gov/Papers.aspx

• AmericanAncestors.org has microfilm at it’s Boston 
Research Center for several counties

• FamilySearch.org has created an indexed collection of 
New Hampshire probate records – 1660-1973

• Ancestry.com’s collection covers 1643-1982

New Hampshire State Papers - Probate

Vermont
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Colonial Period Vermont
• No known probate records for Vermont prior to 

1777

• May find probate in New York or New Hampshire 
records
– From 1749, New Hampshire claimed Vermont
– From 1764, New York claimed Vermont as part of 

Albany County
• Cumberland County from Albany in 1766
• Gloucester County from Albany in 1770
• Charlotte County from Albany in 1772

Session Roadmap

Vital and Church

Jurisdictions

Northern NE

Southern NE

Church 
records

Probate

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Other colonies

Land

First land 
records

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Other colonies

Town

Value

Overview of 
records

How to find

Why Use Land Records
• Grantor can mention how he acquired the land

• Can sign his name with his wife

• Narrows down the 
chronology

• Land description 
can be compared 
to other deeds
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First New England Land Records
• Transfer from Crown to 

Colony via: 
– Council (e.g. Council of 

New England)
– Proprietors (e.g. Mason and 

Gorges)
– “After the fact” Charter (e.g. 

Connecticut, Rhode Island)

• Purchase from indigenous 
tribes

First Charters/Grants/Patents
Colony Year Grant / Charter / Patent / Other From
Connecticut

1639 Other: Fundamental Orders
Towns of Windsor, Hartford and 
Wethersfield

1643
Other: Governement of New 
Haven Colony Towns of New Haven and Milford

1662 Charter:  Connecticut Colony King Charles II
Maine

1622 Grant: Mason and Gorges
King James and Council of New 
England

Massachusetts

1629 Charter:  Massachusetts Bay
King Charles I and Council of New 
England

1619 Other:  Mayflower Compact Pilgrims

1691 Charter: Massachusetts Colony King and Queen William and Mary
New Hampshire

1622 Grant: Mason and Gorges
King James and Council of New 
England

1629 Grant: Mason  King Charles I
Rhode Island 1636 Sale: Providence lands Narragansett Tribes

1643 Patent: Providence Plantations King Charles I and Robert Warwick

Yale Law School, “Colonial Charters, Grants and Related Documents,” 
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/statech.asp

Colony-Specific Subsequent 
Land Transfers
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Deeds in Colonial Connecticut 
and Rhode Island

• Organized by TOWN

• Beware of changing town boundaries

• Use the FamilySearch.org catalog to find 
Connecticut and Rhode Island records at the town 
level.

Deeds in Colonial Maine, New 
Hampshire and Massachusetts

• Organized by COUNTY

• Be aware of changing county boundaries

• Some early Maine deeds at the Massachusetts State 
Archives

• FamilySearch.org has created an indexed collection of 
Massachusetts land records

• Maine and New Hampshire records are not indexed. Use 
the FamilySearch.org catalog to find at the county level.

Deeds in Maine, New Hampshire 
and Massachusetts

• Organized by COUNTY

• Be aware of changing county boundaries

• Some early Maine deeds at the Massachusetts 
State Archives

• FamilySearch.org has created an indexed 
collection of Massachusetts land records

• Use the FamilySearch.org catalog to find Maine 
and New Hampshire records at the county level.
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Cheshire County Deeds

Using the FamilySearch.org Catalog

Results Pages Rockingham County
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Pre-Republic Transfers 
in Vermont

• New Hampshire Land Grants 1749-1764 - New 
Hampshire Provincial & State Papers, Volume 26

Vermont Historical Society, Map of New Hampshire Land Grants, 1774

• New York Land Patents 1688-
1786 – State Papers of 
Vermont, v. 7

• Post colonial records are at the 
town level

QUESTIONS?
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New England’s Unique Resource:
Town Records

• Kept by Town Clerks

• Catalog of town activities
– Births, marriage and deaths
– Land transfers
– Cattle ownership
– Taxes
– Other

• Even if your ancestor does not appear in the Town 
Vital Records, their presence in the community may 
be elsewhere in the books

Town Records

Town Meeting Minutes, 1755

Special Town Meeting, 1755

Land Record, 1735

Examples of Town Records
• Lists of Officers

• Meetings

• Vitals – birth, 
marriage, and death

• Land Transactions

• Ear marks

• Military 

• Treasurer’s records

• Tax records

• Warnings out

• Pew deeds

• Licenses
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York Maine Colonial Vital Records

m # 007596957

FHL Film 7596957, image 

Dennis, MA Family Vital Records 1720-1750

Major Offices 
(Who’s Who in Town)
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Town Clerk
• Keeper of vital records

• Documented votes, resolutions, and orders

• Recorded the meeting proceedings

• Administered oaths and affidavits

• Certified licenses

Selectmen
• Generally elected to a one-year term

• Managed the affairs of the town

• Performed many tasks
– Created slate of jurors
– Divided town lands
– Judge offenses against town laws and orders

Constable
• Posted notice for town meetings

• “Policeman” of the town
– Conduct
– Illegal activity

• Acted as tax collector if specific position did not 
exist

• Warned out strangers
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Treasurer
• Managed town’s finances

• Presided over reimbursements
– Military service
– Care of poor
– Services by townspeople (constructing and 

repairing roads, building schoolhouse, etc.)

Other Town Offices
• Town Clerk

• Selectmen

• Constable

• Treasurer

• Fence Viewers
• Hog Reeves
• Listers and Collectors
• Surveyor of Highways
• Jurors

Town Meeting Record, Sandown, NH, 1756
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Falmouth, Maine 1753 Road Survey

Ear Marks
• Cattle and sheep were grazed on common lands

• Important that each animal had identifying mark

• Marks recorded by town clerk
– Transfer of ear marks from person to person can 

prove parentage or relationships

Ear Mark - Ipswich, Mass.

Ear Marks
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Finding Colonial 
Town Records

Town Records for Dover, NH

Summary
• Colonial-era resources are often in book format.

• Vital records in New England began at the town 
level when a town was formed or incorporated.

• Land and probate records may be kept at the town, 
county, or other jurisdictional level.

• Study and know the location where your ancestor 
lived: location is key to New England research!
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

AmericanAncestors.org/basics-early-new-england-research-2023

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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