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Ann G. Lawthers, Genealogist

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

Using Occupations 
to Trace Ancestors

Presentation Overview

Importance of Occupation

Finding the Occupation

Records for Specific 
Occupations

Everyone is Unique
• Establishing identity
– Name
– Date of birth
– Places lived
– Spouse and children
– Siblings
– Occupation
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Massachusetts Settlers 
1620-1650
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Occupations of Early Massachusetts Settlers

Pope, Charles Henry, Pioneers of Massachusetts 1620‐1650 (Boston: NEHGS 2016 – reprint)

• Farmer

• Blacksmith

• Cooper

• Wheelwright

• Textile mill worker

• Shoemaker

• Tailor

Town and City Farm and Village

Location Clues Provided 
by Occupation

Associate Clues
• Know your ancestor’s FAN club – friends and 

family, associates, neighbors

• Some occupations can be clustered
– Grocers, wholesalers, shipping agents
– Blacksmith, cooper, wheelwright, harness maker
– Mariner, sailmaker, ship builder, ropemaker
– Engineer, fire tender, conductor (railroads)
– Miller, baker

4

5

6

Virtual Spring Stay at Home 2023

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



6/9/2023

3

Migration Clues
• Miner from Ireland seeks mining locations in 

America

• Weaver from Yorkshire seeks settled areas or mill 
towns

• Baker from Germany looks for towns

Presentation Overview

Importance of Occupation

Finding the Occupation

Records for Specific 
Occupations

Source of Occupation Information
• Census

• City Directories

• Vital Records

• Passenger Lists

• Passport Applications
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Census
• Occupation since 1850

• Special schedules 1850-1880
– Agriculture
– Manufacture
– Mortality

1880 US Federal Census, Cook County, Illinois, Chicago

Manufacturing Schedule - Census

1850 U.S. Federal 
Census, Geauga 
County, Ohio

Manufacturing Schedule Detail

1850 U.S. Federal Census, Geauga County, Ohio, Manufacturing and Industry Schedule
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City Directories
• Gives occupation, address 

of business and address of 
home

• Philadelphia since 1785

• New York since 1786

• Boston since 1789

• See Ancestry, Fold3, local 
historical associations

Vital Records
• Twentieth century birth, marriage and death 

certificates usually include occupation

• 19th century records by town clerks usually include a 
column for occupation

• 18th century town records may also capture an 
occupation

• Church records of baptism, marriage and burials do 
not usually include occupation, EXCEPT Quebec 
church records which often mention the 
father/groom/deceased person’s occupation

20th Century Death Certificate
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19th Century Town Clerk’s Register

Drouin – Marriage Record

Passenger Lists
• Passenger lists since 1820 include occupation
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Newspapers
• Obituaries from the late 19th century forward may 

include occupation

Newspaper Advertisement
• Newspapers are also a source of advertisements 

for tradespeople who need to advertise their 
wares.

Passport Application
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Less Well Known Source of 
Occupation Information

Town and County Histories

TipTip
You May Have to 

Decode the Occupation

Decoding the Occupation
DescriptionOccupation

One who makes or repairs vessels made of staves & hoops, 
such as casks, barrels, tubs, etc

Cooper

Shoemaker, originally any leather worker using leather from 
Cordova/Cordoba in Spain

Cordwainer

Peddler of fruits and vegetablesCostermonger

PotterCrocker

CoronerCrowner

Specialized blacksmith, one who shoes horsesFarrier

One who fulls cloth; one who shrinks and thickens woolen 
cloth by moistening, heating and pressing; one who cleans 
and finishes cloth

Fuller
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More Old Occupations
DescriptionOccupation

Maintained carding machine at a textile millGrinder

ReaperHooker

Skilled carpenterJoiner

One who had served his apprenticeship and mastered his craft, 
but hired by the day.

Journeyman

BricklayerMason

Crockery dealerPigman

Decoding the Occupation
• Books

– Twining, Andrew and Twining, Sandra Dictionary of 
old trades and occupations. (Kogarah, NSW, 1993).

– Schlebecker, John T. The many names of country people: 
an historical dictionary from the twelfth century 
onwards (New York: Greenwood Press, 1989).

• Online
– Cyndi’s List - Occupations
– Roots Web
– Your favorite search engine

Presentation Overview

Importance of Occupation

Finding the Occupation

Records for Specific 
Occupations
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Occupations with Records
• Railroad Workers

• Apprentices

• Craftsmen

• Physicians

• Tavern Keepers

• Merchants

• Sailors

• Clergy

• Farmers

Railroad Records
• Which railroad did he or she work for?
– Note year and location

• Specific railway companies may have online 
digital images
– Milwaukee Public Library
• Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul & Pacific Railway

Records at the California 
Railroad Museum

• Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway

• Central Pacific/Southern Pacific Railroads

• Southern Pacific Railroad
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ArchiveGrid for Southern Pacific 

ArchiveGrid – Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe

Kansas Historical Society Finding Aid 
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National Archives

More Railroads
• Biographical Directory of Railway Officials of 

America issued between 1885 and 1922 - gave a 
listing of mid to senior employees in the railroad 
industry

• Followed by Who’s Who 
in Railroading which 
continues today

Apprenticeship Records
• American Apprenticeship system

– Boy aged 12-15 although orphans were apprenticed at 
younger ages

– Based on English system but lacked guild structure so 
was a local institution

– Indentures – a contract between master and apprentice, 
often including room and board and possibly clothing 
for apprentice. Parent or guardian transferred legal 
authority for child to master.

• Records of indentures
– Books
– Manuscripts
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Apprentice Lists at NEHGS
Time PeriodState

1837‐1927Maryland, Carroll County

1813‐1817Illinois, Madison County

1771‐1773Pennsylvania, Philadelphia

1801‐1830Maryland, Harford County

1623‐1800Virginia

1637‐1900Connecticut

1800‐1899New York, New York

1821‐1889 (west), 1784‐1902 
(middle), 1778‐1911 (east)

Tennessee

1869‐1924Canada (from Britain)

1660‐1815Quebec

Craftsmen
• Typically “graduated” from an apprenticeship 
– a skilled worker

• Crafts:
– Blacksmith
– Wheelwright
– Cooper
– Carpenter
– Cordwainer/shoemaker
– Weaver
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Records Left by Craftsmen
• Account books
– Search by surname or by location

• Diaries, journals and letters
– Search by surname, location, or occupation
– You may have to read a lot of prose to find the 

information you seek

Elijah Fox, Blacksmith
• Accounting of what he made and for whom

Account Book Elijah Fox, 1802‐1807, Mss C 4861, NEHGS

Finding Manuscripts
• In the beginning, there was NUCMC (1959) –

National Union Catalog Manuscript Collections
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Finding Manuscripts (cont.)
• Local Historical Societies

• https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/

Physicians
• Surgeon, apothecary, barber

• Look for “Day Books,” “Account Books,” and Diaries

• Diary of Dr. Hill - 1867

Marcella Houle Pasay, The Diaries of Dr. Hill 1851‐1896 (Danielson, CT: Killingly Historical Society, 1995), page 10

Account Book of William Brattle, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Tavern and Inn Keepers
• Also known at the ordinary

• Often located near the town church or meeting 
house
– 1646

Post Revolutionary 
War Demand for 
Taverns

• Turnpikes

• National Road

• Canals

Tavern Keeper Records
• One of the earliest regulated industries

– Selectmen determined men of good character
– In addition to providing liquor…provided suitable 

entertainment, e.g. traveling shows
– Accommodations for man and horse
– No gambling

• FamilySearch.org
– Keyword search – Tavern License or Ordinary License

• Books
– Trader and Ordinary Licenses 1830-1832 for Baltimore 

County, Maryland (GPC)
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General Store Owner
• Bought merchandise from local farmers and 

craftspeople

• Sold merchandise to town inhabitants

• Look for “Account Books” or “Day Books” in 
published or manuscript collections

Daniel Schultz Day Book 
for General Store

Samuel Townsend’s Oyster Bay 
General Store - 1765

Samuel Townsend, 
Mss 1152, NEHGS
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Mariner
• Newspaper accounts of ship arrivals at port

Seamen’s Protection Act
• Passed May 1796 to protect American merchant 

seamen from British Navy impressment

• Customs agents were required to:
– Issue the protection certificates
– Maintain registers of certificate applications
– Keep accompanying proofs of citizenship on file

• Applications include age, height, coloring

Captain’s List of Crew

FHL Film:  100698583, “Massachusetts, Salem and Beverly Crew Lists and Shipping 
Articles, 1797‐1934”
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Merchant Marines
• Seamen assigned to vessels that transport cargo 

and passengers during peacetime

• During wartime they may become an auxiliary to 
the United States Navy and serve military 
functions

• Pre-1967 Merchant Marine Licensing Files at St. 
Louis Archive

• 1930 U.S. Federal Census – Special Schedule –
Merchant Seamen

Logbooks of United States 
Merchant Vessels

• Official logbooks held by the National Archives
– Vessel name, homeport, official number
– Master's name
– Names and ratings of the crew
– Inclusive dates and voyage destinations
– Accounts of births, deaths, and marriages
– Infractions of the rules during the voyage
– Illnesses

• Logbooks from 1872-1941 are found in the Records of the 
Bureau of Marine Inspection and Navigation (Record 
Group 41) located at the National Archives in Washington, 
DC

NARA Record Groups 
with Logbooks

• Logbooks are arranged by port, there either 
chronologically, then by name of vessel, or a combination 
of both.

• Logbooks from 1872-1941 at Records of the Bureau of 
Marine Inspection and Navigation (Record Group 41)

• Logbooks beginning in 1939 to the late 20th century are at 
Records of the United States Coast Guard (RG 26) (locally 
held)

• Merchant Marine Ship's logs 1918 to 1941 at Records of 
the U.S. Maritime Commission (RG 178, NC-5 Entry 115).
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ArchiveGrid Merchant Marine

Smithsonian Merchant Marine Records

Clergy
• Educated

• Determine 
denomination and 
college

• 17th century – Harvard, 
Yale, Princeton
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Records from Colleges and Universities

Alumni Association of Princeton Theological Seminary, Necrological Report 
(Princeton, NJ: Alumni Association, 1903)

• Sibley’s Harvard Graduates
• Dexter’s Biographical Sketches of the Graduates of 

Yale College
• Princetonians : a Biographical Dictionary 

Records From Diaries

Moses Quimby, His Diary, 1821‐1885, Mss C 4671

Farmers
• Probate – goods left behind

• Agricultural Census

• Land records

• Tenant farmer records
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Farmer’s Estate Inventory

Inventory for Jacob Hummer, 1778, Frederick County, Maryland

Agricultural Census

Tenant Farmers

• Need to know the landowner
Cortlandt, Beekman, 
Livingston, Philipse

• Family papers

• Tax lists

• Court records

• New York State Library
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Summary
• Knowing your ancestor’s occupation gives you 

clues to his or her uniqueness, FAN club, location, 
and maybe even migration pattern

• You may find occupation on the census, city 
directories, vital records, passenger lists and 
passport applications.

• Before the Revolutionary War, sources such as 
freeman lists, town records or county histories 
may provide clues

Summary (cont.)
• Some early occupations are unknown today so 

you may need to decode the job

• Occupations that generated records included:
– Railroad worker
– Apprentice
– Farmer
– Store Keeper
– And others

QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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