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Beyond the Grave

Class 1: Using and Understanding Civil
Death Records

Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

THE BRUE FAMILY LEARNING CENTER

EA American Ancestors,

Meet today's presenter

Melanie McComb

Senior Genealogist

Presentation (60 mins.)
* Brief History of Vital Records
* Death Record Formats

* Interpreting the Death Record Details
« Finding the Records

Q&A (30 mins.)
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Brief History of Vital

Records

Colonial Vital Records

* Recorded at the town level since settlement (ex.
New England)

* Town or city clerk recorded the vital records
reported to them

* Original records held by town clerk

Vital Records (19th Century)

» In larger cities, deaths were recorded starting in
the mid-1800's

* Many counties in the East and MidWest were
recording deaths in the late 1800s

* 1841 - Commonwealth of Massachusetts
passed first statewide legislation
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Vital Records (20th Century)

* Most states start requiring vital records to be
recorded in the early 1900's

» Compliance may occur as long as 20 years after
the law was passed in the state

— Expect to find gaps

Death Record

Formats

Family Group Records

* Originated in New England

* Deaths were appended to the list of births in town
vital records

* When families were moving from one town to
another, these records often came from Bible
records.

* These records are very helpful in understanding
the entire family unit (parents and siblings)
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Kingston, Mass. Vital Records 1695-
1885 (FamilySearch)
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Published Vital Records

* "Tan Book" series (Massachusetts)
— Vital Records up to 1850

» Barbour Collection (Connecticut)

e Arnold's vital records (Rhode Island)

11

E7 American Ancestors
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Massachusetts: Vital Records, 1620-1850

AmericanAncestors.org
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State Index Records

* Clerks abstracted town's vital records and sent
them back on forms to the state

* Ex. New Hampshire Vital Records

14

New Hampshire Death Index, Benjamin C.
Daniels, Lebanon, AmericanAncestors.or
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Death Registers

* Recorded the deaths within a city or town over the
year

* Contain the following:
» Name of deceased
» Date of death
> Age
» Place of death
» Cause of death
» Sex
» Place of birth
» Parents' names

10/3/2023
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Massachusetts Vital Records, 1841-1910, Vol. 113
(Amended), AmericanAncestors.org
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Death Certificates

* A legal document that confirms someone has died
* Created during 20th century

* Can be filed in two places:
— Place where person died
— State where person is buried

10/3/2023

19

1 o go
What's on a Death Certificate?
i
person
Date of birth
Date of death Place of death (sometimes Place of birth
estimated)
Residence of . Parents' names
i birthplace e
Funeral Place of
“ renelinereler

20

Standardized Forms

* Prior to 1989, each state had their own version of
a death certificate

* The Center for Disease Control (CDC) issued
a standard death certificate form in 1989

* It was revised again in 2003

21
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CDC Death Certificate Form
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CDC Death Certificate Form
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History of Death Certificate
Changes

* 1950 - Social Security Number Added

* 1970s - Autopsy Performed? Question added

* 1983 - New Hampshire and Oklahoma added
ethnicity

* 1987 - HIV/AIDS added as a new disease
classification

* Source: "Documenting Death - -
The Certificate" (PBS)
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Interpreting the
Death Record Details
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The Informant

* The person who gives information about the
person that died

* This person may or may not be present at their
death

* Supplied answers about the deceased (ex. age,
residence, birthplace, parents' names, etc.)

* The informant's street address or city may be
noted

28

Hospitals/Institutions

* When someone is admitted to a hospital or other
institution, information is often collected upfront

* The informant may be a staff member at one of
these facilities

* The information on the death record may be self-
reported by the deceased before they passed

29

Parents’' Names/Birthplaces

* Not always reported by informant

* Birthplace may give a big clue for immigrant
origins/migration path

* Consider if the informant knew the deceased long
enough to know their parents

— Siblings are more reliable informants than children
and spouses

30
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Veteran Status

* 20th century certificates may note if the deceased
was a military veteran.

* If so, consider the date of birth of the deceased
and what possible military conflicts they may have
participated in.

* Seek out military records on sites like Fold3.com.

10/3/2023

31

K=
The informant is often

a close relative or
friend of the deceased

Cause Of Death

* Important for public health statistics and
reporting

* Determined by the attending physician and
sometimes a coroner (if applicable)

* May include outdated terminology
— Medical glossaries can be helpful resources

33
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Cause of Death Cont'd

* Principal Cause of Death

* Contributory Causes and other conditions

* Provides a sequence of events for how the
deceased died

* Can indicate long term illnesses that the deceased
had

34

GLOSSARY OF MEDICAL TERMS USED IN THE 1STH AND 19TH CENTURIES
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The date of and cause of death are
great clues to identify a death that
may be reported in a newspaper or
coroner's report.
38
fﬁ;laorn (b)/;oc\zsnsersezmcsion Aftermath,
39
13

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



Class 1: Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

10/3/2023

North Caroltea tate Board of Fealty

CERTIFICATE OF DEATH
e 5 505

ICD Number
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Carolina (AmericanAncestors.org)
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ICD

* ICD = International Classification of Diseases

First published in 1893

* Codes can help you determine cause of death
when it's illegible

+ Multiple versions have been produced. Refer to
the one that was in place at the time of death.

42
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International Classification of Diseases
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164
165
166
167
168
169
170
171
172
173
174
175
176
177
178
179
180
181
182
183
184
185
186
187

Poisoning by food
Other acute poisonings

Conflagration
Burns (conflagration excepted)
Absorption of deleterious gases (conflagration excepted)

Accidental drowning

Injury by firearms

Injury by cutting or piercing instruments
Injury by fall

Injury by in mines and quarries

Injury by machines

Injury by other crushing (vehicles, railways, landslides, etc.)
Injury by animals

Starvation

Excessive cold

Effects of heat

Lightning

Electricity (lightning excepted)

Homicide by firearms

Homicide by cutting or piercing instruments
Homicide by other means

Fractures (cause not specified)

Other violence

Dropsy
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Finding the Records
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Privacy Restrictions

* Vary from state to state

* Generally, death records over 50 years old
are usually available to the public and may
be digitized.

« Different repositories:
— State vital statistics office
— County/town clerk's office
— State Archives
— National Archives and State Department
« US. citizens who died overseas

47

State Indexes

* Each state has a vital record index for births, deaths, and
marriages.

* Many indexes available online:
— American Ancestors
— FamilySearch Wiki
— FamilySearch Catalogue
— Ancestry.com
— State Archive Web Sites
— State/County Genealogical Society Web Sites

* Information on index:
— Name of deceased
— Year of death (sometimes date)
— County/town of death

48
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m Canten for Disecse Control ond Prevention

National

Event Dith Event Deat Event Marriage (County Event Divorce

2400 Cost o firs copy: 524.0 Costof fist copy: $2400

Costof each addvonal copy: $15.00  Costof each $15.00 $1500 -

Address:
o

51
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Online Scarchable Death Indexes and Records

A Genealogy Guide

3 0 websites wih oine deaih indexes, sk
s, ant comatar

‘and oounty. Included are death records, death cecfic

Selecta Ste...
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Online Maryland Death Records & Indexes

4 Genealogy Guide for Finding Obituaries, Cemetery Burials and Death Records

‘Online Maryland Doath Racordi Indes

Oniine Maryland Wills and Prabas
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This index is INCOMPLETE
The index includes: Interactive Groups

Ask and answer questions.
Post topics of incerest.

« Baltimore city (BC):
18741903 (841 completal, 19011909, 19111915,
19171519, 1922-1926, 19270K:2), 19281952, 1956

195741, 1958, 1955196008, 1961-1965, 1571 roupiL)
2014

+ Ml Coumies o Baltimare ity
1098-15020A-L M 1,5, 2), News Feed

19892014 : =~ The follawsng i news about our
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baltimoregenealogysociety.org
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Locating and Using
the State Death
Record Indexes on
FamilySearch
56
57
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Ohio Vital Records
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Family Tree  Search Mamories  Get Invoived  Activities 9 Q6 @8 o @) rmercom

Filtored Results (39,637)

" Collection: Birth, Marriage, & Death, Ohio Death Index, 19081932, 1938-1944, and 1958-2007 .. @,
Name Events Relationships
S onath 230y 192 ) o
Death 7 Decamber 157: B
1938-1544, and 195!
Karl Gene Smith Death 30 April 1993 Parents Smith, Trump g B
Principal Dayton, Montg ry, Ohle, United States

Ohio Daath Index, 1908-1932,
1938-1944, and 1958-2007

Birth % tarch 1935
Prebie, Onio, United States

Jennie Smith Death
Fulen

Principal
Ohlo Death Index, 1908-1932, Birth 1084
1938-1944, and 1958-2007

FamilySear

61

Family Tree  Search  Memories Gt invoived  Activities

Records Images FamilyTree Genesiogies Catalog  Books Wik

Genevra Smith
Vital » Ohio Death Index, 1908-1932, 944, and 1958-2007

No Image Available Name Genevra Smith

Document Information v Residence Place  Ohio

Collection Information Event Type Death

81932, 193 Event Date 2 Jul 1923
@
Event Place  Hamilton, Ohio, United States
O Event Place (Original) , Hamilton, Ohio, United States
‘Ohio Death Index, 1908-1932, Source Description  Ohio Department of Health

Page 7911

familysearch.org/ark:
KBS-8DK : 30 June
. Genevra Smith, 1923,

Before you stop your search and

order a copy of the record, check

the FamilySearch wiki for digitized
vital record databases.
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Death |-

+ 1833-1967

+ 1008-1953
2007

2018 Onlo
+ 1913-1944, 195
+ 1959-2012 0

26 st Findmypast
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Familysearch.org

64

Ohio Deaths, 1908-1953

Name index and images of Ohvio statewide

@ HOW TO USE THIS COLLECTION

00O B O @

Filtared Rasults (1,354)

Jannie Ball Smith

cipe!
Ohie Desths, 1908-1953

Fomily Tree  Search Memories GetInvalved  Acthities P @O ® 4L anm.mcm

+ Collection: Birth, Marriage, & Dsath, Ohio Deaths, 1908-1953 (1,354) ©

Collection  Sex  Race  Binh  Death  Residence

Name Events Relationships

Geeasmith gl Deth 2 Parents amos Bes, Melissaweich o @ [
principa cincinnat

Ghio Deaths, 1908-1953 t
Sennie Smith Parents Henry Hustad, Mary 2 ® B
princ Was

Ohlo Deathe, 1906-1953 Spousas John O Smith

Sannie Semith Parents UNKNOWN, Margsret ® B
#rioe on, Ohio, United States —

Ghio Deaths, 1908-1953 ik

Pannsylvania, United States

= PREFERENCES

FamilySearch.org

66
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QUESTIONS?
Locating and Using
the County Death
Indexes on
FamilySearch
23
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FamilySearch  Family Tree  Search Memories Get Involved  Activities

Records Images FamilyTree Genealogies Catalog Books  Wiki

FamilySearch Catalog
Search the catalog of genealogical materials (including books, online materials, microfiim
and publications) made available by FamilySearch online and in libraries and

centers worldwide.

Learn more about the catalog and how to access materials.

Search by:
@ | sumames | Titles | Author | Subjects | Keywords

Sonoma

United Seaas, Cafeni, Snoma

2 Results

FamilySearch.org

70

tO 084

Famiy

Refine your search ¥

- Unitad States, Caifornia, San Francisco - Vita records (9 )

FamilySearch.org

72
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o baores  Get Invoivad

4BACK TO SEARCH RESULTS

Death records, 1865-1904

73

Cattactian /shelt Fim

Farmat

74

FamilySearch.org

75
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San Francisco, California, Record of Deaths,
1865-1869, FamilySearch

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



Class 1: Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

10/3/2023

o 'Wunfw-i-mu IM"“\

[ ‘wﬁ’/«ﬁzy -’?‘rf"f".

: ot Coce Lrgpstd £
2 ‘ ﬁ..wé”,”;‘l,‘
?%Eﬂyﬂkpdﬂ ] [

,..m-:ém.; P R M
""(‘/“7-«* [l

Z

* .—;:(,,Vu g,(,m? 2

J»u\

4 el cf.m/o..“.- J.m../ﬂ»« SA0

San Francisco, California, Record of Deaths,
1865-1869, FamilySearch
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Locating and Using
the City Vital
Records on
FamilySearch

Family Tree  Search Memerias Get Involved  Acti

ch Catalog
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FamilySear
82
- United States, Massachusetts, Suffolk, Boston - Vital records - Indexes ( 10 )
[Boston death indexes, 1700 ‘HE?!,,: o [ s mrin |
FamilySearch.org
84
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(=T
Check other
categories besides the
Vital Records -
Indexes category

There may be multiple death
record volumes under the
FamilySearch catalogue.
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89
Finding Colonial
Death Records
30
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FamilySearch.org

91

Records of Duxbury, 1642-1826 S
Tour Gk (Rapostorr)

FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

93

31

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



Class 1: Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

10/3/2023

[el

Don't ignore vital

records that don't

include deaths in the

description

fivs t:

[homas j" 3 t (ﬂn o }enn i —— e

e st Born Juby ) ohrd 1€ Doy GO

g 4 Tove Mlomt
oAy Pyed e n foul
eut Buf T’"‘ﬁn 5 u‘m = J‘ ey "74j |

o il £ B ol .,f f,ﬁn fp,.m by Jarak s

(vife Was Lewn ecernber jo 2
Al £ The fon Not an uf (.4?\‘9 vk
Wﬁ“m‘rw.,s e mi{; J il A P

--MDJ o fe any b
wn?:”;‘u; The C}muj%" ij@g:ff er}’ S jemew i

Vital Records of Duxbury 1642-1826,
Nathan Soul Family, FamilySearch
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Review

1. Consult the various indexes to

find a record at the local, county,
or state level.

2. Understand the limitations of
death records for pre-20th

century deaths.

3. Dissect each death record for
clues to learn more about how

your ancestor lived and died.
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QUESTIONS?

Hire Research Services
research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

2 American Ancestors.

Search Events Membership  Give

Beyond the Grave: Uncovering Life Stories from Death Records

AmericanAncestors.org/beyond-grave-uncovering-life-stories-death-records

THANK YOU!

AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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