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Class 2: Reporting Death: Civil Death 
Record Substitutes

Beyond the Grave

David Allen Lambert, Chief Genealogist

Meet today’s presenter

David Allen Lambert
Chief Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Church Records
• Family Registers & Bible Records
• Death Notices and Obituaries
• Mortality Schedules
• Coroner Reports

• Final Pension Payments
• Funeral Home/Undertaker Records
• City and Town Directories
• Tax Records
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Church Records

Church Records
• Some denominations will include death, funeral  

and burial records in the volumes of church 
records recorded.  This may include details to the 
cause of the parishioner's death.

• Often a diary of a clergyman may record more 
details about the death of a parishioner. 

• Church membership lists indicating former 
members now deceased.  These can date back 
until the 17th century for some parishes.

Colonial Church Burial entry
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First Parish Church of Stoughton MA (1728-
29)

Diary of the Minister of the First Parish Church of 
Canton, Mass.

1766 - Diary of Thomas Cary (American Ancestors 
Digital Library and Archives)
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Format Types of Church Records
• Original handwritten records

• Copy books

• Manuscripts (unpublished)

• Published (church histories and journal articles)

Last Rites
• In Catholicism, the last rites are the last prayers 

and ministrations given to a dying person of the 
faith shortly before death.

• Last rites can be given to anyone that is awaiting 
execution, mortally injured, or terminally ill.

• They cannot be given to anyone that has already 
died.

• Recorded in the sick call registers as "last rites" or 
"Viat" (abbreviation for Viaticum).

1886 – Sick Calls, Sacred Heart of Jesus 
Church, Cambridge, Mass.
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Burial Traditions
• The body is positioned with the head to the west, hands resting 

on thighs, and feet to the east
 If west-east position is not possible, north-south is used 

instead
 Allows the dead to rise at dawn on Judgment Day, see the 

sunrise, and ascend into heaven
 Clergy are buried in the opposite orientation

• Headstone inscriptions on the side facing west

• Quakers used plain coffins, sometimes stacking them on top of 
each other. Nondescript headstones are used.
Meeting members would remove any gravestones used 

(exceptions: Hicksite and Gurneysite sects)

Burial Registers
• Details may include the following:
Name of deceased
Date died
Date buried
Burial plot details
Age
Cause of death

1726/7 Burial Register of Reformed Dutch 
Church, New York City (FamilySearch)
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Church Cemeteries and 
Graveyards

• The church may oversee their own private 
graveyard or private cemetery.

• Burial records can include:
Internment records
Lot sales/transfers
Maps of the burying ground

Plan of the Burying Ground, Church of the 
Saviour, Jackson, North Carolina (FamilySearch)

Payments for Burial Lots, Church of the Saviour, 
Jackson, North Carolina (FamilySearch)
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Cremation
• First cremation chamber in North America built 

in Washington, Pennsylvania in 1876
Many doctors promoted cremation as a health 

precaution

• From 1888 to 1963 the practice of cremation was 
forbidden for Roman Catholics.

• Many Quakers choose cremation for the 
simplicity.

1993 Certificate of Cremation, St John's Lutheran 
Cemetery Association, Ringtown, Pennsylvania

Tip
Seek out the original 
handwritten records if 

possible.
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Register of Communicants
• Many churches kept an active log on the members 

of the church.

• These are an invaluable record set as vital records 
are noted (baptism, death), disciplinary measures 
taken, and dismissal date/location.

Members Communicants Register, St. Paul's Presbyterian 
Church, Hamblen County, TN (FamilySearch)

Register of Communicants, Trinity Episcopal 
Church, Fort Wayne, Indiana (FamilySearch)
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www.familysearch.org

Biographical Sketches, History of St. George's 
Church in the City of New York (FamilySearch)

Published Funeral Sermons
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Family Registers
and 

Family Bible Records

Family Registers
• Family registers were kept for recording vital 

records of a family. 

• Originally designed simply or elaborately by hand.

• By the 19th century companies such as Currier and 
Ives were preparing preprinted family registers.

• Often these registers can record multiple 
generations of a family or families. 

Isaac Ketchum Family Record – NEHGS Mss
C 6
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Andrew E. Richardson Family Register  - NEHGS 
Mss 474

George Hall White Family Register – NEHGS 
Mss 493 

William Putnam Family Register – NEHGS Mss 480
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John Pillsbury Family Record – NEHGS Mss A 
3201

Family Bible Records
• Often recorded on a blank page or preprinted 

page of the Holy Bible between the Old and New 
Testaments.

• Occasionally family vital records are recorded on 
the covers, or on papers inserted into the bible.

• NEHGS has hundreds of Family Bible and Family 
Registers on the Digital Library & Archives 
section of AmericanAncestors.org

Caleb Newbold Family Bible – NEHGS Mss C 3373
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John Dunlap Family Bible – NEHGS  Mss A 8803

Murray and Clark Family Bible – NEHGS Mss C 
3795

https://digital-americanancestors.org
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https://digital-americanancestors.org

https://digital-americanancestors.org

https://digital-americanancestors.org
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QUESTIONS?

Death Notices and 
Obituaries

Death Notices and Obituaries
• A death notice is often a preliminary notice to a longer 

more detailed obituary to be published in the newspaper 
the same day or the next issue.

• 18th through 20th century obituaries are often very limited 
if published in a larger urban American newspaper.

• Smaller town newspapers will often publish an obituary 
with details regarding the life, death and funeral of the 
resident.

• To locate a death notice or an obituary, often the exact date 
of death, and knowledge of the last residence is required.
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Where to find newspapers
• Libraries: public and academic

• State Archives or Libraries

• State or local historical societies

• Newspaper Morgues

• Many online databases now exist to search 
American Newspapers since 1704.

• Printed Sources

www.americanancestors.org

New York Evening Post Death Notices, 1801 
(AmericanAncestors.org)
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Death Notice
• Place of birth mentioned, along with when he was 

a passenger on the Mayflower

The  Boston News-Letter, 31 July 1704

Memoriam
In Memoriam

Death of Mr. Edward P. Rudd.

The brother of sleep, as the ancients termed death, has suddenly taken 
from us a young man of great energy of character, of wide and extended 
influence, and what is still more important in these days of private and 
public profligacy, a truly good, honest and Christian man. We allude to 
Edward P. Rudd, the late head of the well-known publishing house of 
Rudd & Carleton. Having known Mr. R. intimately, I desire to pay a 
passing tribute to his memory. He was the son of Rev. Mr. Rudd, of Lyons, 
in this State. At the early age of 15 he entered the book-house of J.C. 
Derby, at Auburn, where he remained three years. Thinking New-York 
offered a wider sphere for him, he came here at 18 with strong letters to A. 
S. Barnes & Co. . . . 

The New York Times, 28 Nov 1861

Irish Free Press – 7 Aug. 1957 (Irish 
Newspaper Archives)
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https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/search

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov
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Lengthy Obituary with remarks

News Story and Obituary

Civil War Soldier casualties in the 
newspaper
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Beyond the Gravestone

NEHGS Resources
Boston Transcript Obits

Columbian Centinel

NEHGS Resources
• AmericanAncestors.org 

• Early American Newspapers, Series 1, 1690-1876 (remote access) over 1 million pages

• 19th Century U.S. Newspapers (remote access) 1.7 million pages 

• Boston Globe since 1980 (remote access)

• The New York Times since 1985 (remote access)

• American Indian Newspapers (remote access)

• Missing Friends (database)

• Microfilm:
– Boston Pilot
– Boston Evening Transcript
– Columbian Centinel

• Wyner Family Jewish Heritage Center has digitized the Jewish Times
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Digitized Newspapers
• Ancestry.com

• Cyndi’s List www.cyndislist.com/newspapers

• GenealogyBank.com

• Google News news.google.com/newspapers

• Newspapers.com

www.AmericanAncestors.org

www.AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org – External Database “Early American Newspapers”

AmericanAncestors.org – External Database “Early American Newspapers”

www.ancestry.com/search/categories/np_newspapers/
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Newspapers.com

Cyndislist.com/newspapers

GenealogyBank.com
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news.google.com/newspapers

Clipped Obituaries

U.S. Census 
Mortality Schedules
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Mortality Schedules
• Mortality schedules record the name of the decedent, including age, race, 

marital status, and cause of death. 

• Federal Mortality schedules were taken by census enumerators for the 1850, 
1860, 1870, and 1880 Censuses.

• State Census Mortality for 1885 exists for Colorado, Florida, Nebraska, New 
Mexico, North Dakota, and South Dakota.

• The deaths recorded on the schedules occurred a calendar year previous to the 
date of the census enumeration. Example: The 1850 U.S. Census mortality 
schedule recorded deaths which occurred from May 31, 1849, until June 1, 
1850.

• All mortality schedules 1850-1885 have been indexed and are viewable online 
at Ancestry.com 

1850 U.S. Mortality Schedule

1850 U.S. Census Mortality Schedule

• Name

• Sex, Color

• Place of Birth

• Free or Slave

• Married or Widowed

• Place of Birth

• Month when the person died

• Occupation

• Disease or cause of death, and 
number of days ill
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1860 U.S. Mortality Schedule

1860 U.S. Census Mortality Schedule

• Name

• Sex, Color

• Place of Birth

• Free or Slave

• Married or Widowed

• Place of Birth

• Month when the person died

• Occupation

• Disease or cause of death, and 
number of days ill

1870 U.S. Mortality Schedule
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1870 U.S. Census Mortality Schedule
• Name

• Sex, Color

• Place of Birth

• Married or Widowed

• Place of Birth

• Father or Mother of Foreign birth

• Month when the person died

• Occupation

• Disease or cause of death

1880 U.S. Mortality Schedule

1880 U.S. Census Mortality Schedule
• Name

• Sex, Color

• Place of Birth

• Marital Status

• Place of Birth

• Place of birth of each parent

• Father or Mother of Foreign birth

• Occupation

• Month when the person died

• Disease or cause of death

• If disease was contracted other 
than the place of death state 
location

• Name of attending physician
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www.ancestry.com

1885 Mortality Schedule – Boone, Nebraska 
(Ancestry.com)

This family # can be used to find their family members

1885 Nebraska State Census (Ancestry.com)

Families ordered in visitation column has 
same # as mortality schedule
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QUESTIONS?

Coroner Reports

Why Call a Coroner?
• A coroner may be called to complete an autopsy or 

physical examination on the body and confirm cause 
of death in the following cases:
Death caused by criminal violence
Unexpected death of an infant or child
Workplace injury
Unidentified body
 Suspected drowning
Death by intoxication (drugs, alcohol)
Death while imprisoned
Motor vehicle accident
 Suicide
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Coroner Inquest
• The body is examined, and witnesses may be interviewed 

to help determine cause of death

• The coroner inquest results are often printed in the local 
newspaper where the person died.

• Access to coroner reports is based on state laws where the 
person died
 In some states the report may only be available to next 

of kin.

Witness Interview, Coroner's Report, 
Jefferson County, Ohio (FamilySearch)

Description of Deceased, Coroner Report, 
Jefferson County, Ohio (FamilySearch)
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1895 Verdict, Coroner Report, Jefferson 
County, Ohio (FamilySearch)

Hospital Records

Hospital Records
• If hospital records exist, they can provide the date 

and cause of death of a patient.

• Most hospital records are discarded after a set 
amount of decades.

• NEHGS has the Boston City Hospital Admission 
records 1867-1870.
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www.americanancestors.org

www.americanancestors.org

www.americanancestors.org
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Final Pension 
Payments

Final Pension Payments
• Revolutionary War Pensions starting in 1818

• War of 1812 Pensions starting in 1871

• Union Civil War Pensions starting in 1861

Rev. War Pension – Widow (Fold3.com)
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U.S. Revolutionary War Pension Payment Ledgers, 
1818-1872

Final Payment Voucher – National Archives

War of 1812 Pension (Fold3)
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War of 1812 Pension (Fold3)

Union Pension - T288 Index 

Union Pension – T289 Pension 
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Pension docket wrapper

Civil War Veteran Burial Expenses

Bills and Receipts
• Bills and receipts for the veteran and his widow 

billable to the Pension Office
• Last payment to the veteran or widower
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Confederate Soldiers Home – New Orleans, 
LA (FamilySearch)

Confederate Soldiers Home – New Orleans, 
LA (FamilySearch)

Grand Army of the Republic Records
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www.AmericanAncestors.org

Funeral Home / 
Undertaker Records

History
• The oldest funeral home in the United States is in Bucktrout, 

Virginia. It was founded in 1759.

• Before the mid-1800's the bodies of loved ones were displayed in 
the family's front room or parlor.

• Embalming became more popular following President Lincoln's 
assassination. His body was preserved for his nationwide funeral 
train.

• Families started seeking out funeral homes outside of their local 
area and transported bodies home for burial (particularly during 
the Civil War).

• Various memorial cards have been produced by funeral homes 
since the 19th century.  Many memorials are simply virtual 
memorials in the 21st century.
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www.familysearch.org

1906 Funeral Record, H.F. Suhr & Co. Funeral 
Records, San Francisco, Calif. (FamilySearch)

Funeral mentioned in a Probate
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Receipt for Funeral 

Online Obituary from Funeral Home

Memorial Cards 
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City and Town 
Directories

City and Town Directories
 The date of death of an individual is listed in town and 

city directories the year following their death.

 An entry with “Widow” is an indication that her spouse 
has died at least by the previous year or before.

 Many U.S. City directories, 1822-1995 can be found 
online at Ancestry.com

 The first city directory in the United States was 
produced for Boston in 1789 and is available on 
Archive.org

1885 Boston City Directory (Ancestry.com)
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Tax Records

Tax Records
• During the 17th to 20th century, a tax record may 

indicate that the taxpayer had recently died.  This 
will be indicated typically by the word deceased 
next to their name.

• The disappearance of a name from a tax list can 
also refer to the death of an individual.  It also can 
indicate the person has moved from that 
community.

• The replacement of a male taxpayer by his wife 
may also indicate she is a “Widow” in the records.

Tax Record – Stoughton Mass 
(1740)
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

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

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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