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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Determine if they fought
• Published Accounts
• Case Studies
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Statistics
• About 231,000 soldiers served in the Continental Army

• About 145,000 soldiers served in the Colonial Militia

• Over 22,000 British soldiers were dispatched to North 
America for use in the British War Effort

• About 25,000 Loyalists Soldiers served in the conflict

• Roughly 12,000 French soldiers and sailors fought 
alongside the colonial army

• Nearly 30,000 Hessian soldiers fought alongside the British 
Army
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Colonial Militia
• Militias were the main colonial military 

organization for defense

• Militias were only part-time and non-standardized
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How were colonial militias 
organized?

• Each town would primarily raise a militia 
consisting of local men 

• In Massachusetts every town was expected to 
maintain at least one company (approx. 60 men) 
commanded by a captain

• Many local militia laws required nearly all men 
between the ages of 16 and 60 to serve, keep arms,
and train
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What did training look like for the 
men of the militia

• Training was required by law 6 days each year: 
two days in April, one day each in May and June, 
and two days in October

• Regimental training days, called a “muster” were 
only held once every few years
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Minutemen vs. Militia
• Serving in your town’s militia company was 

required by law 

• Minuteman companies were raised by volunteer 

• Militia companies trained 6 days each year, 
minuteman companies trained two days each 
week

• Minutemen were also paid for training days, on 
average 1 shilling for each half day
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Continental Army 
• Founded on June 14, 1775 by the Second 

Continental Congress

• Forces were better trained and organized than the 
local militias
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Colonial Navy
• 13 October 1775 - Continental Congress 

authorized the creation of the Continental Navy

• By 1776 - colonies had 27 warships

• Relied heavily on commissioning Privateering 
vessels 

• A Privateer Commission was issued to vessels, 
called privateers or cruisers, whose primary 
objective was to disrupt enemy shipping
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Determine if Your 
Ancestor Fought 
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Too young or too old to serve? 
•  Age range of typical soldier, 

18-35 

• Average birth year 1735-1760 

• Extremes early 1700s & late 
1760s 
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Search your Family Tree
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Oral Family Traditions 
• Does your family have legends or stories of service 

of the Revolution? 

• An excellent starting point to begin your search
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Family Relics in the Attic 
• Letters 

• Diaries 

• Paintings 

• Guns & Swords 

• Discharge Papers 
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Cemetery Clues
• Local Cemeteries can be a 

great place to find clues that 
might indicate Revolutionary 
War Service

• Ask yourself the following 
questions:
– Is there a gravestone for 

your ancestor?
– Is there a flag marker? 
– Is there an S.A.R. marker on 

the right grave? 
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Researching Your 
Veteran Ancestors
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Published & Online Resources 
• Compiled Genealogies 

• Town Histories 

• Journal articles 

• Online databases  

• Citation or Source? 

• Gravestones online 
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History of the Town of Jaffrey, New Hampshire 
by Daniel Bateman Cutter
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findagrave.com

Class 1: Researching American Revolutionary War Patriots

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 21



SAR Markers
• First SAR grave marker was placed in 1923

• Since then, the Sons of the American Revolution 
have been placing markers on the graves of known 
veterans of the American Revolution
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S.A.R. Flag Marker
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WPA Records
• Works Progress Administration (WPA) employed 

millions of jobseekers to carry out public works 
projects, including the construction of public 
buildings and roads

• The Graves Registration Project - One of the many 
projects carried out in some places to record 
historical grave markers

• Many of these records are available on 
FamilySearch.org
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WPA veteran's graves registration, Berkshire County 
Massachusetts 1774 -1941
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Reverse of the form
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How to find Graves Registration 
Project records

• Search the FamilySearch Catalog for the town or 
county where your Revolutionary War Veteran 
was buried
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FamilySearch.org
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Example of a WPA Collection

Class 1: Researching American Revolutionary War Patriots

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 29



QUESTIONS?

Class 1: Researching American Revolutionary War Patriots

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 30



Published Accounts to 
Muster Rolls 
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Muster Rolls
• During the American Revolution, muster rolls 

were prepared by the commanding officer of each 
company of a regiment for the express purpose of 
paying the officers and soldiers

• These records give great insight into the dates a 
soldier served and the experiences they might 
have had

• Available on FamilySearch.org
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Case Study:
Joseph Taylor

Massachusetts
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Grave of Joseph Taylor in the 
Harvard Square Burying Ground
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Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors of the 
Revolutionary War (15:442)

Class 1: Researching American Revolutionary War Patriots

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 35



Seek the Primary Source of the 
Published Accounts

Taylor, Joseph, Peterborough. Private Capt. William 
Scott’s co of militia, Col. Paul Dudley Sergent’s regt; 
muster roll dated Aug. 1, 1775; enlisted June 13, 1775; 
service, 1 mo. 21 days; also order on Committee of 
Clothing, payable to Ensign Josiah Monro, dated 
Cambridge, Nov. 18, 1775, signed by Isaiah Taylor, for 
bounty coat or its equivalent in money due his son, said 
Joseph Taylor, a soldier in Capt. Scott’s co. Col. Sargant’s 
regt, who died Aug. 17, 1775.

Published Source: Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors in 
the Revolutionary War (15:442). 
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Joseph Taylor Index Card
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org 
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Citing the Published Source 

Taylor, Joseph Peterborough. Private, Col. Paul Sergent Regt.
Order on the Committee of Clothing. Muster/payrolls, and various papers 
(1763-1808) of the Revolutionary War [FHL US/CAN Film # 1906243]  

Online: https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3Q9M-CSNH-D9VZ-
T?i=459&cat=729681  (Jan. 3, 2024)  

Repository: Massachusetts State Archives, Boston, Mass. 
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Published Histories
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History of the Town of Peterborough, Hillsborough County, New Hampshire by Albert Smith
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The Cambridge Tribune, Volume XXII, Number 15, 10 June 1899
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Case Study
Samuel Gilmore

Virginia
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DAR Ancestor Search
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DAR Ancestor Search page
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Associated DAR Applications available for purchase
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Revolutionary Keywords for 
Newspapers

• When did your veteran die?

• What town or county did they reside in?

• Did they live in a time and place where 
newspapers were published?

• Don’t be afraid to search without a name
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GenealogyBank.com 
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GenealogyBank.com 
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Staunton Virginia spectator, and general advertiser Mar 22, 1848
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Staunton Virginia spectator, and general advertiser Mar 22, 1848
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QUESTIONS?
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Case Study
Thomas Emerson
Militia and Navy
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Proceedings of the 250th Anniversary of the Ancient Town of Redding
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Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors of the Revolutionary War; Volume 05
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Fold3.com
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Click Browse
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Type  Imprisonment into the keyword
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Search for surname
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Click on card
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File Card
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Click on A-Z list of Databases
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Search by database name
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Browse by volume and page number
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New England Historical and Genealogical 
Register (1865) Vol. 19, p. 211
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Find the source material
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The Pennsylvania Packet or the General Advertiser Saturday, Jun 22, 1782

Class 1: Researching American Revolutionary War Patriots

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 72



Compiled Service 
Records 
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Compiled Service Records 
• Compiled Service Records are cards that record 

information about a soldier extracted by clerks in 
the War Department from muster rolls, regimental 
returns, hospital rolls, and other records

• These are extracted from the original records and 
can give a great overview of a soldier’s service 
during the American Revolution
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Case Study
Cato Freeman

3rd Connecticut Regiment
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Fold3 Revolutionary Service Records
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Fold3.com
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Pages from a compiled service record
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Tip
Look for diaries of 

fellow soldiers 

Class 1: Researching American Revolutionary War Patriots

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 79



Journals and Diaries 
• Published journals 

• Transcribed accounts 

• Local historical  
societies 
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Digital.AmericanAncestors.org
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researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid
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Hereditary Societies 
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• National Society Daughters of the American 
Revolution (DAR) 

• National Society Sons of the American Revolution 
(SAR)  

• National Society Children of the American 
Revolution (CAR) 

• General Society of the Sons of the Revolution (SR) 

• Society of the Cincinnati 

• Daughters of the Cincinnati 
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Dar.org
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Sar.org
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AmericanAncestors.org/video-library/
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Some Suggested Books
• Forgotten Patriots – African American and American 

Indian Patriots of the Revolutionary War: A Guide to 
Service, Sources, and Studies

• Pennsylvania in the American Revolution: A Source Guide 
for Genealogists and Historians

• Connecticut in the American Revolution: A Source Guide for 
Genealogists and Historians

• North Carolina in the American Revolution: A Source Guide 
for Genealogists and Historians

• America’s Women in the Revolutionary Era 1760-1790: A 
History Through Bibliography
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QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@nehgs.org

Hire Research Services
research@nehgs.org
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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