
Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Class 5: Researching Nuns and Clergy

Researching Catholic 
Ancestors

Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 1



Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 2



Voice of
Melanie McComb,
Senior Genealogist

Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 3



Step
Identify the Nuns and 
Clergy In Your Family

#1
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Go-To Records
Census Records

City Directories

Newspaper Articles

Cemetery Records
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1900 U.S. Census, Ancestry.com
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Tip
Nuns typically changed 

their names. Keep this in 
mind when searching for 
them in the census and 

other records.
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1920 U.S. Census, Ancestry.com
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City Directories
• Compiled list of adult residents organized by town 

or several towns
Details include name, address, occupation

• Directories provide a potential customer list to 
salesmen and other businesses
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www.ancestry.com
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Dover, New Hampshire City Directory, 1948 via 
Ancestry.com
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Newspaper Articles
• Clergy members may be referenced in articles 

about life events (baptisms, marriages, funerals, 
etc.)

• Local news about the parish house of worship

• Death of a clergy member would typically make 
the newspapers (especially if they oversaw a 
congregation)
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Irish Press – August 7, 1957 via 
irishnewsarchive.com
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www.AmericanAncestors.org
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Charlottetown Guardian, 28 Dec. 1938, p. 7. 
Accessed on IslandNewspapers.ca
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Cemetery Records

Find a Grave

BillionGraves

Burial records
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Tip
Gravestones often indicate 
the person was a member 

of the clergy
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Gravestone

Find a Grave – Memorial 
#188315682. Photo by Billie 
Campbell
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Step

Identify the Parish 
Church

#2
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Published Resources
• Newspapers

• City Directories

• Town and county history books
Many are digitized and available on websites 

like archive.org, HathiTrust, etc.

• Religious Directories 
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Newspapers
• Obituaries

• Clergy transferred to another congregation

• Articles about an historical event at the house of 
worship (ex. Anniversary, fire, etc.)

• Advertisements for services
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The Parsons Sun, 30 May 1966, Parsons, Kansas, 
p. 4. Newspapers.com
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Press and Sun-Bulletin, 4 June 1953, Binghamton, 
New York, p. 19, Newspapers.com
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City Directories
• In addition to listing residents, include lists 

categorized businesses

• These also include a list of churches and other 
houses of worship
• Address
• Service Hours
• Name of clergy
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Ancestry.com
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Town and County Histories
• Majority written late 19th century or early 20th 

century

• Oldest citizens of the town or county are usually 
interviewed

• Include notable citizens ("mug books") as well as 
a brief history on the founding of churches and 
schools
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www.archive.org
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History of Lancaster County, 
Pennsylvania via Archive.org
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Religious Directories
• Lists organized by diocese that include all living 

clergy

• Directories may be published annually or every 
few years

• Great resource to track clergy in between parishes, 
when retired, etc.

• Can be found in resources such as Archive.org, 
FamilySearch, Ancestry.com, local historical 
societies, archdiocese archives, etc.
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www.Archive.org
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Hoffmann's Catholic Directory - 1886

Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 31



Step

Contact the Church 
and Religious Archives

#3
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Holy Orders/Ordinations
• Priests' records located in the archdiocese where 

they were ordained or in the church they served

• For specific orders of priests and nuns, records kept 
in provincial or national houses of the order
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Manuscripts
• Diocese account books

• Memories about clergy

• Clergy's personal and family papers

• Correspondence

• Newspaper clippings

• Diaries

• And more!
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jesuitarchives.org
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jesuitarchives.org
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https://www.sistersofmercy.org
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https://www.sistersofmercy.org
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Act of Profession, Deceased Sisters Box 25, Sr. Sister 
Eileen Rooney, Sisters of Mercy of the Americas Archives 
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Lake Placid News, New York, 1995, Sr. Eileen Rooney, 
Sisters of Mercy of the Americas Archives
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www.usccb.org
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Parish Council/Commitee Minutes

• Recorded the church's business including:
Staff changes, including clergy transfers
Repairs to the church
Issues within the congregation
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www.bostoncatholic.org

Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 43



Step

Conduct Research

#4
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www.FamilySearch.org
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www.FamilySearch.org
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www.FamilySearch.org
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www.FamilySearch.org
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www.FamilySearch.org
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www.archivegrid.com
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www.archivegrid.com
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Finding Aid Example
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Finding Aid Example
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Military Records
• Clergy could serve as chaplains during war.

• Responsibilities include:
Holding religious services
Administering sacraments (baptisms and marriages)
Comforting the sick and wounded
Administering last rites to the dying
Assist with burying the dead

• Some wrote diaries or regimental histories during 
their time at war
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Father Duffy's Story via Archive.org
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Father Duffy's Story via Archive.org
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School Records

Elementary and high schools

Universities and colleges

Seminaries
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www.archny.org
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https://library.columbia.edu/libraries/burke.html
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Case Study

Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 60



Class 5: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 61



Rev. Joseph Rooney
• Born March 5, 1887 in Iona, Prince Edward Island 

(PEI), Canada to Philip Rooney and Ellen 
Josephine McKenna

• Died January 7, 1942 in Montague, PEI
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Research Questions
• Where did Joseph attend seminary school?

• What parish did Rev. Joseph Rooney belong to?

• What stories can I learn about him?

• Are there any photographs of him?
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Rev. Rooney Obituary
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Rev. Rooney Obituary (Close-up)
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Newspaper Article Example
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sdu.vre3.upei.ca
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St. Dunstan's University Class 
Photograph 1912
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collections.mcq.org
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Quebec Seminary Graduation 
Photo
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www.bac-lac.gc.ca
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www.bac-lac.gc.ca
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www.bac-lac.gc.ca
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www.bac-lac.gc.ca
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WWI CEF Personnel Files, Library and Archives 
Canada
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WWI CEF Personnel Files, Library and 
Archives Canada
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World War I War Diaries
• World War I war diaries were digitized by the 

Library and Archives of Canada
• Finding Aid Number "9-52"
• War diaries are organized by the regiment #
• Use the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) files 

to research the regiment number
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War Diary Example
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Recap on Research
• Q1: Where did Joseph attend seminary school?
 A1: Quebec Seminary

• Q2: What parish did Rev. Joseph Rooney belong to?
 A2: Morell and Cardigan (PEI)

• Q3: What stories can I learn about him?
 A4: Joseph served as a chaplain during WWI and was also 

the owner of a racehorse

• Q4: Are there any photographs of him?
 A4: Yes, I found his university photo from St. Dunstan's and 

graduation photo from Quebec Seminary
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Review
1. Identifying where your clergy family 

member served will help you identify 
where to find records about their life

2. Contact religious archives to identify 
what collections exist for your clergy 
member

3. There is no consolidated place 
for records related to your clergy 
ancestor. Be creative and use a wide 
variety of records!
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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