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Cemetery/Burial 
Records

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

• Clergy are buried in the opposite 
orientation

• Headstone inscriptions on the side 
facing west

Cremation
• Until 1963, this practice was forbidden by Roman 

Catholics

• "Reverent disposition of the ashes"
Buried in a sacred place like a mausoleum or 

columbarium
Ashes cannot be scattered
In Dec. 2023, the Vatican updated their policy to 

allow a small portion of ashes can be kept in a 
"place of significance"
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Cemetery/Burial Records
• Held at Parish Church, Catholic Cemetery 

Association, or local diocese

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

Interment Records
• A list of persons buried

• Include the following details:
• Name
• Death Date (if known)
• Burial date
• Burial location
• Cause of death is sometimes noted

Internment Records, 1915, St. Jean Baptiste 
(Lynn, Massachusetts)

7

8

9

Class 4: Researching Catholic Ancestors

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



4/12/2024

4

Internment Register, St. Augustine Cemetery 
(AmericanAncestors.org)

Interment Register, Immaculate Conception, 
Arnold, Missouri, FamilySearch

Tip
Many cemeteries have 
a burial search on their 

web site
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https://calvaryandalliedcemeteries.com

https://calvaryandalliedcemeteries.com/burial-search

https://calvaryandalliedcemeteries.com/burial-search
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Cemetery Maps
• Helps identify the different sections where 

someone is buried

• Very useful for large cemeteries, or where there 
are two cemeteries (an Old and New Cemetery)

• Cemeteries may have section maps that list the 
current burials.
o Helps identify what plots are reserved and what are 

for sale for prospective buyers.

Cemetery Map, Immaculate Conception 
Cemetery, Arnold, Missouri, FamilySearch

Map of Burial Plots, Catholic Cemetery, 
Willows, California, FamilySearch
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mountcalvarycemetery.org

Lot Sale and Assignment Records

• Burial Lots are considered 
a form of real estate

• Deeds are issued to 
owners of a lot, tomb, etc.

• Following the paper trail 
of who purchased the plot 
can help you identify 
potential family members

Lot Sale, Cambridge Catholic, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org
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Lot Assignment, Cambridge Catholic, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org

Lot Assignment, Cambridge Catholic, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org

Grave #

Section #

Lot Transfers
• Individual graves within a lot can be purchased 

by others when the owner or their heirs have no need 
for them

• May explain why someone unrelated is buried in a 
family plot
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Lot Owners, 1891, St. Patrick's Cemetery, 
Stoneham, Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org

Catholic 
Cemetery Databases on 
AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

Roman Catholic Parish Cemetery 
Records

• Administrated by local parishes

• Includes the following:
o St. Mary Cemetery (Ayer)
o St. Mary Cemetery (Canton)
o Annunciation Cemetery (Danvers)
o St. Mary Cemetery (Middleborough)
o St. Joseph Cemetery (Plymouth)
o St. Mary Cemetery (Quincy)
o St. Joseph Cemetery (Roxbury)
o St. Anthony of Padua Cemetery (Shirley)

• Records go through 1940
o St. Joseph's Cemetery goes through 1970

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

Deed and Burials, St. Joseph Cemetery, 
Plymouth, Massachusetts

Catholic Cemetery Association 
Records

• Administered by the Catholic Cemetery 
Association

• Records date back to 1833 and currently go 
through 1940

• 20 Cemeteries across Massachusetts, which include 
maps for most cemeteries
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

Internment Register, Sacred Heart Cemetery, 
Andover, Massachusetts
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Internment Register, Sacred Heart Cemetery, 
Andover, Massachusetts

AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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St. Mary Cemetery Map, Beverly, Massachusetts

Additional Databases
• Catholic Mount Auburn Cemetery Burials, 1854-

1980 (Watertown, Massachusetts)

• St. Augustine Cemetery Records, 1819-1859 
(Boston, Massachusetts)

Catholic Mount Auburn Cemetery Burials –
Civil War and Military
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Gravestone Inventory, St. Augustine's 
Cemetery

Church Financial 
Records

Parish Council/Commitee Minutes
• The parish council is the leadership board 

responsible for the parish church

• They oversee the business of the church
Finances of the church
Repairs
Staffing changes

• Meeting minutes may include names of members 
of the congregation
Another great source for F.A.N. club research
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Church Minutes, St. Casimir Parish, Hull, 
Wisconsin, FamilySearch, DGS #7857718

Pew Rentals
• A pew is a long bench 

seat or enclosed box for 
seating members in a 
church

• Until the mid-
twentieth century, it 
was common for 
Catholic churches to 
rent pews to families or 
individuals to raise 
income for the 
congregation

Pew Rental, St. Bridget, Abington, 
Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org
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Pew Rental, St. Bridget, Abington, 
Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org

Tip
Look for pew seats mentioned 

in the will or other probate 
records of the deceased. They 

often were passed down to 
family.

Other Types of 
Records
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Catholic Institution Records
• Examples include parochial schools, 

orphanages, maternity homes, shelters, etc.

• Contact the local diocese to identify if the records still 
survive and are kept in their archives

• These are private records and may be restricted based on 
contents and/or year of record
o Immediate next of kin may be able to access

• Records may be kept elsewhere if the organization 
or school is still active

• Some are available and digitized on FamilySearch, and 
other genealogy web sites

St. Mary's Catholic Girls School Graduate 
Record, Fort Wayne, Indiana, FamilySearch

St. Mary's Catholic Girls School Graduate 
Record, Fort Wayne, Indiana, FamilySearch
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Children's Admission Register, St. Ann's Hospital and Foundling 
Asylum, St, Louis, Missouri, FamilySearch, DGS #7846270

Tip
Look for an “Observations” or 
“Remarks” column that may 

identify additional details 
about admissions/discharges.

Admission Register Remarks, St. Ann's Hospital and Foundling 
Asylum, St, Louis, Missouri, FamilySearch, DGS #7846270
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Adult Admission Register, 1853-1854, St. Ann's Hospital & 
Foundling Asylum, St. Louis, Missouri, FamilySearch, DGS 
#7846270

Fraternal Organizations
• The Ancient Order of Hibernians

• Catholic Order of Foresters

• These organizations and others may be mentioned 
in the obituaries of your ancestors

• Records are kept in a variety of repositories 
including university libraries, historical societies, 
and other archives

The Ancient Order of Hibernians
• Founded in New York 

City in 1836

• Members must be male, 
Catholic, and either 
born in Ireland or of 
Irish descent.

• There is a ladies 
auxiliary available 
(founded in 1894)
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https://aoh.com/archive-sites

1884 National Directory, Ancient Order of 
Hibernians, Ohio

https://aoh.com/archive-sites
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https://aoh.com/aoh-directory

Catholic Order of Foresters
• Founded in 1883

• Members must be Catholic

• Life insurance policy required to 
be a member

• No minimum age

• Males or females can join

https://blogs.umb.edu/archives
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Massachusetts Catholic Order of 
Foresters Index Search Results

Massachusetts Catholic Order of 
Foresters Index Search Results

Massachusetts Catholic Order of 
Foresters Mortuary Record Example
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Massachusetts Catholic Order of Foresters 
Application for Membership Example

Massachusetts Catholic Order of Foresters 
Application for Membership Example

Massachusetts Catholic Order of 
Foresters Death Certificate
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Massachusetts Catholic Order of 
Foresters Bank Payment to Family

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org
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www.archivegrid.com

https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid

https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid
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Newspapers
• Newspaper articles often contain national news in 

addition to local news about the diocese and 
Catholic organizations

• The Catholic News Archive contains over 732,000 
pages of newspaper pages across different cities 
and years

• Additional newspapers are available from the 
Catholic Research Resources Alliance Directory

The Pilot Example

https://thecatholicnewsarchive.org
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https://thecatholicnewsarchive.org

The Catholic Transcript, 3 June 1926, Hartford, 
Connecticut, The Catholic News Archive

https://www.catholicresearch.org/directory-of-catholic-newspapers-online
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https://www.catholicresearch.org/directory-of-catholic-newspapers-online

Review
1. Seek out all of the applicable burial 

records related to someone’s death 
to identify potential family 
members.

2. Use a wide variety of non-
sacramental church records to find 
out more about their lives.

3. Don’t restrict your searches to direct 
ancestors. Research the greater 
congregation to learn more about 
the local news in the diocese. 

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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