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Overview
 "Follow the Money" Approach

 Town Records

 Land Records

 Military Pension and Bounty Land Records

 Probate Records

 Tax Records

 Employment Records
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"Follow the Money" Approach
• When vital records do not exist or have significant 

gaps, we turn to financial records to learn more 
about our ancestors

• This approach can be used to track an individual's 
movements through a country or overseas

• It can help clarify relationships between families 
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Town Records
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Types of Town Records
• Ear Marks and Cattle Marks

• Pauper and Orphanage Records

• Tax Assessments

• Town Payments

• Mortage Records

• Licensed dogs
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Ear Marks and Cattle Marks
• Owners mark their cattle and sheep with distinct 

patterns
– Easily identify their own livestock and help prevent 

against theft

• The marks were submitted to the town clerk to be 
registered

• Marks could be passed down from father to son
– Only one son could inherit the father's mark

• Registered marks could also be sold (part of the 
owner's estate)
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Cattle and Sheep Ear Marks – Waitsfield, Vermont 
Town Records via FamilySearch
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Pauper and Orphanage Records
• Town officials were responsible for supporting the 

poor and orphaned children

• Guardians may be appointed to care for orphans 
who were heirs to property

• Orphaned children may be "bound out" to learn a 
trade or sent to an institution like an orphanage
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Newburyport, MA Welfare Records via 
FamilySearch
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Mortgage Record – Boylston, MA via 
ancestry.com

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

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



Newbury, MA – Licensed Dogs via 
ancestry.com

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

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



Land Records
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Deeds
• Legal document transferring ownership of 

property from one person to another
o Grantor = seller
o Grantee = buyer

• Kept at the county level
– Connecticut, Vermont and Rhode Island are stored 

at the town level
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Clark County, Ohio Grantor and Grantee Index, 
via FamilySearch
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Deed, Clark County Land Records via 
FamilySearch
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Tip
If the deed sale is $1, this 
indicates a relationship 
between both parties
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Deed, Clark County Land Records 
via FamilySearch
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Military Pension and 
Bounty Land Records
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Revolutionary War Pension History
• 24 August 1780 – Congress passed an act to offer pensions to 

widows and orphans of Revolutionary War soldiers

• 1818 – Congress passed a resolution granting pensions to 
veterans who were not disabled but were having financial 
difficulties – lifetime pension

• 1832 – Full pay for life to officers and enlisted men who served 
2+ years; partial pay for 6 months to 2 years

• Original files are kept at the National Archives, Washington 
D.C. (digitized and available on Fold3.com)
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Pension Roll of 1835
• In 1834/1835, the U.S. Senate passed a series of 

resolutions requiring a list be compiled of 
pensioners who were drawing pensions for service 
in the Revolutionary War

• Some War of 1812 veterans may be listed
– Most appear in later pension rolls
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www.ancestry.com
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Pension Roll of 1835, vol. 1 via 
ancestry.com
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Military Bounty Land
• Federal government provided bounty land for 

those that served in the following wars:
– Revolutionary War
– War of 1812
– Mexican War
– Indian Wars (1775-1885)

• Claimed by veterans or their heirs

• Applications recorded the veteran's age and 
residence at the time of application
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www.ancestry.com
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U.S. War Bounty Land Warrants, 1789-
1848 Index, Ancestry.com
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U.S. War Bounty Land Warrants, 1789-1858 
Register via Ancestry.com
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www.familysearch.org

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

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



Revolutionary War Pension and Bounty Land Warrant 
Application Abstract via FamilySearch
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War of 1812 Pension History
• 1871 Act – provided pensions to veterans who 

served at least 60 days or to their widows if they 
married before 1815

• 1878 Act – provided pensions to veterans or their 
widows, who served at least 14 days
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Civil War Pensions
• Federal pensions were granted to Union veterans 

and their surviving family (spouse, children, 
parents, dependents)

• Original files are kept at the National Archives, 
Washington D.C. (widow's pensions being 
digitized and added to Fold3)

• Confederate pensions were granted by the 
individual states
– Link: https://www.archives.gov/research/military/c

ivil-war/confederate/pension
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www.ancestry.com
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Probate Records
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Common Terms
• Testate: dies with a Last Will & Testament.

• Intestate / Administration: dies without a will.

• File Papers: the original documents associated 
with the probate file.

• Record Books / Copy Books: copies of certain 
probate files copied into bound record volumes.
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Documents found in Probate Records
• Will
• Codicil
• Letters of 

Administration & 
Letters of Testamentary

• Inventory
• Accounts
• Distributions

• Guardianship Records
• Miscellaneous Probate 

Papers
Dower Records
Bill of Sales
Receipts
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Testate vs. Intestate
Testate

• Will

• Codicil

• Letters of testamentary

• Inventory

Intestate
• Letters of 

Administration
• Inventory
• Guardianships
• Distributions
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Wills
• A will is a legal document where property is 

transferred upon the party's death to family, friends, 
servants, business partners, and the community

• Kept at the county level where the deceased had their 
primary residence

• Wills can include the following:
Names of children (and their spouses)
Name of spouse
Names of grandchildren, nieces/nephews
Names of servants
Names of slaves
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Codicils
• An addition or change to 

a will

• Common changes:
– Add or remove heirs
– Change distribution of 

estates
– Acknowledge deaths of 

heirs in will
– Administrators of 

estate
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Codicil, Henry Meinertzhagen, Suffolk 
County, Mass, Case 10998
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Why isn’t someone mentioned in a will?

• Deceased

• Moved away

• Already received their inheritance

• Not yet born/considered a minor when the will 
was written

• Estrangement

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

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



Dickinson County, Kansas Probate Case File 
Index via FamilySearch
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Dickinson County, Kansas Will via 
FamilySearch
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Inventories
• A list of the deceased's belongings and property 

was taken and distributed to heirs
o Keep note of the persons who took the inventory -

they may be family or close friends/business 
partners
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Sitka, Alaska Inventory Record via 
Ancestry.com
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Letters of Administration
• Issued if an individual died intestate

• The court appoints an administrator/trix
Distributes the estate of the deceased
If the deceased is married, typically the 

widow/widower
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Letters of Administration – estate of 
Joseph Knight, Essex County Mass, Case 16001
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Accounts
• List of debts owed to the estate

• List of debts the estate owes to others

• Published in newspapers
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List of Debts, Leonard Cutter, 
Suffolk County, Mass, Case 34906
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Distributions
• Dividing an estate among heirs

• Occurs after bills are paid and debts collected

• Heirs (children, widow, etc.) mentioned in 
distribution

• Genealogical importance:
List of children if vital records aren’t available
Married names of daughters
Children of deceased heirs
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Order Distribution, Joseph Knight estate, Essex 
County, Mass, Case 16001

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

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



Guardianships
• Appointed for minor children

 Males: under 21
 Females: under 18

• Guardians protected the 
inheritance of minor heirs to an 
estate
 Can provide financial support

• After minor becomes of age, the 
guardian is released
 Guardian would then make an 

account of compensation
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Guardian Bond, Suffolk County, 
Mass., Case 27577 
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Guardian Petition, Suffolk 
County, Mass , Case 27575 
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Tax Records
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Why use tax records?
• Identifies your ancestor at a specific place and 

time

• Provides information about occupation and 
housing status not found in other records

• Overlooked source in early published genealogies

• Adds to the life story of your ancestor
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Locations for Tax Records
• Tax Assessor's Office

• Historical Societies

• City or State Archives

• Genealogy Web Sites

• Newspapers

• Published Records

• University/College Collections

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

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



Town Taxes
• When towns were first incorporated, they were 

responsible for electing or appointing a tax 
collector.

• The town would collect taxes to repair roads, 
build schools, etc.

• Recorded in the town records.
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Stoughton, Massachusetts Tax 
List, Ancestry.com
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Stoughton, Massachusetts, 
1738 Ministerial Tax, Ancestry.com
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Colonial Taxes from England
• Sugar Act of 1764

o Tax on non-British exports, 
which included sugar, cloth, 
and coffee

• Stamp Act of 1765
o All legal documents, 

newspapers, pamphlets, and 
even playing cards were 
required to carry a tax stamp

o Passed to defray cost of the 
Seven Years War between 
France and England

o Protests led to the law being 
repealed
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Colonial Taxes from England Cont'd

• Townshend Revenue Act (1767)
o Tax on imported goods (glass, tea, paper, etc.)
o Tax was collected from the ship's captain when 

unloading the cargo vs. directly from the people

• Tea Act (1773)
o Allowed the East India Company to ship tea directly to 

North America
o Tax imposed by the Townshends Act and collected in the 

colonies was still in effect
o Resistance to this law led to the Boston Tea Party
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Revolutionary War Supply Taxes
• Congress has no authority to levy taxes. Money and 

supplies were requested from the states.

• Taxes went towards raising supplies, paying troops, 
building ships, providing clothing, raising bounty 
money, providing relief for families of soldiers in 
service.

• Each state has different tax assessments that were 
levied. Consult the DAR and SAR guides for more 
information.
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Distilled Spirits Act of 1791

• Otherwise, known as the "Whiskey Tax"

• Direct tax on whiskey and other distilled spirits 
produced in America

• Passed to lessen the financial burden of the 
Revolutionary War
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https://www.rihs.org/mssinv/Mss232sg3.htm
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Federal Direct Tax of 1798
• Also known as the "Window Pane Tax" or "Glass 

Tax"

• The cost of window pane glass placed most homes 
into the taxable category

• Passed by Congress to raise funds for a potential 
conflict with France

• Includes information about ownership, rental, and 
descriptive information for each house

• Only some states' lists survive
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Federal Direct Tax of 1798 Cont'd
• 3 Parts:

o Dwelling houses valued at more than $100, with 
progressive tax rates

o Enslavers were charged 50 cents per enslaved 
person between ages of 12 and 50 who were able to 
work without permanent disability or illness

o All other real estate, including dwelling houses 
valued at $100 or less were charged a fixed 
percentage of the value.
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AmericanAncestors.org
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1798 Direct Tax, District 18, 2nd Division 
(Maine)
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Poll Tax
• Tax levied as a prerequisite to voting

• Massachusetts was the first to enact the poll tax in 
1646, followed by New Haven in 1649

• Re-introduced in the South after the Civil War to 
disenfranchise African Americans from voting
– "Grandfather clause" for poor white Americans

• Abolished in 1964 when 24th Amendment was 
passed
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Taxes on Real and Personal Estates

• Tax rolls may detail the type of structures they 
have on estate (house, farm, mill, etc.)
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New York, Tax Assessment Rolls of Real and 
Personal Estates, 1799-1804
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IRS Tax Assessment Lists
• 1 Jul 1862 – Bureau of Internal Revenue was created 

(later renamed to Internal Revenue Service)

• The United States was divided into collection districts

• Two lists created
– A list of names of individuals subject to taxation who 

lived in the division
– A list of names of individuals who lived outside the 

division but were owners of property in the division
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California, U.S. IRS Tax Assessment Lists, 
1862-1918 via Ancestry.com
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Employment Records
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Railroad Records
• Pensions granted by the U.S. Railroad Retirement 

Board starting in 1934
o Ancestry.com has the Pension Index for 1934-1987
o Original claim files can be obtained from the 

National Archives, Atlanta, Georgia

o Each railroad company has their own archives, 
which include employee records
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Southern Pacific Railroad Employee Record 
Card via FamilySearch
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Ancestry.com
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U.S. Railroad Retirement Pension 
Abstract
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Archives.gov
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Archives.gov
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Application for Widow's or 
Widower's Insurance Annuity
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Annuity Application Cont'd
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Review
1. Our ancestors left behind records 

with each financial transaction 
they participated in

2. Records are located in a variety of 
repositories

3. Multiple records need to be 
consulted to understand more of 
your ancestor's story
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QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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