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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• What are probate records
• Probate terminology
• What information do they contain
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Voice of 
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Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist
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When to turn to probate records?
• Lack of vital records

• Verifying family connections

• Tracing land or family heirlooms
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As Vital Record Substitutes
• Provides approximate death date for an individual

• Offers proof of marriage of the subject of the 
probate record

• May supply married names for daughters of the 
subject

• May name all children of the deceased

• Guardianships list ages of minor children
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As Vital Record Substitutes
• Death:

– Testate (Will): Deceased died between date will written and 
date will probated

– Intestate (No Will): Deceased died by date estate probated

• Marriage:
– Daughters listed with married names are married by date of 

will or date of probated estate

• Birth:
– Guardianship assigned to minor children under 14
– Minor children can choose their guardian if they are over 14
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Verifying Family Connections
• Wills may list family of deceased:
– Spouse
– Children
– Grandchildren
– Siblings

• Estate records may list extended family:
– Inventories
– Distributions
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Verifying Family Connections
• Help separate two people with same name
– Through family listed
– Through inventory items

• Help support/verify information found in 
genealogies
– Verify daughters are listed with proper husbands
– Support children who die before probate
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Tracing Property/Family Objects
• Cannot locate land records for an individual?
– May have inherited property

• History of property owners

• Wills and inventories list household objects
– May trace objects passed from generation to 

another
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Using Probate with Other Records
• Help verify information found in published 

genealogies/local histories

• Combined with census may show migration
– Residence of children who have moved
– Individuals listed in probate match family group in 

census

• Combine with several other records to draw 
conclusions about a family
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Abstracting a Will
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Why Abstract a Will?
• Keeps research organized

• Ensures analysis 

• Easy to come back to

• Notes family relationships
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Will Abstract
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William French, 1889, Will

William French
Probate Packet No. 30
19 Sept. 1889
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William French, 1889, Will
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William French, 1889 Will
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William French, 1889, Will
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QUESTIONS?
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Case Study: Two Men 
Named John Pulling
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Meet John Pulling
• Lived in the North of Boston

• Attended the “Old North Church”

• Children baptized at the “Old North Church”

• Married, as second wife, 1770s, Sarah (Thaxter) 
McBean

• Died in 1787
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John Pulling – Supplied Information

1st Wife –
Annis Lee

2nd Wife –
Sarah Thaxter
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John Pulling – Supplied Information

Class 3: Using Probate Records in Family History Research

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 23



www.Google.com

He married (second) Sarah 
(Thaxter) Pulling, widow 
of John Pulling, of Boston, 
daughter of Major Samuel 
and Abigail (Smith) 
Thaxter, descended from 
Thomas Thaxter of 
Hingham.
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Pulling-McBean Marriage
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Revised Family Group Sheet

1st Wife –
Annis Lee

2nd Wife –
Sarah Thaxter
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Christ Church (Old North 
Church)

Baptisms for John Pulling and Annis:
• Annis, bap. 29 Jan 1769
• John, bap. 22 Jul 1770

Baptisms for a John Pulling and Sarah:
• Sally, bap. 10 Nov 1771
• Sarah, bap. 23 May 1773
• Sarah, bap. 24 Oct 1773
• Martha, bap. 11 Jun 1780
• Richard, bap. 4 Aug 1782
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1773 Old North Church Baptisms
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TWO men named John Pulling?
• Sally Pulling, bap. 10 Nov 1771:

– Baptized 3 mos. AFTER Annis (Lee) Pulling died
– Baptized 14 mos. BEFORE John marries Sarah (Thaxter) 

McBean

• Sarah Pulling, bap. 23 May 1773
– Baptized 5 mos. AFTER John marries Sarah (Thaxter) 

McBean

• Sarah Pulling, bap. 24 Oct 1773:
– Baptized @ 9 mos after John m. Sarah (Thaxter) McBean
– Not enough months to have last Sarah, bap. in May and have 

a new baby
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Christ Church (Old North 
Church)

Baptisms for John Pulling and Annis:
• Annis, bap. 29 Jan 1769
• John, bap. 22 Jul 1770

Baptisms for a John Pulling and Sarah:
• Sally, bap. 10 Nov 1771
• Sarah, bap. 23 May 1773
• Sarah, bap. 24 Oct 1773
• Martha, bap. 11 Jun 1780
• Richard, bap. 4 Aug 1782
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1780 Boston Assessors’ ”Taking Books”

John Pulling, 
Ward 5

John Pulling, 
Ward 10
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Suffolk Co., Mass. Probate Index
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John Pulling, Will, 1787, v. 86, pp. 84-85
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John Pulling, Will, 1787, v. 86, pp. 84-85
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John Pulling & Sarah Thaxter FGS

Christ Church (Old North Church)
Baptisms for a John Pulling and Sarah:
• Sally, bap. 10 Nov 1771
• Sarah, bap. 23 May 1773
• Sarah, bap. 24 Oct 1773
• Martha, bap. 11 Jun 1780
• Richard, bap. 4 Aug 1782
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Search Results
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John Pulling & Sarah Ellingwood
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Christ Church (Old North Church)

Baptisms for John Pulling and Sarah:
• Sally, bap. 10 Nov 1771
• Sarah, bap. 23 May 1773

Trinity Church, Boston

Baptisms for John Pulling and Sarah 
Ellingwood:
• Agnes, bap. 17 Sep 1780
• Hannah, bap. 14 Apr 1782
• John Henry, bap. 10 Apr 1784
• Richard, bap. 13 Nov 1785
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John Pulling & Sarah Ellingwood
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Inventories of both men

Docket No.
18825
John Pulling, 
m. Sarah 
(Thaxter)
McBean

Docket No.
19000
John Pulling, 
m. Sarah 
Ellingwood
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• Known as Capt. and Jr. 
at some point in life

• Married a woman 
named Sarah (Thaxter) 
McBean – 3 Jan 1773

• Had a dau. Sarah in 
1773

• Known as Capt. and Jr. 
at some point in life

• Married a woman 
named Sarah 
Ellingwood – 3 Jan 1771

• Had a dau. Sarah in 
1773

John Pulling, b. ca. 1742John Pulling, b. 1736/7

Two Men Named John Pulling
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• Lived in the North End 
at some point

• Baptized all his children 
at Christ Church (Old 
North)

• Involved with the 
wharfs

• Died 25 Jan 1787

• Lived in the North End 
at some point

• Baptized two children at 
Christ Church (Old 
North)

• Involved with the 
wharfs

• Died by 28 Sep 1787

John Pulling, b. ca. 1742John Pulling, b. 1736/7

Two Men Named John Pulling
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Case Study: Unknown 
Wives
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Joseph F. Greenough
• Died: Boston, 20 March 1906

• Died Intestate

• Per Docket Book had a lengthy estate
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Joseph F. Greenough, Death
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The Boston Evening Transcript
March 21, 1906
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Docket Book
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Docket Book Continued
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Suffolk Co. Probate, v. 880, p. 452 
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Probate Packet 
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Two Wives?
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And a Son?
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Third Wife?
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Distribution – 3 Feb 1908
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Answer of Mary Magdalen Greenough
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Answer of Joseph Ferdinand Greenough
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Marriage of Martha D. Higgins
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Memorandum
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Final Decision
• Widow: Martha D. 

Higgins

• Sisters, Nieces and 
Nephews

• Others: 
– Emma (Pomeroy) Eaton 

(wife #2)
– Mary M. Kerekas (wife #3)
– Joseph F. Greenough (son 

by wife #3)
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QUESTIONS?
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Case Study: Tracing 
Family Bible
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Bible of John Pulling
• Listed in his Inventory, taken in 1787

• Widow, Sarah (Thaxter) (McBean) (Pulling) Reed 
bequeathed it in her will, written 1832

• Mentioned as owned by Harvey H. Pratt (Sarah’s 
great-great-grandson) in 1909
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John Pulling & Sarah Thaxter FGS
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Will of Sarah Reed, 1844
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Will of Sarah Reed, 1844
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Will Abstract
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Mrs. Nancy Jenks
• Likely Annis Pulling
– bap. Boston, Suffolk Co., Mass., 29 Jan 1769
– d. by 31 Oct 1836
– bur. Salem, Essex Co., Mass.
– m. Salem, 13 Oct. 1791, John Jenks III

• Daughter of Capt. John Pulling and his first wife 
Annis Lee
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Guardianship of Children
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1830 Census – Medford, Mass.
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Annis Jenks Probate
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Isaac Reed & Sarah Pulling FGS
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Lt. Isaac Reed, Will, 1847
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Sarah (Thaxter) Reed Probate
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Isaac Reed & Sarah Pulling FGS
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Mary C. Crawford, Old Boston Days & Ways
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Obituary of Harvey H. Pratt
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Harvey H. Pratt Ancestry
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Harvey H. Pratt, Will, 1926
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QUESTIONS?
dalambert@nehgs.org

Schedule a consultation
consultations@nehgs.org

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/education
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