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Revolutionary War 
Research: Tracing Patriot 
and Loyalist Ancestors
Class 1: Getting to Know Your 
Revolutionary War Ancestor 
Sheilagh Doerfler, Genealogist

Meet today’s presenter

Sheilagh Doerfler
Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Events leading to the American Revolution
• Patriot or Loyalist?
• Did my ancestor serve? 
• Migrations

1

2

3

Class 1: Revolutionary War Research: Tracing Patriot and Loyalist Ancestors

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



4/1/2025

2

Your Revolutionary War Ancestor
• Events leading to the 

American Revolution

• Patriot or Loyalist?

• Did my ancestor serve?

• Migrations

Colonies in 1775

Colonies in 1775
• Population of 

2.5 million in 1775
– 500,000 enslaved 

people

• Diverse
• Population centers: 

Boston, New York, 
Philadelphia, Newport, 
Charleston
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Economy
• Regional economies
– New England
– Middle Colonies
– Upper South
– Lower South

• Trade

• Self sufficiency

Mercantilism
• British Crown views the colonies as resource for 

raw materials
– Controlled trade
– Grew Crown’s wealth

• Limits growth of wealth in colonies

• Tension

Events leading to 
Revolution
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Taxation
• British Crown in debt after Seven Years’ War and 

French and Indian War
– Wars ended in 1763

• Needed to raise revenue from thirteen colonies
– Revenue or Sugar Act of 1764
– Stamp Act of 1765
– Townshend Acts of 1767

Escalation
• Boston Massacre - 1770

• British Crown sought to subdue Colonies
– Tea Act of 1773
– Coercive Acts of 1774

• Bolstered Patriot cause

First Continental Congress
• Delegates from twelve colonies meet on 

September 5, 1774 in Philadelphia

• Adopt Articles of Association
– No importation of British goods
– No consumption of British goods

• Local committees established to enforce the 
Association
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Articles of Association
• Those found guilty of 

subverting the 
Association were 
publicly renounced

• Names published in 
newspapers

• Publicly slandered

Emergence of Loyalists
• The Articles of Association were seen as catalyst

• Forced colonists to take a side

• Two groups emerged
– Whigs: Supporters of Patriot cause
– Tories: Supporters of British Crown

Battles of Lexington and Concord
• April 19, 1775

• Outbreak of war
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Patriots and Loyalists

Patriots
• Individuals who 

wanted 
independence 
from British 
Crown 

• Also known as 
Rebels, 
Continentals, and 
Yankees

• Hailed from all 
social and 
economic groups

Reasons for Rebellion
• Republicanism
– Liberty
– Equality
– Civil rights

• Self-determination 
– Self-governance
– Autonomy

• Economic independence
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Loyalists
• Individuals who 

remained loyal to 
the British Crown 
during and after the 
American 
Revolution

• Also known as 
Tories and Royalists

• Later referred to as 
Refugees

Loyalists
• Lived in all thirteen colonies

• Hailed from all social and economic groups

• Roughly 15-20% population identified as Loyalists

Loyalists
• Native Peoples

– Iroquois 

• People of color
– Black Loyalists

• New Immigrants
– Great Britain

• Scotch Irish 

• Descendants of Dutch 
settlers

Joseph Brant
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Reasons for Loyalty
• Identified as British subjects
– Morally wrong to oppose the British Crown

• Politically conservative 

• Family ties to the British Crown

• Business relationship with the British Crown

• Personal advantage to remaining loyal
– Property owners

Reasons for Loyalty
• Employed by the British Crown
– Clerks, officials, etc.

• Saw Patriot cause as radical

• Former soldiers who served in British Army

• Newly arrived immigrants from Britain

• Personal reasons

Was my ancestor a 
Patriot or a Loyalist?
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Establish Profile
• Confirm parentage

• Identify family group (siblings, spouse, etc.)

• Determine residences 
– When did they live there?

• Research associates
– Neighbors, business associates, etc.

• Learn about community

Important Questions
• What were the affiliations of your ancestor’s 

family and neighbors?
– Parents, siblings?

• What was their occupation?

• Where did your ancestor live before, during, and 
after the American Revolution?

Peter Earle 
• Born: in the 1740s to Enoch Earle and Grietje Van 

der Hoef

• Siblings: Lawrence Earle, Cornelis Earle, Dorothy 
Earle

• Residence: Bergen County, New Jersey

• Married: Rachel Ackerman on 7 April 1767

• Occupation: Blacksmith
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Study Family and Associates
• Henry Ackerman, Abraham Ackerman, Jacob 

Roome
– Peter Earle purchased land from these men

• Ackermans are likely relatives of Rachel 
(Ackerman) Earle

• An Abraham Ackerman and Jacob Roome settled 
in Maritime Canada after Revolutionary War
– Same men?

Study Place
• Bergen County, New 

Jersey
– Loyalist stronghold

• All socio-economic 
classes

Peter Earle
• Where was he before, during, and after the 

American Revolution?

• Before: 1771 - New Barbadoes Township 
(Hackensack)

• During: ?

• After: 1786 – Shelburne County, Nova Scotia
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The New Jersey Gazette – 10 March 1779

• Property of Peter Earle 
confiscated 
in March 1779

• New Barbadoes Township, 
• Bergen County

• Listed alongside other 
Loyalists

American Migrations

Tip
Not all Loyalists!
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Not all Loyalists
• Acadians

• Scottish

• Irish

• Germans

• New England 
Planters

QUESTIONS?

Did my ancestor 
serve?
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Establish Profile
• Confirm parentage

• Identify family group (siblings, spouse, etc.)

• Determine residences 
– When did they live there?

• Research associates
– Neighbors, business associates, etc.

Age
• Was your ancestor the 

right age to serve?

• Average age of soldier was 
late teens to mid-thirties

• Birth years can range from 
early 1700s to 1760s

Tip
Make a timeline!
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Make a Timeline
• Birth, marriage, death

• Include residences
– Census
– Land transactions
– Tax

• Include who they interreacted with

• View data in a new way

Patriot Resources
• Service records

• Pensions

• Bounty land records

• Censuses and Pension 
Rolls

• Manuscripts

• Town records

• Published state sources

• Lineage society 
records

• Published military 
sources

Service records
• Muster rolls

• Payrolls

• Inspections

• Provisions

• Miscellaneous records
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Where can I find these records?
• United States, Revolutionary War Compiled 

Service Records, 1775-1783
– Abstracts
– NARA M881

• Revolutionary War Rolls, 1775-1783
– Originals
– Continental Troops and State Troops
– NARA M246

• FamilySearch.org, Ancestry.com, Fold3.com

https://www.fold3.com/publication/470/us-revolutionary-war-service-records-1775-
1783/description

Muster Rolls
• A list of members of a 

unit

• Prepared monthly, 
quarterly, etc.

• Records ranks of 
members
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Payrolls
• Name of company

• Dates of service

• Pay rate

• List of members
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Tip
Check state records!

State Sources
• Perform exhaustive search

• Check state muster rolls

• State Archives

• United States Revolutionary War Rolls –
Inventory
– https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/United_Stat

es_Revolutionary_War_Rolls_-_Inventory

Censuses and Pension Rolls
• 1813 Pension Roll

• 1818 Pension Roll

• 1820 Pension Roll

• 1835 Pension Roll

• 1840 Census of Pensioners
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1840 Pensioner Census 
• 1840 US Federal Census

• Name

• Residence

• Age

• Widows

Manuscripts
• Diaries

• Correspondence

• Account books

• Orderly books

• Family papers

Diary of Aaron Hayward

• May – June 1775
• Battle of Bunker Hill
• Eyewitness 

description
• Adds context to 

your ancestor’s 
service
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Orderly Books
• Official record of a company
– Orders 
– Discipline
– Movements 

• Administration

• Prisoners

• Camp life

https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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Town Records
• Administrative record of town

• New England, Long Island, Maritime Canada

• Military service

• Patriotic service

Fremont, New Hampshire

Published state sources
• Transcribed military 

records

• Profiles of soldiers

• Many compiled late 19th

and early 20th centuries
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Official Register of the Officers and Men of New 
Jersey in the Revolutionary War

Lineage Society Records
• Daughters of the American Revolution
– Ancestor Search
– Applications

• Sons of the American Revolution
– Patriot Research System
– Applications

Loyalist Sources 
• Service records

• Manuscripts

• Property confiscations

• Property claims 

• Newspapers

• Land grants

• Pensions

• Published military 
sources 

• Lineage society records
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Service Records
• Provincial Corps: 

Loyalist colonial forces

• British Army: English, 
Welsh, Scottish, Irish 
soldiers, etc.

Service Records

• Not in one centralized location
– Gregory Palmer, A Bibliography of Loyalist Source 

Material in The United States, Canada, and Great 
Britain

– The National Archives at Kew
– Library and Archives Canada
– https://www.royalprovincial.com/index.htm

Manuscripts
• Ward Chipman Fonds (1754-1844)
– Library and Archives Canada

• New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward 
Island

• Land grants, muster rolls, provisions, settler 
returns
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https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/military-heritage/loyalists/loyalists-ward-chipman/Pages/loyalist-
maritimes-ward-chipman.aspx

Property Confiscations
• Confiscation laws
– Differed by state

• Sales raised funds for Patriot Cause
– Redistribution of wealth

• Newspapers

• Land records

• Court records

67

68

69

Class 1: Revolutionary War Research: Tracing Patriot and Loyalist Ancestors

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



4/1/2025

24

Property Claims
• Peter Wilson Coldham, American Loyalist Claims
– Archive.org
– Ancestry.com

• American Loyalist Claims Commission
– The National Archives at Kew

Peter Earle Claim

• Prior residence
• Activities during 

war
• Current residence
• Property
• Associates

Peter Earle Claim
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Newspapers
• Loyalist newspapers
– Declarations of support for Crown

• Property confiscations

• Movements

The South-Carolina and American General 
Gazette

• List of Loyalist 
Charleston residents

• Offering Lord 
Cornwallis 
congratulations for 
victory after Siege of 
Charleston in spring 
of 1780

Lineage Society Records
• United Empire Loyalists’ Association of Canada 

(UELAC)
– Loyalist Directory 
– Different branches
– Publications
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QUESTIONS?

Migrations during 
and after the War

Loyalist migration 
within Colonies

• Moved to a different region within home colony
– Some banished

• Migrated to another colony
– Protection amongst more Loyalists
– Opportunity to participate in war effort
– Banded together to protect interests
– Loyalist culture – plays, concerts, balls, etc.
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Protection
• British Government 

assumed duty of 
protecting some 
Loyalists

• Some Loyalists settle 
near British executive 
headquarters
– New York City

British Army
• Many Loyalists joined the 

British Army

• Loyalist regiments formed
– Most known as 

Provincials

• Various regiments raised 
by individuals
– Butler’s Rangers

Firsthand accounts
• Robert S. Allen, An Annotated Bibliographic Guide 

to the Writings on the Loyalists of the American 
Revolution, (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1982)

• William Matthews, American Diaries in 
Manuscript, 1580-1954, (Athens, Georgia: 
University of Georgia Press, 1974)

• William Matthews, American Diaries: An 
Annotated Bibliography of American Diaries Prior 
to the Year 1861, (Boston: J.S. Canner, 1959)
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Treaty of Paris of 1783
• Acknowledgement of the United States
– Britain relinquishes all territorial claims/property

• Established boundaries of United States

• Prisoners of war released by both sides

• Prevent future confiscations of Loyalist property

Migrations
• Altered economy
– New economic opportunities

• Migrations north, south, and west
– Long-settled areas crowded
– Less land

• New territories

• Land speculation
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Land Ordinance of 1785
• Legislation passed to establish rules for Public 

Domain lands
– Survey
– Sale
– Settlement

• Townships divided into 36 one-mile square sections

• Sections of each township reserved
– 16 for support of public school
– 8, 11, 26, 29 reserved for future sales

Loyalists
• Offered refuge by British Crown
– Land grants

• Migrated to Canada, Great Britain, Caribbean 
during and at the close of the war

• Established new communities
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https://loyalistmigrations-westernu.opendata.arcgis.com/

Conclusion
• Establish profile
– Where did they reside?
– Who did they affiliate with?
– Where did they reside after the American 

Revolution?

• Examine primary and published sources
– Don’t forget manuscripts!

• Stay organized!

QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org
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Consultations

https://www.americanancestors.org/revolutionary-war-research-tracing-patriot-and-
loyalist-ancestors-2025

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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