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Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Class 3: Using Probates and Deeds

Researching Colonial New 
England Ancestors

Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Probate Records
• Land Deeds
• Searching for Probate Records and Land Deeds (Demo)
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Probate Records

What is a Probate Record?
• Court process that disposes of a deceased person's estate

• Describes how an estate will be distributed

• Names who will administer the estate

• Contains a list of property/possessions owned by the deceased

Why Use Probate Records?
• Provide an approximate death date for the deceased

• Verify family relationships
– Married daughters may be listed with their husband's surname

• Wills and inventories offer a glimpse into the personal belongings of 
an ancestor and how they were distributed

• Provide context of an ancestor's life
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Where do I find Probate Records?
• Filed at Courthouses

• Usually found on the county level

• Exceptions to this:
 Rhode Island: town level
 Vermont and Connecticut: Probate Districts

Challenges of Probate Records
• Not everyone left a probate record (i.e. women)

• Deceased may have had multiple marriages

• Not all children are listed

• No uniformity

• Difficult to read

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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• Will

• Codicil

• Letters of Administration & Letters 
of Testamentary

• Inventory

• Accounts

• Distributions

• Guardianship Records

• Miscellaneous Probate Papers
– Dower Records
– Bill of Sales
– Receipts

Documents Found in Probate Records

Testate vs. Intestate
Testate

• Will

• Codicil

• Letters of testamentary

• Inventory

Intestate

• Letters of Administration

• Inventory

• Guardianships

• Distributions

Wills and Codicils
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Wills

• A legal document written by the deceased

• Indicates how the deceased wants his or her 
estate distributed

Wills Cont'd
• Wills can include the following:
 Names of children (and their spouses)
 Name of spouse
 Names of grandchildren, nieces/nephews
 Names of servants
 Names of enslaved individuals

Will of Phillip Rich, Sudbury, 1741, Middlesex County Probate File Papers, 
AmericanAncestors.org
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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

Codicil, Anthony Henry Meinertzhagen, 1755 Suffolk County, 
Mass, Case #10998

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
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Letters of Testamentary and 
Administration

Letters of Testamentary
• Issued by the court

• Exists if a person left a will

• Allows the executor to take control of the deceased's estate and 
distribute it according to the will

Letters of Testamentary, Phillip Rich, Sudbury, 1741, Middlesex County Probate File 
Papers, AmericanAncestors.org
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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

• After the Civil War, the names of the living heirs are named

Letters of Administration – estate of Joseph Knight, Essex County, Mass, 1760  Case 
#16000, AmericanAncestors.org

Inventory
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What is an Inventory?
• Appraisal of deceased’s real estate and personal property

• Provides a value for the estate

• Can provide clues about the lives of your ancestors

What can an inventory tell us?
• How much land/property an ancestor owned

• Job/trade

• Education level

• Level of wealth/status

• The number and names of enslaved persons

Inventory of the Estate of Joseph Coman, Providence, Rhode Island, 1751, 
Film #007650467
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Inventory of Isaac Royall, Case 19545, 1752, Middlesex County Probate File Papers, 
AmericanAncestors.org

Tip
Note the persons who are taking the 

inventory. They may be family or close 
friends/business partners.

Inventory of David Waterboy's Estate, 1698, Case #2450, Suffolk County, MA Probate 
File Papers, AmericanAncestors.org
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Tip
Review the inventory for any real estate 

holdings and then look for the 
corresponding land deeds.

Real and Personal Estate, Inventory of Hannah Everts, Salisbury, 1851, 
Film #007626797

Accounts
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Accounts
• List of debts owed to the estate

• List of debts the estate owes to others

• Notices published in newspapers to collect on any remaining debts

Why look at accounts?
• Hint at status of ancestor
 Do they owe a lot of money?
 Are they lending money frequently?
 Do the debts add up to more than the value of the estate?

• Potential family and associate connections
 Extended family
 Business associates

Account, Estate of James Draper, Case #2456, Suffolk County, MA, 1698, Probate File 
Papers, AmericanAncestors.org
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Account, Estate of James Draper, Case #2456, Suffolk County, MA Probate File Papers, 
AmericanAncestors.org

Estate Distribution

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

Guardianships

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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Guardianship Account, Estate of Isaac Griggs, 1698, Case #2443, Suffolk County, MA 
Probate File Papers, AmericanAncestors.org

Miscellaneous Probate Papers

Bill of Sale
• Property may have to be sold in 

order to pay debts

• Sold at public auction

• Approved by the probate court
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Bill of Sale in Court Deposition, Estate of Samuel Wethered of 
Boston, Mass., 1760, FamilySearch

Tip
You can find lists of enslaved persons 

sold to others in bills of sale. These may 
be found in probate records or land 

deeds.

Dower Records
• A dower is the right of a widow to her deceased husband's land and 

property

• In most U.S. states widows had a right of one-third share of 
deceased's husband's property

• Widows have right to refuse their inheritance given to them in a will 
in favor of their dower right
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Dower Record, Estate of Capt. John Wattles, Windham, 
Connecticut, 1775, FamilySearch

Receipts
• Record of 

the administrator 
collecting or paying 
debts 

• Record that the 
estate has been 
distributed 

Receipt for Expenses, Estate of Nicholas 
Andrews, 1730, Case #700, Essex County, 
Massachusetts 

QUESTIONS?
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Land Deeds

Why Use Land Records?
• In some cases, a land record may be the only documented source 

you can locate.

• Land records can often trace generations of ownership of a single 
parcel of land.

• Using land records, you may determine the site of your ancestor's 
house or farm today.

Tip
Remember not all deeds were 

recorded at the date of the sale.
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Indian Settlement in SE New England

Indian Deed - Stamford, Conn. (1640)

Proprietor Records
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Who Were Proprietors?
• The Colony courts assigned grants of land to groups of settlers.

• These settlers formed Proprietorship Committees to distribute land 
to settle towns. 

Where to find Proprietor Records?
Town Halls, Town Clerk, Tax Office or assessor

County Registry of Deeds

Libraries and local historical societies

Family History Library microfilm

Published transcriptions of Proprietor records

Cambridge, Mass Proprietors’ Records
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Tip
Tax Records can indicate when 

your ancestor was paying 
Real Estate Tax 

Tax Records of Proprietors

Tip
You ancestor did not need to 
reside in a community to own 

land there.
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Proprietor’s Plans

Tip
Use Proprietor records to determine the 

earliest date of settlement for your family in 
the 17th and 18th century.

Land Deeds
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Introduction of the Land Deed

Grantor/Seller

Grantee/Buyer

Location 
of Land

Abutting neighbors

Land Measurements

Essex County, Massachusetts Land Deed, Edward 
Sargent of Newbury to Thomas Arnold of Newbury, 
1722/23, FamilySearch.org

Terms of the Land Sale

Land Measurements
• 1 mile: 80 chains, 320 poles, rods or perches = 5,280 ft.

• 1 chain: 4 poles, rods perches is 66 ft., or 100 links.

• 1 pole, rod or perch: 25 links, 16 ½ ft.

• 1 link: 7.92 inches

67

68

69

Class 3: Researching Colonial New England Ancestors

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



5/15/2025

24

Signed, Sealed, Delivered

Appearing before the Court

Tips for Analyzing Land Deeds
• Note where the buyer and seller's residence is at the time of the sale. This is a key clue 

for identifying migration.

• Look for deeds where a husband is selling property. If his wife is living, first name will 
be referenced in the deed and/or the court inquiry to release her dower.

• Note the deed witnesses and abutting neighbors. They may be relatives of either party.

• Look for phrases like "in consideration of natural affection" to identify family 
members.

• Quit claim and power of attorney deeds are useful for documenting the children of a 
deceased parent.
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"In consideration of natural affection and fatherly 
love"

New England 
Land Records 

Overview
state-by-state

New England
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Connecticut Land Records
• The earliest land was granted by the Conn. General Court to town 

Proprietors.

• Proprietors distributed the land within the town.

• Records are held on the town level
o The only exception are the border towns of Woodstock and Suffield which were once 

part of Massachusetts.

• FamilySearch has microfilmed deeds on the town level through 1900 in most 
towns.

• There is no statewide or county index to deeds.

www.americanancestors.org

Maine Land Records
• Maine deeds are recorded on the county level by the 

Registrar of Deeds

• Cumberland Co. Land records were not destroyed.

• First 18 vols. York County Deeds covering all Maine to 
1736 were published by the state from 1887-1910 
on AmericanAncestors.org

• Some land dealt with through the Land Office in Maine 
after 1820.
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York County Deeds Published

York County Deed – Original page

New Hampshire Deeds
• Masonian Proprietary Period 1629-1641 New Hampshire Provincial and 

State Papers (Vols. 29).

• Original Town charters from the 17th and 18th century can be found in the New 
Hampshire Provincial and State Papers (Vols. 27-28).

• New Hampshire Provincial and State Papers online on University of 
New Hampshire web site and HathiTrust

• Massachusetts Era 1641-1679
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https://scholars.unh.edu/propapers

New Hampshire State Papers Index

Provincial Deed & Probate Index
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Tip
All Provincial Deeds before 1771 are 

registered in Rockingham County, N.H. 

Rhode Island Land Records
• The earliest land grants were made by the colony. The records of these grants 

are known as "land evidences" are held at the Rhode Island State Archives.

• The Rhode Island General Assembly granted land to groups who in turn 
became Proprietors of that town.

• Some early grants and land transfers were recorded in Proceedings of the General 
Assembly, 1646 to 1851, located at the Rhode Island State Archives and online 
on FamilySearch.

• Rhode Island Deeds are recorded on the town level.

Vermont Land Records
• The earliest land owners in Vermont were town 

Proprietors.

• Some early Vermont land recorded 1688-1786 appears in 
Secretary of State. New York Land Patents 1688–1786: 
Covering Land Included in the State of Vermont (Vol. 7).

• Land Grants 1778-1881 were published in Secretary of 
State, Petitions for Grants of Land 1778–1881. State Papers 
of Vermont, (Vol. 5). The petitions lists the location, 
property, and the reason purpose for the petition.

• Vermont land deeds are recorded at the town level.
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www.familysearch.org

Demonstrations

Searching the FamilySearch 
Catalog
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FamilySearch 
Full-Text Search
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Searching on 
AmericanAncestors.org

Review
1. Probates and land deeds are invaluable 

records to help confirm family 
relationships. 

2. Search for probate records for extended 
family outside of your ancestors. Their 
records may reveal the details you've been 
seeking. 

3. Pay close attention to any witnesses, 
abutting neighbors, guardians, and more. 

4. Seek out land deeds in all of the locations 
where your ancestors lived. 

94

95

96

Class 3: Researching Colonial New England Ancestors

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



5/15/2025

33

QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org

Consultations

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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