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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Background
• Town Records
• Church Records
• Finding town and church records
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Background
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A Map of New-England (1677) – MHS Collections
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Bowle’s Map of New England (1775) – Leventhal Map Collection
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Colonial Town & Church Records
• Births/Baptisms, Marriages, and Deaths/Burials

• Day-to-day administrative tasks for each town or 
church

• Track population

• Discipline

• Fund services
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Puritanism
• Clergy as religious and political leaders

• Personal responsibilities: clear land, raise 
dwellings, plant crops

• Collective responsibilities: allocate land, raise 
public buildings, deliver education, maintain 
general welfare

• Authority divested into local communities as each 
colony expanded

• Exception: Rhode Island
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Town Records
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Town Records
• Land grants to groups of settlers (proprietors)

• Proprietors establish property boundaries and 
common lands

• Formation of the town government (open town 
meeting)

• Blended church and state functions (until 19th c.)

• Elected officials
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Town Records
• Vital records

• Town meeting minutes

• Elected offices

• Licenses

• Earmarks/Brands

• Warnings out

• Military

• Tax

• Land records (VT, RI, 
CT)

• Almshouse/Support

• Schools

Class 2: Researching Colonial New England Ancestors

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 12



Vital Records
• Births, marriages, deaths

• Interspersed with other town records

• Chronologically or by family group

• Indexing efforts

• Copies by later town clerks
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Vital Records
• MA, CT, VT, RI, NH, ME: 1600s or formation

• Massachusetts: Statewide (1841)

• Connecticut: Statewide (1897)

• Vermont: Standardized (1857); Statewide (1919)

• Rhode Island: Statewide (1853)

• New Hampshire: Statewide (1848)

• Maine: (MA until 1820); Statewide (1892)
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MaineVermont

Card Indexes
New Hampshire
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ConnecticutMassachusetts

Published Indexes
Rhode Island
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Tip
Check the source!
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Consult Original Record
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Family Groupings
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Elected Office
• Moderator

• Town Clerk

• Selectman

• Grand/Petit Jurors

• Committee Members

• Overseers

• Constable
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Land Records
• Proprietor’s records

• Deeds, mortgages

• Grantor, Grantee, 
abutters, witnesses

• CT, RI, VT
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Overseers of the Poor
• Town maintenance follows English model

• Mid-18th century: decline in land relative to 
population, effects of war, rise in prices/decline in 
wages

• Financial support for indigent families

• Warnings out – likely to become public charges, 
dismissed
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Warnings Out
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Earmarks
• Protect property

• Enumerate male, 
farming population

• Track movement in and 
out of town
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QUESTIONS?
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Church Records
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Religious Movements
• Puritan/Separatists (Calvinism)

• Congregational

• Anglican/Episcopal

• Baptists

• Quakers/Society of Friends

• Judaism (Touro Synagogue)
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Predominant Religions in the Thirteen Colonies in 1750 – Encyclopedia Britannica (2015)
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Church Records
• Births/Baptisms, 

Marriages, 
Deaths/Burials

• Membership

• Meeting minutes

• Pew Assignments

• Church discipline

• Diaries/Sermons

• Church finances
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Admission/Membership
• Former church

• Date of admission or 
dismissal

• Track migration

• Familial connections
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Baptismal Records
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Meeting Minutes
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Discipline
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Sermons
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Congregational Library & Archives
• Digitized through New England’s Hidden Histories

• Records from 1620-1850

• Letters, sermons, diaries, conversion narratives, 
church disciplinary cases, account books, 
baptisms, marriages, and deaths

• Digital material contributed by the archive and 
partner institutions
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https://www.congregationallibrary.org/nehh
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Anglican/Episcopal Church
• Baptisms, marriages, 

burials

• Membership

• Correspondence

• Wardens & Vestry 
minutes

• Financial records

• Range of church, regional, 
historical archives
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Baptist Records
• Baptism of the believer, 

not as infant

• Scant information for age 
or parentage

• Marriage a civic, not 
religious event

• Membership lists
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Quaker Records
• Highly detailed birth, 

marriage and death 
records (sometimes with 
short biographies)

• New members

• Removals

• Discipline

• Most New England 
records held at the Rhode 
Island Historical Society
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Where can I find town 
and church records?
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Where are the records?
• Town or church of origination

• Successor town or church

• Microfilm

• Local archives

• Digitized at FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org/search/catalog
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FamilySearch.org/search/catalog
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https://library.nehgs.org/screens/mainmenu.html
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Massachusetts
Carroll D. Wright, Report 
on the Custody and 
Condition of the Public 
Records of Parishes, Towns, 
and Counties (Boston: 
Wright & Potter Printing 
Co., 1889)
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List of Church Records in the Connecticut State Library (1976)

Connecticut
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Historical Records Survey (WPA)
• Federal, state, local historical records

• 1935 (New Deal) – 1943 (WWII)

• 1939: Fed hands control to willing state 
governments

• Emergence of microfilm

• Published and unpublished inventories in state, 
county, town archives and historical societies
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FamilySearch.org/wiki
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New Hampshire
New Hampshire Historical 
Records Survey, Guide to 
Church Vital Statistics 
Records in New Hampshire
(Manchester: The New 
Hampshire Historical 
Records Survey, 1942)
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https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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Genealogist’s Handbook for New 
England Research

• Index of Towns

• Parent and daughter 
towns

• Locations of vital 
records and church 
records
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Local Histories
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
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FamilySearch.org Full-Text Search
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FamilySearch.org Full-Text Search
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FamilySearch.org Full-Text Search
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@americanancestors.org

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