Class 1: Beyond the Grave 9/29/2025

Beyond the Grave:
Uncovering Life Stories
from Death Records

Class I: Using and Understanding Civil Death Records

Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

THE BRUE FAMILY LEARNING CENTER
E3 American Ancestors.

Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb

Senior Genealogist

Presentation (60 mins.)

* Brief History of Vital Records

» Death Record Formats

* Interpreting the Death Record Details
« Finding the Records

Q&A (30 mins.)
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Brief History of Vital

Records

Voice of
Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

Colonial Vital Records

¢ Recorded at the town level since settlement
(ex. New England)

* Town or city clerk recorded the vital records
reported to them

* Original records held by town clerk

Vital Records (19th Century)

* Inlarger cities, deaths were recorded starting in
the mid-1800's

* Many counties in the East and MidWest were
recording deaths in the late 1800s

* 1841 - Commonwealth of Massachusetts
passed first statewide legislation
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Vital Records (20th Century)

* Most states start requiring vital records to be
recorded in the early 1900's

» Compliance may occur as long as 20 years after
the law was passed in the state

— Expect to find gaps

Death Record Formats

Family Group Records

* Originated in New England

* Deaths were appended to the list of births in town
vital records

* When families were moving from one town to
another, these records often came from Bible
records.

* These records are very helpful in understanding
the entire family unit (parents and siblings)
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Kingston, Mass. Vital Records 1695-1885
(FamilySearch)
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Published Vital Records

* "Tan Book" series (Massachusetts)
— Vital Records up to 1850

¢ Barbour Collection (Connecticut)

¢ Arnold's vital records (Rhode Island)

11

£3 American Ancestors
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Massachusetts: Vital Records, 1620-1850

AmericanAncestors.org
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State Index Records

¢ Clerks abstracted town's vital records and sent
them back on forms to the state

Ex. New Hampshire Vital Records
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Death Registers

* Recorded deaths within a city or town over the year

 Contain the following:
» Name of deceased
» Date of death
> Age
» Place of death
» Cause of death
» Sex
» Place of birth
» Parents' names

16

£ American Ancestors. i
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< Massachusetts: Vital Records, 1841-1910

Volume
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Massachusetts Vital Records, 1841-1910, Vol. 113
(Amended), AmericanAncestors.org
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Death Certificates

* A legal document that confirms someone has died
* Created during 20th century

* Can be filed in two places:
— Place where person died
— State where person is buried

9/29/2025
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What's on a Death Certificate?

Name of
deceased person

Date of birth
Date of death Place of death (sometimes Place of birth
estimated)
o Parents' names
Occupation and birthplace Cause of death
Funeral Place of
home/undertaker Vsl Sl

Residence of
deceased

Informant

Standardized Forms

¢ Prior to 1989, each state had their own version of
a death certificate

¢ The Center for Disease Control (CDC) issued
a standard death certificate form in 1989

* It was revised again in 2003

21
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CDC Death Certificate Form
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CDC Death Certificate Form

25

History of Death Certificate
Changes

* 1950 - Social Security Number Added

* 1970s — Autopsy Performed? Question added

* 1983 - New Hampshire and Oklahoma added
ethnicity

e 1987 - HIV/AIDS added as a new disease
classification

Source: "Documenting Death - - The Certificate" (PBS)

26

Interpreting
Death Record Details
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The Informant

The person who gives information about the
person that died

This person may or may not be present at their
death

Supplied answers about the deceased (ex. age,
residence, birthplace, parents' names, etc.)

The informant's street address or city may be
noted

9/29/2025
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Hospitals/Institutions

When someone is admitted to a hospital or other
institution, information is often collected upfront

The informant may be a staff member at one of
these facilities

The information on the death record may be self-
reported by the deceased before they passed

29

Parents' Names/Birthplaces

Not always reported by informant

Birthplace may give a big clue for immigrant
origins/migration path

Consider if the informant knew the deceased long
enough to know their parents

— Siblings are more reliable informants than children
and spouses

30
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Veteran Status

* 20th-century certificates may note if the deceased
was a military veteran.

¢ If so, consider the date of birth of the deceased
and what possible military conflicts they may have
participated in.

* Seek out military records on sites like Fold3.com.

31

[el
The informant is often a

close relative or friend
of the deceased

Cause Of Death

 Important for public health statistics and reporting

* Determined by the attending physician and
sometimes a coroner (if applicable)

* May include outdated terminology

— Medical glossaries can be helpful resources

33
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Cause of Death Cont'd

* Principal Cause of Death

* Contributory Causes and other conditions

* Provides sequence of events for how deceased died

* Can indicate long term illnesses of the deceased

34

ISSARY OF MEDICAL TERMS USER

THE 1STH AND 19TH CENTURIES

rnber.net/medicine/html/medgloss.html
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The date of and cause of death are
great clues to identify a death that

may be reported in a newspaper or
coroner's report.

REGISTRY DEPARTMENT OF THE CITY OF BOSTON
DEATHS. L

o/ 5

38

Boston Molasses Explosion Aftermath,
Library of Congress
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ICD Number

1920 Death Certificate, Clifton, North Carolina
(AmericanAncestors.org)
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ICD

ICD = International Classification of Diseases

First published in 1893

Codes can help you determine cause of death
when it's illegible

Multiple versions have been produced. Refer to
the one that was in place at the time of death.

42
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International Classification of Diseases

[Contents List
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164  Poisoning by food
165 Other acute poisonings

166  Conflagration
167 Burns (conflagration excepted)
168  Absorption of deleterious gases (conflagration excepted)

169 Accidental drowning

176 Injury by firearms

171 Injury by cutting or piercing instruments
172 Injury by fall

173 Injury by in mines and guarries

174  Injury by machines

175  Injury by other crushing (vehicles, railways, landslides, etc.)
176 Injury by animals

177  Starvation

178  Excessive cold

179 Effects of heat

180 Lightning

181  Electricity (lightning excepted)

182 Homicide by firearms

183 Homicide by cutting or piercing instruments
184 Homicide by other means

185  Fractures (cause not specified)

186 Other violence

187 Dropsy

ICD (1909 Version)

44

QUESTIONS?
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Finding the Records

Privacy Restrictions

* Vary from state to state

* Generally, death records over 50 years old
are usually available to the public and may be digitized.

* Different repositories:
— State vital statistics office
— County/town clerk's office
— State Archives
— National Archives and State Department

* U.S. citizens who died overseas

47

State Indexes

* Each state has a vital record index for births, deaths, and
marriages.

* Many indexes available online:
— American Ancestors
— FamilySearch Wiki
— FamilySearch Catalogue
— Ancestry.com
— State Archive Web Sites
— State/County Genealogical Society Web Sites

* Information on index:
— Name of deceased
— Year of death (sometimes date)
— County/town of death

48
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Baltimore County
Genealogical Society

Home.

Meetings & Speskers v  Projects & Groups = Membership
Horma ~Rasources - Maryland Death Index
Maryland Death Index Search this site!
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Total Records: 2,907,124
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Locating and Using
the State Death
Record Indexes on

FamilySearch
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Q United States Vital Records
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« Northern Mariana Islands  « Virgin Islands.
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Historical Record Filtered Search Results (39,581) ] " |

AddFamity Member

Family Tree  Search Memories  GatInvelved  Activities

Records Images FomilyTree Genealogies Catalog Books Wik

Genevra Smith
Vital « Ohio Death Index, 1908-1932, 1938-1944, and 1958-2007

No Image Available Name  Genevra Smith

Documant Information v Residence Place Ohio

Coliection Information Event Type Death

Event Date 2 Jul 1923
@

Event Place  Hamilton, Ohio, United States

Cite This Record Event Place (Original} , Hamilton, Ohio, United States

*Ohio Death Index, 1908-1932 Source Description
1938-1944, and 1958-2007°

Ohio Department of Health

Page 7911
database, FamilySearch

v.familysearch.org/ark:
61903/1:1:VKB5-8DK : 30 June
2021), Genevra Smith, 1923,

Copy Citation

FamilySear fo}
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[el

Before you stop your search and order
a copy of the record, check the

FamilySearch wiki for digitized vital
record databases.

©American Ancestors; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center

21



Class 1: Beyond the Grave

Death
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Familysearch
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Ohio Deaths, 1908-1953

Name index and images of Ohio statewide death certificates.
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Death Certificate, Geneva Smith, 1923,
Hamilton county, Ohio, FamilySearch

QUESTIONS?

Locating and Using
the County Registers
on FamilySearch
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¢ Family Tree  Search  Memaries

Notes

place

Catalog Search Results (157)
Subject

Archives and ibrarie:
Biegraphy (8)
Business records and commerce - Bibliography (1)
Cemeteries (11)

Cemeteries - Indexe:

Census - 1850(1)
Census- 1852(2)
Census.- 1860(1)

Cen

us - 1890 (6)

Court records (21

Getinvohed  Activities

Records Full Text Images FamiyTee Geneslogies Catslog Books Wik

PAAT OF CALIFORNIA SEE: PLACES WITHIN

Search Terms

IFORNIA, SONOMA

71

Vital records (16) -

Amended index Sonoma County homestead

1851 death records of Marin County, Monterey. County, Napa Valley, Solano ~ Author:
Courty. Sonoma Caunty and Yolo County, California/ Sherman Lee Pompe; Pompey, Sherman Lee
Author:

Sonoma Count

Genealogical Society

Amended index Sonoma County homestead

Sonoma County Genealogical
Society (California)

Authar:
Sonoma Count

Genealogical Society

Birth records 1858-1919 (Sonema County, California)

Burials of indigents, 1937-1967

Delayed birth certificates, 19431979

Marriage records, 1843-1889/ Lovise P. McConnell ; Helen Brown ; Margaret

Senoma County Genealogical
Society (California)

Author:
Senoma County (California)
Recorder

Author:
Sonoma County (California).
Coroner

Author:
sonoma County (California).
Recorder

Author:
Sonoma County (California).
Regjstrar

Stevenson

Author:
Brown, Helen, Stevenson,
Margaret, Stevenson, Margaret

Author:

+ ADD

+ ADD

+ ADD

¥

ADD
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¢ FamilyTree  Search  Memories  Getlnvolved  Activities

Records Full Text Images Family Tree Genealogies Catalog Books Wiki

Death records, 1873-1919

Authors Sonoma County (California). Recorder (Author)
Format Microfilm 35mm
Language english
Publication Date 1979
Publisher Filmed by the Genealogical Society of Utah
Place of Publication Salt Lake City, Utah
Physical on 9 microfilm reels ; 35 mm

Notes

Microfilm of eriginal records filmed in the county courthouse,

View this catalog record in WorldCat for other possible copy locations

FamilySear:
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FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org

Locating and Using
the City Vital Records
on FamilySearch
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{ ! FamilyTree  Search  Memories PO OBLO ie McComts
Records FulText Images FamilyTree Genealogies Catalog Books Wik

Notes

e SEE: PART OF MASSACHUSETTS, SUFFOLK PLACES WITHIN MASSACHUSETTS, SUFFOLK, BOSTON

Catalog Search Results (1,035) 45 TIPS AND RESOURCES & PRINT &= PRINT LIST (0)

Subject Search Terms

Amanacs (2) v
Archives and libraries (1) -
Archives and libraries . Inventories, registers, catalogs (17) v
Bible records (1) v
Bibliography (1) v
Biography (42) v
Biography - Periodicals (1) -
Buildings, dwellings, etc (1) -
Business records and commerce (7) v
Fisiness recors and commerce . Biography O 5

FamilySearch.org
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Vital records - Indexes (1) — ~

Author:
Boston (Massachusetts). City

irths 1630-1799, 1849- nd inde: 1186 n, Massachusetts) Al
Births 1630-1799, 1849-1900, and indexes 1630-1869 (Boston 5] pegistar, Boston + ADD

Autho
ity of Baston index of marriages 1870 to 1910, inclusive Boston city + ADD
Registrar
Author:
ity of Boston index of marriages, 19111955, 1901-1955 Boston city + ADD
Registrar
Author:
Consolidated index of births of annexed cities and towns, 1629-1912 Boston (Massachusetts), City + ADD
Registra
Author:
Index of births in the city of Boston, 1916 Boston (Massachusetts). + ADD

Registry Department

Index of births in the city of Boston, 1962 Author: None Provided + ADD
Author:

Index of marriages in Massachusetts Centinel and Columbian Centinel, 178410 American Antiquarian Society, + aon

1840/ compiled by the American Antiquarian Society Columbian centinel (Bosten, .. -

FamilySearch.org

84
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[Boston death indexes, 1700-1869) [ o010 |

ooooo

FamilySearch.org
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[el
Check other categories
besides the Vital Records
— Indexes category

FamilySearch.org
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Author s
s e Boston (Massachusetts).City
Betion gnd idnity death e - wsens cty
Searc
Author
2 births from A, 17000 A 1800 Boston (Massachusetts)
Regisen ment
e Bost
5. b " .
searc
availa
: 0

1895 | Boston(Massachusetts). ity
Registrar, Bostor

FamilySearch.org
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[el
There may be multiple death
record volumes under the
FamilySearch catalogue.

Availal

© 2

Author

Author
Boston (Massachusatts) + ADD
Registry Department

FamilySearch.org
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ns (1896-1905) [Bastc

Author.
Boston (Massachusetts). City
Registrar, Boston..

Boston (Massachusetts). City

of 1o 6-1905 [Boston, Massac )
Out of town marriages, 1896-1905 [Boston, 1t Registrar, Boston..

Author:
Out of town marriages, prior to 1800, 1858-1895: index, 1858-1892 (Boston, ~ Boston city

Massachusetts)

A Record of deaths in Boston and vicinity, 1799-1815

Record of marriages solemnized by Alexander Blaikie, D.D. of Boston, 1871
1880, 188;

Areport of the Record Commissioners : containing Boston births, baptisms,

Registrar, Boston.

Author:
Les Ainés généalogistes de
Outaouais (Vanier, Ontario),

Author.
Blaikie, Alexander

Author:

iages and deaths, 1699

Areport of the Record Commissioners of the city of Boston

AReport of the Record Commissioners of the city of Baston : containing Bostan

Boston
Registry Department
Author;

Boston {Massachusetts).
Regisiry Department

Author:

births from A.D. 1700 to A.D. 1800

Boston

FamilySearch.org

ADD

+ ADD

ADD

ADD

ADD

ADD

9/29/2025

Finding Colonial
Death Records

* search

v seaenmy

searenor

Avaiabany

FamilySearch.org
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Records of Duxbury, 1642-1826

FamilySearch.org

94

uuuuu

FamilySearch.org

95

[el

Don't ignore vital records

that don't include deaths
in the description
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Vital Records of Duxbury 1642-1826, Nathan
Soul Family, FamilySearch
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Finding Records of
American Citizens

Abroad

Overview

* Itis the responsibility of the U.S. consulates in
other countries to report the deaths of American
citizens abroad

* Ancestry.com database covers deaths 1835-1974

* This does not include active military personnel

— Deaths are reported to Defense Department vs.
Department of State

99
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ancestry Home Trees Search

1l 5 Dot © WS, Regorts of Daaths of American Cizens Abrosd, 1605-1974

U.S., Reports of Deaths of American Citizens Abroad, 1835-1974

By Mown e Losaton
Browse this collection
- - ¥ e
Seces
Acdtary e Choosa. .
First & e Mool Last Nama B
pen x

100

s = - SO congur é:&ivicks S
b-10-41, ot
T DEPARTHENE: (- T4
T FORCIGN SERVICE €6 TRE GNITCD STATES F AMERIGA
REPORT OF THE DEATH OF AN AMERICAN CITIZEN
Amorican Embassy, Stockholm, Swedem, May 5 1604,
i~
Name fn full Mi1 it . Occupation _Translator
Nati Born_August 8, 1920 at.New Yorks My¥e Lastknown address
in the United States 1389 Union Port Rd., Bronx 62, N.¥.
Date of death ___ June o 1063 Age 42 Yu, 10 4., 18 D,
= T ) T ey e s i
Flace of death _Bdipens Stookholn eden
G s o T
Canse of death 5 ERLUSS ARYC popi LWEE
[ =
Stocknola, Syedon =
=
comstery on duly 2, 1963 I
Local law as to disinterring remains _aC¥aits upon_application to the Cousty
Boara (L )i Btadhra; Bagsen =
(o]
Disposition of the effects Kept by wife, Mra, Sirs Willia e

Report of the Death of an American Citizen
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Ferson or offical esponsibe for custody of et ametitede =
Taformed by talegram: -
e P N |

xxx o
e =

ra. Sict ¥OIiana toanjeshor_uire

Foxxebagon reeiding abroad with relatives or frimds as follows:

rrLimchmE
a1 moden Nitn taatly
Other kpown relatives (Rot given above) :
e Apoxss Fep—

bas bean forw’d <o Dapt, of St
Loca) Danth certificate i1resd by arien, S

2 Ercle 2XLRAQ

SR £ | [258] o 320 [ 22|

Report of the Death of an American Citizen
Cont'd

102

©American Ancestors; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 34



Class 1: Beyond the Grave
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Gravitening G O N U O den vt 1. &3 frton ﬁﬂ 2
5. berygar Enskede (xju) ou:mllngihmkl{m Johanneshov 7.
5 b Jl’a(/

Death Certificate (Sweden)
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Review

| 1. Consult the various indexes and registers
to find a record at the local, county, or
state level.

1 2. Understand the limitations of death

| records for pre-20th century deaths.

| 3. Dissect each death record for clues to

learn more about how your ancestor
lived and died.

AR AR R R RN NN

QUESTIONS?

Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org
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Consultations

AmericanAncestors.org/ -
Expert-Help/Consultations CEEE

9/29/2025
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THANK YOU!

AmericanAncestors.org
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£ American Ancestors.
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Copyright © 2025
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