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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• "Follow the Money" Approach
• Land Records (Native American Deeds, Proprietor Records,      

and other Land Deeds)
• Tax Records
• Probate Records
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Voice of
Melanie McComb,
Senior Genealogist
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"Follow the Money" Approach
• When vital records do not exist or have significant 

gaps, we turn to financial records to learn more 
about our ancestors

• This approach can be used to track an individual's 
movements through a country or overseas

• It can help clarify relationships between families 
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Land Records
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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.
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Tip:
Remember not all deeds were 

recorded at the date of the sale.
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Native American Settlement in SE 
New England
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Indian Deeds by Jeremy Bangs

Bangs, Jeremy Dupertuis, Indian Deeds: 
Land Transactions in Plymouth Colony, 
1620-1691, (Boston: NEHGS, 2002). 
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Indian Deed - Stamford, Conn. (1640)
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Tip:
Indian Deeds were not always 

recorded before legal 
settlement occurred by 

colonists.
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Proprietor Records
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Foster's New England Map (1677)

Map reproduction courtesy of the Norman B. 
Leventhal Map & Education Center at the 
Boston Public Library
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• General Court assigns 
grants of land to groups 
of settlers.

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

17th – 18th century

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

County Registry of Deeds

Libraries and local historical societies

FamilySearch Library microfilm

Published transcriptions of Proprietor records

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 16



https://familysearch.org/catalog/search
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https://familysearch.org/catalog/search
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https://familysearch.org/catalog/search
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https://familysearch.org/catalog/search

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 20



Cambridge, Mass Proprietors’ Records
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Waterbury, Conn. Proprietors’ Records
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Dorchester / Stoughton, Mass. Proprietors’ Records
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Details of Proprietor Meetings
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Tip:
Tax records can indicate when 

your ancestor was paying 
real estate tax. 
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Tax Records of Proprietors
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Tip:
Your ancestor did not need to 
reside in a community to own 

land there.
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Proprietor’s Plans
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Tip:
Use Proprietor records to 

determine the earliest date of 
settlement for your family in the 

17th and 18th century.
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Dorchester / Stoughton, Mass. Proprietor’s Plans
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1696 Butcher's Map

Map reproduction courtesy 
of the Norman B. Leventhal 
Map & Education Center at 
the Boston Public Library
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1696 Butcher’s Map 
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QUESTIONS?
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Land Deeds
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Introduction of the Land Deed

Grantor/Seller
Grantee/Buyer

Location of land Abutting neighborsLand measurements
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Terms of the Land Sale
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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
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Signed, Sealed, Delivered, and Appearing 
Before the Court
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Tips for Analyzing Land Deeds
• Note where the buyer and seller's residence are 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, her 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, including in-laws.

• Quit claim and power of attorney deeds are useful for 
documenting the children of a deceased parent.
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Residence of parties – Plymouth, Litchfield, 
Connecticut Land Deeds, 1796,  FamilySearch 
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Wallingford, New Haven, Connecticut Land Deeds, 
FamilySearch

"in Consideration of natural affection & Fatherly Love which I have & 
bare unto my well beloved son in law"
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Land Records by State
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Massachusetts Land Records
• The earliest land owners in Massachusetts were 

town Proprietors.

• County-level land registration started in 1640, 
managed by county court clerks

• In 1715, the legislature mandated a Register of 
Deeds per county to be elected 

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 43



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. The only exception are 
the border towns of Woodstock and Suffield which were 
once part of Massachusetts.

• The FamilySearch Library in Salt Lake City, Utah has 
microfilmed deeds on the town level through 1900 in most 
towns.

• There is no statewide or county index to deeds.
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Tip:
Check probate inventories to 

determine the land holdings of 
your ancestor's estate.
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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 
http://sos.nh.gov/Papers.aspx

• Massachusetts Era 1641-1679

• Post-1679, New Hampshire was a royal province. Deeds could be recorded 
at the town or county level 

• 1769 - Rockingham County Registry of Deeds was created – deeds would 
continue to be registered at the county level as each county was created. 
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Rhode Island Land Records
• The earliest land grants were made by the colony. The 

records of these grants are known as "land evidences". 
They are located at the Rhode Island State Archives.

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

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

• Rhode Island Deeds are recorded on the town level.
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Vermont Land Records
• The earliest landowners 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 list the 
location, property, and the reason for the petition.

• Vermont land deeds are recorded at the town level.
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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 of Maine 
to 1736 were published by the state from 1887-1910 
on AmericanAncestors.org

• Some land was dealt with through the Land Office in 
Maine after 1820, when Maine was created as a state. 
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QUESTIONS?
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Tax Records
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Why use tax records?
• Identifies your ancestor at a specific place and 

time

• Provides information about occupation and 
housing status not found in other records

• Overlooked source in early published genealogies

• Adds to the life story of your ancestor
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Challenges of Tax Records
• Not all towns/counties/states' tax records survive

• Records are often not indexed

• Records are not always easy to understand and 
require some historical context

• Separate repositories for each level of taxation 
(federal, state, local)
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Locations for Tax Records
• Tax Assessor's Office

• Historical Societies

• City or State Archives

• Genealogy Web Sites

• Newspapers

• Published Records

• University/College Collections
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Tip:
Check the “Taxation” category 

under the town in the 
FamilySearch catalogue

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 64



FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Published Article on Taxpayers of Great Britain, 
Connecticut, 1799, FamilySearch
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Town Taxes
• When towns were first incorporated, they were 

responsible for electing or appointing a tax 
collector.

• The town would collect taxes to repair roads, 
build schools, etc.
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Ministerial Tax
• Also known as the religious tax or rate

• Mandatory tax to support the local congregational 
church

• Collected and enforced by colonial governments 
from settlement until the American Revolution
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Stoughton, Massachusetts Tax 
List, Ancestry.com
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Stoughton, Massachusetts, 
1738 Ministerial Tax, Ancestry.com
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Revolutionary War Supply Taxes
• Congress had no authority to levy taxes. Money and 

supplies were requested from the states.

• Taxes went towards raising supplies, paying troops, 
building ships, providing clothing, raising bounty 
money, providing relief for families of soldiers in 
service.

• Each state has different tax assessments that were 
levied. Consult the DAR and SAR guides for more 
information.
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Beef Tax
• Chapter 205 – Acts and 

Resolves of the Province 
of Massachusetts Bay

• Inhabitants of several 
towns were required to 
supply cattle or money 
to purchase beef for the 
Continental Army
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Chelmsford, Massachusetts 1780 Beef Tax 
(Ancestry.com)
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Poll Tax
• Tax levied as a prerequisite to voting 

• Massachusetts was the first to enact the poll tax in 1646, 
followed by New Haven colony in 1649

• Typically assessed on white males 16 years and over 

• The following groups were often exempt from paying poll tax: 
 Clergy
 Public officials
 Impoverished
 Sick/Disabled/Elderly
 Enslaved persons
 Women
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Poll Tax Exemption, Lancaster, Massachusetts 
Town Records, 1765, Ancestry.com
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Taxes on Real and Personal Estates

• Tax rolls may detail the type of structures 
they have on the estate (house, farm, mill, 
etc.)

• Tax rolls are a great census alternative. They 
can help you recreate the community they 
were living in.
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Portsmouth, New Hampshire Tax List, 1792, 
FamilySearch
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Tip:
Search for tax records where 

your ancestor may have 
owned property outside of 

their primary residence.

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 80



Non-Residents Charged, Harvard, 
Massachusetts, 1852, Ancestry.com
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Probate Records
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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
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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

• Context of an ancestor's life
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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
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Common Probate 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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Documents Found in Probate 
Records

• Will

• Codicil

• Letters of Administration 
& Letters of Testamentary

• Inventory

• Accounts

• Distributions

• Guardianship Records

• Miscellaneous Probate
Papers (examples below):
 Dower Records 
 Bill of Sales 
 Receipts
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Where to Find Probate Records?
• Most probate records are found at the county level 

since they were handled by county courts

• Exceptions:
– Rhode Island – town level
– Early Connecticut and Massachusetts town 

councils had jurisdiction over probate matters

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 88



Will Excerpt, 1748, Warren, Rhode Island, 
FamilySearch
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Request for Inventory, 1659, Edgartown, 
Massachusetts Town Records, FamilySearch
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Inventory Excerpt, 1695, Simsbury, 
Connecticut, FamilySearch
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Probate Distribution, Simsbury, Connecticut, 
FamilySearch

Class 3: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 92



Review
1. The earliest land deeds for the colonists were with 

the local Native American tribes and then the 
proprietor records. These may help you establish the 
earliest settlement when your family was in New 
England.

2. Search town records for the different locations that 
your ancestor may have owned property in addition 
to their home residence to locate deeds and tax 
records. 

3. When possible, use published records and 
manuscript material for those that already reviewed 
the earliest deeds, probate, and tax records 

4. Not all records are online – you may need to contact 
the town clerks, local histories, and other archives to 
find these records. 
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QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org
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Consultations
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/education
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