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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Inhabitants and Warnings Out
• Demonstration
• Service for the Town
• The Start of the Town
• Selectmen
• Tithingmen

• Fence Viewers
• Hogreeves
• Other Town Offices
• Town Meetings
• Working with Town Records
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Inhabitants and Warnings 
Out
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Who Was Considered a Town Inhabitant?

• Landowners

• Individuals born in the town

• Apprentices trained in the town

• Newcomers allowed if:
– Good character
– Vouched for by existing town inhabitant OR
– Approved by Selectmen
– Deemed not become a burden to the town
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Privileges of Town Inhabitancy
• Land

• Common land for grazing

• Fishing and hunting privileges

• If became indigent, right to be 
cared for by the town

• Could hold office

Image from www.revolutionarywarjournal.com
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When Did Warnings Out Change?
• Never went to the county level

• Settlement Acts began to phase out warnings out
– 1793 – Massachusetts
– 1796 – Connecticut
– 1796 – New Hampshire
– 1817 – Vermont
– 1821 – Maine

• Poor Relief acts basically eliminated warnings out
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Demonstration: Limiting a 
Search When Using Family 

Search’s Full Text Search
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Service for the Town
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Service for the Town
• Towns were small, so many men served in various roles

• Without town clerks, no vital records

• Without constables, chaos

• Without tax collectors and treasurers, no money to support the town

• Without militia, open to attacks from indigenous tribes
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The Start of a Town
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Timeline – Bath, N.H.
• 1769 – Official grant of land from George III (new – earlier one forfeited)
– Contained 20,090 acres (some set aside for roads and unimprovable lands 

totaling 1,040 acres)
– Those on the grant to get 100 equal shares
– All white and other pine trees for masting for Royal Navy
– Center of town – Town lots of 1 acre
– Recorded in Book of Patents 9 March

• 1770 –
– Twelve families must be settled by 1 May
– Payment of one ear of Indian corn to the Crown (if lawfully demanded)
– Good wagon road cut through town by 1 May
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Timeline – Bath, N.H.
• 1771 – 1 May every year going forward, 1 shilling Proclamation 

money per 100 acres owned (prorated based on lands owned)

• 1774 – 60 families settled on the lands by 1 May (or forfeit of grant)

• 1780 – Patent received and recorded in Book of Charters for Bath, 
18 May 1780 (original grantees: 100)

• 1784 – Meeting called to choose town officers
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, 1784
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, 1784
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, 1784
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, 1784
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Town Officers
• Key Officers
– Moderator
– Town Clerk
– Selectmen(Town Councilors – RI)
– Constable
– Treasurer

• Depending on the size of the town, some offices seemed “semi-
hereditary”
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Tip:
Use the Town Officer Lists to Place 

Your Ancestor in Place and Time
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QUESTIONS?
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Selectmen
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Selectmen
• Generally elected to a one-year term

• Managed the affairs of the town

• Performed many tasks
– Created slate of jurors
– Divided town lands
– Judge offenses against town laws and orders (including warnings out)
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Tithingmen
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Tithingmen
• Kept order in church 

• Maintained the observance of the Sabbath

• Ensured everyone attended church

• Enforced travel bans on the Sabbath
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Saxon Tithing-men by Herbert B. Adams
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Surveyor of Highways
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Surveyor of Highways
• Inspected town roads 

• Hired townspeople to repair roads

• Determined when and where new roads would be constructed

• Could alter landscape as they saw fit
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Haverhill, Mass., Town Records
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Fence Viewers
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Fence Viewers
• Reviewed fences and property boundaries

• Responsible for moderating boundary disputes

• Important position in establishment of new communities

• Usually was required to be a freeholder (i.e., a person who owned 
land and had the right to improve, transfer or sell it)
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Massachusetts Requirements
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Hogreeves
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Descriptions of Official Positions… Chelsea
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Other Town Offices
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Other Town Offices
• Assessor –
– Responsible for listing the names of property owners (real and 

personal property) and determining how much tax they should pay
– Determining the amount of property that needed to be sold if taxes 

were unpaid

• Overseer of the Poor –
– Took charge of funds for the indigent
– Supervise the poor house (alms house)
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Wiscasset, Me., Assessor’s List, 1877
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Wiscasset, Me., Assessor’s List, 1877
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https://www.masshist.org/collection-guides/view/fa0144
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QUESTIONS?
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Town Meetings
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Town Meetings
• Include lists for town officers

• May allude to court issues

• May include lists of militia

• Appointments of jurors to county courts

• Business of the operation of the town
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Bath, N.H., Town Meeting, 2 March 1797
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Manchester, N.H., Stray Animals
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Bradford, Vt., Town Record, 1786
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Working with Town Records

Class 5: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 47



Comfort S. (_____) Quint
• May have been born a MASON

• b. ca. 1804, New Hampshire

• d. ca. 1865, Littleton, Grafton Co., N.H.

• m. ca. 1829, Andrew Quint

• Child: Malinda J. Quint, b. Jan. 1831
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Examined town records in…
• Orland, N.H.

• Littleon, N.H.

• Lyman, N.H.

• Lebanon, N.H.

• Grafton, N.H.

• Bath, N.H.
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Notekeeping on Records

Class 5: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 50



Bath, N.H., Town Records
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Notekeeping
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, Poll Tax – 1824
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, Poll Tax – 1825
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Bath, N.H., Town Records, Poll Tax – 1826
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Excel Poll Tax Abstracts
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Further Notes
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Further Notes
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Bath, N.H., Town Records – Minutes – 1825 

Petition for a road by many 
petitioners, and this was the 
suggested route for the new 
road.

Class 5: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 59



Town Records
• Cover a variety of town business issues

• Include tax lists

• Include vital records

• Include minutes of town meetings

• Seldom indexed

• Require perseverance and organization

Class 5: Researching in New England Town Records: 17th through 19th Centuries

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 60



QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org
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Consultations
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https://www.americanancestors.org/researching-new-england-town-records-17th-
through-19th-centuries
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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