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Elizabeth Peay, Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press

Researching Your Patriot Ancestors

Discover Your 
Revolutionary Roots

Meet today’s presenter

Elizabeth Peay
Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (50 mins.)

• Q&A (10-15 mins.)

• Historical context
• Step-by-step approach
• Hereditary societies

Discover Your Revolutionary Roots

©American Ancestors; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



1/16/2026

2

Voice of
Elizabeth Peay
Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press

Events Leading to 
Revolution

Taxation
• British Crown in debt after Seven Years’ War and 

French and Indian War
– Wars ended in 1763

• Needed to raise revenue from thirteen colonies
– Revenue or Sugar Act of 1764
– Stamp Act of 1765
– Townshend Acts of 1767
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Escalation
• Boston Massacre - 1770

• British Crown sought to 
subdue Colonies
– Tea Act of 1773
– Coercive Acts of 1774

• Bolstered Patriot cause

Articles of Association
• Those found guilty of 

subverting the 
Association were 
publicly renounced

• Names published in 
newspapers

• Publicly slandered

Emergence of Loyalists
• The Articles of Association were seen as catalyst

• Forced colonists to take a side

• Two groups emerged
– Whigs: Supporters of Patriot cause
– Tories: Supporters of British Crown
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Battles of Lexington and Concord
• April 19, 1775

• Outbreak of war

Statistics
• About 231,000 soldiers served in the Continental Army

• About 145,000 soldiers served in the Colonial Militia

• Over 22,000 British soldiers were dispatched to North 
America for use in the British War Effort

• About 25,000 Loyalists Soldiers served in the conflict

• Roughly 12,000 French soldiers and sailors fought 
alongside the colonial army

• Nearly 30,000 Hessian soldiers fought alongside the British 
Army

Colonial Militia
• Militias were the main colonial military 

organization for defense

• Militias were only part-time and non-standardized
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How were colonial militias 
organized?

• Each town would primarily raise a militia 
consisting of local men 

• In Massachusetts every town was expected to 
maintain at least one company (approx. 60 men) 
commanded by a captain

• Many local militia laws required nearly all men 
between the ages of 16 and 60 to serve, keep arms, 
and train

What did training look like for the 
men of the militia

• Training was required by law 6 days each year: 
two days in April, one day each in May and June, 
and two days in October

• Regimental training days, called a “muster” were 
only held once every few years

Minutemen vs. Militia
• Serving in your town’s militia company was 

required by law 

• Minuteman companies were raised by volunteer 

• Militia companies trained 6 days each year, 
minuteman companies trained two days each 
week

• Minutemen were also paid for training days, on 
average 1 shilling for each half day
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Continental Army 
• Founded on June 14, 1775 by the Second 

Continental Congress

• Forces were better trained and organized than the 
local militias

Colonial Navy
• 13 October 1775 - Continental Congress 

authorized the creation of the Continental Navy

• By 1776 - colonies had 27 warships

• Relied heavily on commissioning Privateering 
vessels 

• A Privateer Commission was issued to vessels, 
called privateers or cruisers, whose primary 
objective was to disrupt enemy shipping

Step
Determine 
if he fought

#1
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Too young or Too Old ?

• Ages not listed, no town given

• Age range of typical soldier, 18-35

• Average birth year 1735-1760

• Extremes: early 1700s & late 1760s

How Did They Serve?
• Military Service

• Loyalists

• Naval

• Provisions

• Boston Tea Party

Vital Records
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Vital Records
• Birth, marriage, and death Records

• Often provide the names of the individual's  
parents and/or spouse

• Depending on the state, records may be held on 
the state, county, and/or town/city level

• These facts will be the building stones of your 
research

Vital Records: Resources
• Genealogist’s Handbook for New England Research, 

5th ed. (NEHGS, 2012)

• Red Book: American State, County, 
and Town Sources, 3rd ed. 
(Ancestry Publishing, 2004)

• The Source: A Guidebook to 
American Genealogy, 3rd ed. 
(Ancestry Publishing, 2006)

Tip
Cite as you write!
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Citations and Footnotes
• Evidence! Citation & Analysis for the 

Family Historian (Genealogical Pub. Co., 
1997)

• Guide to Genealogical Writing, 
3rd ed. (NEHGS, 2014)

• The Portable 
Genealogist: Writing 
(NEHGS, 2017)

Alternative Vital 
Records

Bible Records

• Rare, but helpful

• Maintained by local 
historical societies, 
archives, or 
genealogical society 
(NEHGS)
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Town/State Records
• What positions did 

your ancestor hold
– Representative
– Judge
– Surveyor

• Declarations to the 
General Assembly

Public Records of Connecticut, Vol. XI, p. 320

Census Records (Federal and State)
• U.S. Federal Census available 1790–1940

• Before 1850, U.S. Federal Census did not name 
each member of household

• Online resources:
– AmericanAncestors.org
– familysearch.org
– fold3.com
– ancestry.com

Cemetery 
Clues and Pitfalls

• Is there a gravestone for your vet?

• Cemetery and burial records

• Transcribed gravestones

• Is there a flag marker? Is it correct?

•Where to look:
–findagrave.com
–billiongraves.com
–interment.net
–locateagrave.org 
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Mismarked Graves

Gravestone of Captain Simon Gross (Lebanon, Conn.)

Family Relics in the Attic
• Letters
• Diaries
• Paintings
• Guns & Swords
• Discharge Papers
• Oral Traditions
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Artifacts
• Mementos left by your ancestor can add more 

than you might think

• Weapons, badges, original commissions, 
clothing, personal effects

• Photos and Images

Step
Research

#2

Where to Start?
• Eric Grundset’s state-by-state source guide 

compilations

• Connecticut, Maine & Mass., 
New York, North Carolina, 
Rhode Island, Virginia, etc.
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Tip
Make a Timeline

Useful Resources
• Muster rolls

• Quartermaster 
rolls

• Published 
genealogies

• Correspondence 
from officers

• Town histories 

• Pension files 

• Journals and 
diaries

• 1840 Census

• Maps

• TIP: Adopt the 
regiment! 

Going from 
Published Accounts to

Muster Rolls
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Mass. Soldiers & Sailors 
The following is his Revolutionary War sketch from Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors in the 

Revolutionary War (12:559).

Poor, Jonathan, Newbury. Captain of a company of militia, Col. Samuel Gerrish’s 
(2d Essex Co.) Regt., which marched on the alarm of April 19, 1775; service, 6 
days; also, Captain; return of militia officers who joined Col. Jedediah 
Huntington's Regt., dated Roxbury Camp, Dec. 22, 1775; ordered in Council 
Feb. 3, 1776, that said officers be commissioned; also, Captain; list of officers 
of companies under command of Col. Huntingdon which reinforced the army; 
commissioned Feb. 3, 1776; also, copy of a return of said Poor's co. [year not 
given]; copy of a receipt dated New bury, march 18, 1777, signed by men 
belonging to said Poor's co., for wages for 6 weeks service, appears on reverse 
of return; also, Captain, 1st co., Col. Daniel Spafford's (7th Essex Co.) regt. of 
Mass. militia; list of officers to be commissioned in said regiment; ordered in 
Council June 26, 1777, that said officers be commissioned; reported 
commissioned June 26, 1777. 

Looking for the Sources
• Poor, Jonathan, Newbury. Captain of a company of militia, Col. Samuel 

Gerrish’s (2d Essex Co.) Regt., which marched on the alarm of April 19, 
1775; service, 6 days; also, Captain; return of militia officers who 
joined Col. Jedediah Huntington's Regt., dated Roxbury Camp, Dec. 
22, 1775; ordered in Council Feb. 3, 1776, that said officers be 
commissioned; also, Captain; list of officers of companies under 
command of Col. Huntingdon which reinforced the army; 
commissioned Feb. 3, 1776; also, copy of a return of said Poor's co. 
[year not given]; copy of a receipt dated New bury, march 18, 1777, 
signed by men belonging to said Poor's co., for wages for 6 weeks 
service, appears on reverse of return; also, Captain, 1st co., Col. Daniel 
Spafford's (7th Essex Co.) regt. of Mass. militia; list of officers to be 
commissioned in said regiment; ordered in Council June 26, 1777, that 
said officers be commissioned; reported commissioned June 26, 1777. 

Muster Roll Index  Microfilm
• Massachusetts Muster Rolls 

• (index file cards) of the Revolutionary War, 1767-
1833 

• 259 Microfilms
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Capt. Jonathan Poor

Volume: 13 - Page: 43

Capt. Jonathan Poor
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Citing the Primary Source
• Jonathan Poor “Newbury. Captain of a company 

of militia, Col. Samuel Gerrish’s (2d Essex Co.) 
Regt., which marched on the alarm of April 19, 
1775; service, 6 days”[1]

• Muster/payrolls, and various papers (1763-1808) 
of the Revolutionary War - Lexington Alarm rolls 
1775, 13:43. [FHL US/CAN Film # 1906243].  
Repository: Massachusetts State Archives.

Research the Regiment
• Once you determine the regiments and companies your ancestor served 

in, it is vital to compile any information you can about said regiment. 

• Many books and websites detail the service of the different regiments. 

• Specialized Regiments

• General Orders

• Public Records

Multiple Regiments
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Muster Rolls
• Just because a soldier 

is listed as part of a 
regiment or company, 
there is always more 
to the story

• Never Assume

• Transcribed rolls don’t 
always include 
remarks

Tip
Consider Adopting the 

Regiment or Crew

What Makes This Different
• Adopting the Regiment allows a 

researcher to learn more about 
the regiment itself and possibly 
more about your ancestor.

• Your ancestor is just a small 
piece of the puzzle, and 
widening your lens will allow 
you to understand more.
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Where to Begin
• Start with what you know
– State, Regiment, Company, Ship, etc.

USS Confederacy, Navy Art Gallery

Continental 
Army 
Uniforms, 
by Charles 
M. Lefferts

Research The Officers
• Written Records

– Journals
– Official Correspondence

• Biographies, Military 
Histories

• The bigger the name, the 
more written works that 
likely exist

Biography of Gen. Samuel Holden Parsons
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Letters & Correspondence

3rd Conn. Continental Regiment (Fold3.com)
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Multiple Regiments

Step
Learn about 
the Pensions

# 3

Land Bounty Records
• Explains post-Revolution migrations

• Paperwork can provide details

• Rank

• Many applications have been lost or 
destroyed

• Lloyd DeWitt Bockstruck (1996) 
Revolutionary War Bounty Land 
Grants Awarded by State 
Governments
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Pension Timeline
• 1776: Half pay for officers and men disabled in 

the service and were incapable of earning a living.

• 1780: Half pay for 7 yrs. To widows and orphans 
of officers.

• 1806: Pensions allowed to veterans of State troops 
and militia for the first time.

• 1818: Pensions for life based on a period of 9 mos. 
or until the end of the war.

Pension Timeline
• 1820: Certified inventories of pensioner’s estate 

and income were required.  

• 1832: Pensions granted to those with service less 
than 6 mos. 

• 1838: Widows were authorized pensions for 5 yrs. 
if they had married the veteran before 1794.

• 1848: Widows were authorized pensions for life if 
they had married the veteran before 1800.

Pension Timeline
• 1853: All widows restrictions were eliminated.

• 1869: Daniel F. Bakeman last pensioner dies.

• 1878: Widows authorized pensions for life if the 
veteran only served 2 weeks.

• 1906: Esther (Sumner) Damon the last widow to 
collect a pension dies in Vermont. 
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Virgil White Pension Abstracts

Joshua Whitney Abstract

Going beyond Abstracts 
and 

Dissecting Pension Files
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www.fold3.com

www.fold3.com

www.fold3.com
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www.fold3.com

Joshua Whitney Pension File

Joshua Whitney Pension File

Discover Your Revolutionary Roots

©American Ancestors; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



1/16/2026

25

Joshua Whitney Pension File

Joshua Whitney Pension File

Joshua Whitney Pension File
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Joshua Whitney Pension File

www.fold3.com

Final Payment Voucher Index
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1840 Census of Pensioners
• Revolutionary 

War pensioners 
and widows

• First census to 
give exact age

• Lists who veteran 
is residing with

Widow’s Pension Records

Widow Pension Application of 
Nancy Little (Fold3)
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Connecticut Gazette, 11 April 1777

Newspapers

Tip
Look for diaries of 

fellow veterans

Journals and Diaries

• Published journals
• Transcribed accounts
• Local historical 

societies
• Diary of Lt. Jabez Fitch 

(New York Public 
Library)
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digital.AmericanAncestors.org

digital.americanancestors.org/digital/collection/p15869coll22

digital.americanancestors.org/digital/collection/p15869coll22
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digital.americanancestors.org/digital/collection/p15869coll22
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What To Do With Your Research
• Write a biography

• Write a book on a regiment

• Start a social media group/Connect with your 
fellow enthusiasts

• Apply to a lineage society

Step
Applying to Hereditary 

Societies

#4

Lineage Societies
• National Society Sons of the American Revolution
• National Society 

Daughters of the American Revolution
• Sons of the Revolution
• Society of the Descendants of Washington’s Army at Valley 

Forge
• The Society of the Cincinnati
• Order of the Founders and 

Patriots of America
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hereditary.us/list_a.htm

AmericanAncestors.org/video-library/applying-revolutionary-war-lineage-societies

To Sum Up:
• Was your ancestor the correct age to have fought?

• Examine the pension file for your ancestor.

• Who wrote affidavits for your ancestor?

• Look up their pensions—your ancestor may have 
written an affidavit on their behalf.

• Don’t forget about journals & diaries of those 
additional soldiers who fought with your ancestor.
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QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@ americanancestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org/discover-your-revolutionary-roots-researching-patriot-ancestors

revolutionaryroots.AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org/Events

Upcoming Events
AMERICAN INSPIRATION HYBRID AUTHOR EVENT
Writing History: Rick Atkinson Talks with Ryan J. Woods 
about American History and The Revolution Trilogy
January 21, 2026, 6:00 – 7:15 PM ET

HYBRID LECTURE
Researching Black Patriots and Loyalists During the 
Revolutionary Era
Presented by Danielle Rose
February 7, 2026, 2:00 – 3:00 PM ET

AMERICAN STORIES, AMERICAN LIVES GALA
Commemorating Revolutionary Roots
Honoring Glenn Close and Dr. Jane Kamensky
Boston Harbor Hotel, Boston, MA
April 23, 2026, 6:00 – 9:00 PM ET

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org

Copyright ©2026
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