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Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Class 2: 18th Century Research

Massachusetts Research: 
Four Centuries of History 
and Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• History
• Major Record Sets
• Common Challenges
• Research Strategies
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History

Settlement
• 1718 – Five or six ships of Scots-Irish settlers 

arrived in Boston; settling Worcester, Sutton, 
Dracut, Lowell, Coleraine, and Casco Bay (Maine)

• Between 1742 and 1753, an estimated 1,000 
Germans settled in Broad Bay (now Waldoboro, 
Maine)

• 1750s – A planned community called 
Germantown was started in Quincy, 
Massachusetts; the land was to be settled 
by glassmakers and weavers from Germany

Settlement Cont'd
• 1763 - French and Indian Wars hamper efforts for 

interior settlement until conflict ends

• 1775-1783 - After the Revolutionary War Loyalists 
to Canada, UK & Caribbean
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Pre-Revolution
• French and Indian War

• Period of Salutary Neglect

• Boston Tea Party

• Coercive Acts
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Revolutionary War
• April 19, 1775 – Fighting began in Lexington and 

Concord, Siege of Boston

• June 17, 1775 - Battle of Bunker Hill

• March 17, 1776 – Evacuation Day

• War ended on September 3, 1783

Map of the 1775 Battles at Lexington and Concord, and Siege 
of Boston (Library of Congress)

Revolutionary War Statistics
• In June 1775, out of the 37,363 soldiers who enlisted in the 

Continental Army, over 16,000 were from Massachusetts.

• In 1777, out of the 68,720 enlisted troops enlisted, nearly 
13,000 were from Massachusetts. This number was larger 
than any other state that contributed.

• In 1782, Massachusetts had over 4,000 men in the field, 
out of over 18,000 in the Continental Army.

• Source: Spofford, Ainsworth R. Massachusetts In the 
American Revolution. Washington D.C.: District of 
Columbia Society of the Sons of the American Revolution, 
1895
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Post-Revolution
• 1786 and 1787 - Shay's 

Rebellion

• 1788 – Ratification of 
the U.S. Constitution

Changing Boundaries
• Norfolk County was founded in 1793 from Suffolk 

County

• The newly formed county consisted of 21 
towns: Bellingham, Braintree, Brookline, 
Cohasset, Dedham, Dorchester, District of Dover 
(part of Dedham), Foxborough, Franklin, 
Medfield, Medway, Milton, Needham, Quincy, 
Randolph, Roxbury, Sharon, Stoughton, Walpole, 
Weymouth, and Wrentham

Major Record Sets
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Types of Records

Vital RecordsVital Records
Probate 
Records
Probate 
Records

Court RecordsCourt Records
Slave 

Schedule
Slave 

Schedule

Census 
Records
Census 
Records

City 
Directories

City 
Directories

NewspapersNewspapers
Military 
Records
Military 
Records

Loyalist 
Databases

Loyalist 
Databases

Tax RecordsTax Records
Naturalization 

Records
Naturalization 

Records
PassportsPassports

Study ProjectsStudy Projects

Vital Record Databases on 
AmericanAncestors.org

• Massachusetts: Vital Records, 1620-1850

• Boston, MA: Births, 1700-1800

• Boston, MA: Marriages, 1700-1809

• Boston, MA: Deaths, 1700-1799

• And other individual towns can be found on 
AmericanAncestors.org

Vital Record Law Changes
• On 1 Dec. 1716, "Every town clerk was ordered to 

give in a list of marriages to the clerk of the 
Sessions of the Peace annually in April, and every 
clerk of the court was to record the same."
Prov. Laws, Vol. II, p. 60
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Early Massachusetts Marriages Prior to 1800
by Frederic W. Bailey (HathiTrust.org)

Massachusetts Probate Records on
AmericanAncestors.org

Barnstable 1685-1789

Berkshire 1761-1917

Bristol 1686-1880

Essex 1638-1881

Franklin 1812-1915

Hampshire 1660-1889

Middlesex 1648-1871

Norfolk 1793-1900

Plymouth 1686-1881

Suffolk 1630-1893

Worcester 1731-1881

mass.gov/lists/acts-and-resolves-volumes-1692-to-1959
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mass.gov/lists/acts-and-resolves-volumes-1692-to-1959

Archive.org

Resolve for Repairing Harvard College, Chapter 889, 
1775-1776 Resolves (Archive.org)
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1754 Slave Schedule
• Governor William Shirley ordered that an 

enumeration of all slaves over the age of sixteen be 
completed by each town

• Includes Maine since it was part of Massachusetts

• The records of 119 towns have been preserved
Note: There were no surviving records for the town 

of Dracut

primaryresearch.org/slave-census

1754 Slave Schedule Example

From the Massachusetts State Archives
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Census Records
• 1790 U.S. Census
First federal census of the United States
Head of household named
All other household members broken down by sex 

and age

City Directories
• First Boston directory of 1789

• Available on the Boston Athenaeum web site

Newspapers
• The first issue of the Boston News-Letter was published on 

April 24, 1704, by postmaster John Campbell.
• Published weekly until 1776

• On December 21, 1719, the Boston Gazette was published

• Newspaper Indexes:
• Index of Obituaries in Boston Newspapers, 1704-

1800; Boston Athenaeum
• Index to Deaths in the Massachusetts Centinel and 

the Columbian Centinel, 1784-1840
• Index to Marriages in the Massachusetts Centinel 

and the Columbian Centinel, 1784-1840 
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

Early American Newspapers 
(1690-1876)
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Newspaper Publications in the Early 
American Newspapers Series

Boston News-Letter

Boston News-Letter
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QUESTIONS?

Military Records

French and Indian War
• Colonial Soldiers and Officers in New England, 

1620-1775 database on AmericanAncestors.org

• Muster Roll Index Cards on FamilySearch

• Massachusetts State Archives Collection, Colonial 
Period, 1622-1788, on FamilySearch

• Society of Colonial Wars in Massachusetts 
Membership Applications, 1560-1970 database on 
AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

Familysearch.org
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Familysearch.org

Joseph Bass, Muster Roll Index Card (1762), 
French and Indian War (FamilySearch)

Familysearch.org
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Familysearch.org

familysearch.org

Muster Roll, FamilySearch
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Revolutionary War Pensions
• 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

• Pensions are available online on Fold3.com

Fold3.com

Fold3.com
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Pension, Aaron Fairchild (Fold3.com)

Pension, Aaron Fairchild (Fold3.com)

Loyalist Databases
• Divided Hearts, Massachusetts Loyalists, 1765-

1790

• United Empire Loyalists' Association of Canada 
(UELAC) database

• Black Loyalist Directory, 1783-1788
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

uelac.ca/loyalist-directory
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uelac.ca/loyalist-directory

uelac.ca/loyalist-directory

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

Tax Records
• Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of 1771

• Massachusetts and Maine Direct Tax Census of 
1798
Not all Massachusetts and Maine towns survived
They were in the process of being burned at 

the Boston Customs House. An alert clerk 
contacted American Ancestors to rescue this 
valuable record set

legacy.sites.fas.harvard.edu
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legacy.sites.fas.harvard.edu

legacy.sites.fas.harvard.edu

legacy.sites.fas.harvard.edu
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AmericanAncestors.org

1798 Direct Tax, District 18, 2nd Division 
(Maine)

Naturalization Records
• Naturalization is the admittance of a foreigner to 

citizenship of a new country

• New England Petitions for Naturalization Index, 
1791-1906

• Index cards created for each immigrant that indicate 
when they naturalized, what court, what country 
they were from, where they live, and the reference 
information to find the naturalization records
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First Naturalization Act (1790)
• Any free, white, adult alien, male or female, who had 

resided within the limits and jurisdictions of the U.S. 
for a period of 2 years was eligible for citizenship

• Applicant would apply to any court in any one of the 
states where they resided at least one year

• Citizenship was granted to those who showed they 
were of good moral character and took an oath of 
allegiance to the Constitution

• Children under 21 years automatically became 
citizens if they had a parent who successfully 
naturalized

Naturalization Act of 1795
• Increased period of residence from 2 to 5 years

• Applicants were required to declare publicly their 
intention to become citizens of the United States 
and to renounce any allegiance to a foreign prince, 
monarch, state, or sovereignty 3 years before 
admission as citizens

• Immigrants who had any hereditary titles or of the 
nobility class were also required to renounce that 
status

FamilySearch.org
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New England Petition for Naturalization 
Index Card Example

Familysearch.org

Familysearch.org
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Familysearch.org

Familysearch.org

Naturalization Petition of William 
Reynolds Barnett (1796)
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Witness Affidavit for the Naturalization 
Petition of William Reynolds Barnett (1796)
(1796)

Oath of Allegiance of William Reynolds Barnett 
(1796)

Passport Applications
• Only issued to U.S. born citizens or persons who 

naturalized

• 18th Century passport applications include name, 
residence, birthplace, reason for passport.
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Familysearch.org

Passport Application of Benjamin Cushing 
(1797)

"The bearer Mr. Benj. Cushing is 
a Citizen of the United States 
was born in Pembroke near 
Boston and wishes a passport to 
return home."

Study Projects
• Western Massachusetts Families in 1790

• Worcester, MA: Scots-Irish Settlers, 1700-1850
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

QUESTIONS?
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Research Strategies

Common Problems
• Vital Record Registration not mandatory until 1841
Huge gaps in record taking for Boston
First major census is 1790 and is by head of household 

only

• Military pension and bounty land warrant applications 
destroyed by fire at the War Dept in 1800

• Barnstable County Courthouse Fire in 1827
Most land registry deed volumes destroyed

• Portland (Maine) City Hall Fire in 1908
 Cumberland County probate records destroyed

Vital Record Substitutes
• Church Records

• Land Deeds

• Probate Records

• Court Records

• Tax Records
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Papers of the War Department 
1784-1800

• On November 8, 1800, there was a fire at the War 
Department

• Revolutionary War pension applications and 
bounty land application files were destroyed

• A project was started to rebuild the War 
Department Papers, led by Ted Crackel; the 
project team visited more than 200 repositories 
and about 42,000 documents collected and 
scanned

wardepartmentpapers.org/s/home/page/Guides

wardepartmentpapers.org
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wardepartmentpapers.org

wardepartmentpapers.org/s/home/item/search

wardepartmentpapers.org
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wardepartmentpapers.org

wardepartmentpapers.org

wardepartmentpapers.org
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wardepartmentpapers.org

wardepartmentpapers.org

Barnstable County
• There was a fire on October 27, 1827, that destroyed the 

courthouse

• It housed the Registry of Deeds, which had 94 volumes 
of land records going back to 1783; all but one 
volume was lost in the fire

• Many deeds were re-recorded, but sadly not all were 
identified; many owners did not keep the original deed 
once the property was sold off
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Familysearch.org

Barnstable County – Grantee/Grantor Index 
(1804-1808)

Familysearch.org
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Familysearch.org

Deed Sold by Herman Smith to Edward James 
(1806)

Familysearch.org
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Familysearch.org

Alternative Records for 
Barnstable County Deeds

• Court Records

• Probate records

• Town Records

• Valuation records

• Manuscript Collections

Cumberland County, Maine
• In July 1866, there was the Great Fire in Portland 

that destroyed City Hall

• There was another fire on January 24,1908 at 
Portland City Hall that destroyed the county 
records

• These include the county probates that were kept 
in Portland (county seat). City records were saved 
from the fire
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Alternative Records for Cumberland 
County (Maine) Probate Records

• Court Records

• Land Deeds – look for estate sales

• Newspapers – look for obituaries and probate 
notices

• Town Records

• Valuation records

loc.gov/collections/chronicling-america/

Probate Notice for the Estate of Thomas Slemmons of 
Falmouth (Jenk's Portland Gazette, 1799)
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Review
1. The 18th Century in Massachusetts had 

many large historical milestones, which 
created many records.

2. Don't limit research to only census 
records and vital records – seek out as 
many records as you can, including 
browsable collections on FamilySearch.

3. Seek out alternative records where records 
were destroyed by fire.

QUESTIONS?

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/education

121

122

123

Class 2: Massachusetts Research: Four Centuries of History and Genealogy

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



4/7/2026

42

Consultations
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