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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Historical Context
• Accessing Civic Records
• Massachusetts Archives
• Massachusetts Court Records
• Massachusetts Military Records
• Useful Resources and Other Notable Massachusetts Repositories 
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Voice of Voice of
Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist

Brattle Street, Boston, 1920
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Historical Context:
Massachusetts in the 

20th Century
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Boston & Maine Railroad Station, Salem, 1912

Years of Economic Prosperity:
1900 to 1917
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Boston Harbor Bird’s Eye View, 1905
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Mill District, Lawrence, 1910
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Holyoke Street Railway: Mount Tom Railroad Incline, 1912
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“Bread and Roses Strike,” Lawrence, 1912
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New Era of 
Immigration 
Restriction & 

Industrial Decline:
1918 to 1929

Passengers waiting to disembark, East Boston, 1923
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Boott Cotton Mills, Lowell, 1928
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Great Depression & WWII: 
1929 to 1945

Millbury Savings Bank, Millbury, 1929 American Steam Automobile Co., Newton, 1942
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Post-War Massachusetts
Challenges & Reinvention

Springfield Armory 1777 to 1965
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Polled: Largest Ancestry Groups in 
Massachusetts by Town, 2000
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Accessing 
Massachusetts
Civic Records
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Massachusetts Civil Records
• Civil records – including vital & 

probate records – act as the 
foundation in our research 

• Often there are levels of 
bureaucracy to navigate

• Confidentiality rules limit access 
& can require court intervention

• Who created the original record?
– Local, State, or Federal Government?
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Massachusetts Vital Records
• Massachusetts is a 

predominantly “open 
record” state

• 20th century Mass. Vital 
Records maintained at two 
levels:
– By the town clerk where the 

event occurred
– Reported to the State where 

a second return is kept
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Researching Vital Records at the 
Massachusetts Archives

• Original manuscripts of 
vital records for 1841 to 
1935
• Delayed & corrected

original records up to 
1920 

• Most of these records up to 
1927 are digitized and 
available online at 
familysearch.org

• Request certified copies from 
reference archivist for $3
– Online form submitted 

via mail or email: 
archives@sec.state.ma.us
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Births: 
www.familysearch.org/search/

catalog/2859768

Marriages: 
www.familysearch.org/search/

catalog/3010705

Deaths:
www.familysearch.org/search/

collection/1463156

Vital Records for 1921 to 1925* 
Searchable as three separate collections:

*except Boston 
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Vital Records 1638 to1927* 
browsable:

*except Boston 

Available on 
FamilySearch.org:

• SEARCH
• Images
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FamilySearch.org
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www.familysearch.org/en/records/images/search-results?place=371&pageSize=50
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Select Collections
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Mass. State Vital Records 1638-1927
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Shift from Register to 
Certificate Format

• Before 1903 all births, deaths, & marriages were 
recorded in register format
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Introduction of Certificates
(all towns except Boston)

• May 1903: Death 
Certificates 

• January 1918: Birth & 
Marriage Certificates

Class 4: Four Centuries of History and Genealogy

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 27



Boston Vital Records
1904 to 1925

• After 1904, Boston Vital Records inconsistently recorded  both 
Register and Certificate formats

• Boston Death Records
– Before 1904: Register
– 1904 to 1914: Certificate
– 1915 to 1918: Register
– 1919 to 1920: Certificate
– 1921 to 1925: Register (Not Digitized)

• Boston Birth & Marriage Records
– Before 1918: Register
– 1919: Certificate
– 1920: Register
– 1921 to 1925: Register (Not Digitized)
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Registry of Vital Records 
& Statistics

• Vital Records 1936 to today

• Under the Department of 
Health – Separate from the 
Massachusetts Archives

• Offers only physical certified 
copies of records

• Submit record request via 
mail for $32 per record

• Visit the research room to 
view and transcribe records 
– photos prohibited

Office located:
150 Mt. Vernon St. 
Dorchester, MA
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Amended Records
• A “✽” in the Vital Record Index indicates an amended or 

corrected record
– Corresponding citation is for the amended volume

• All records amended after 1935 are held at the Registry of 
Vital Records & Statistics

• Records amended before 1935 (vols. 1 to 86) are open and 
can be accessed at the Massachusetts Archives

• Common amendments for birth certificates: 
– Adding a father's information
– Spelling corrections
– Adoptions
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Reminder: the original copy of a record created after 1935 that was later 
amended is restricted. Only those named on the record can access it 
without a court order.
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QUESTIONS?
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Massachusetts 
Archives
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• Collects 20th century 
materials produced 
by state agencies.
– State prisons
– Mental health 

facilities
– Public hospitals

• Massachusetts law 
restrict some of these 
records to preserve 
privacy.

Located:
220 Morrissey Blvd,

Dorchester, MA
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Medical Examiner Records 1885 – 1960
• Noted on a death certificate if an 

individual was seen by the Medical 
Examiner after their death

• May provide information as to 
circumstances of a person’s life and death

• Provide death record to the 
Reference Archivist and they will 
send you the Medical Examiner’s 
corresponding return
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State Prison Records
• Prison information is open upon 

an individual’s death, but medical 
& mental health info is redacted

• Request a prison inmate case file 
by providing proof of death

• Case files often contain in-depth 
family histories

• The years available depend on the prison. Examples:
– State Prison at Charlestown (1910-1941)
– Men’s Reformatory at Concord (1884-1939) 
– Prison for Women at Framingham (1913-1973)
– State Prison Colony at Norfolk (1927-1955)
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State Hospital Records
• The Massachusetts Archives maintains records of 

State facilities that no longer in operation 

• Many State Hospitals opened in the 1800s & did not 
close until the 1990s

• Access to these records may now be available
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Institution Records Request
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Have questions?
Contact the helpful 

reference team!
archives@sec.state.ma.us
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Massachusetts
Court Records
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Divorce Records
• 1887 to 1922: Divorces overseen by Mass. Superior Court

• After 1922, Probate & Family Courts also granted jurisdiction—
have since heard most divorces in the state

• Probate & Family Courts are broken up into 14 divisions

• Each division keeps own Divorce index:
– Statewide index (1952 to today) available at Registry of Vital 

Records and Statistics
– Which Court & Docket 

Number

• Contact courthouse 
where divorce occurred 
to request copies
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Probate Records
• Where to look for 20th century MA probate records 

varies from county to county 

• Depending on the record’s age, probate may be at 
the Supreme Judicial Court Archives or still at 
Probate & Family Court where originally filed
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Online Search Tools:

1) Mass.gov – historic court record “decision tree”
www.mass.gov/decision-tree/how-to-find-historic-court-records
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2) Massachusetts Trial Court Electronic Case Look-Up 
www.masscourts.org

Online Search Tools:
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Naturalization Records at the 
Supreme Judicial Court Archives 

• Naturalization records for 
anyone naturalized in State 
Superior Courts after 26 
September 1906

• Majority of Superior Court 
naturalizations for 1906–1945 
available on FamilySearch.org
– Not text searchable, use 

indexes to locate petitions
– Does not include Suffolk or 

Dukes counties
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• Naturalization records filed after 1945 have not been digitized
– Use online index to locate petition number
– Contact Judicial Archivist to get full record

• Declaration of Intent & Petition for Naturalization may include:
– Name, address, occupation, date and place of birth of the applicant 
– Information regarding arrival in the US
– Marital status & names of children, with their dates and places of 

birth

• Prior to 1922, married women were included on their husband's 
petition

• No statewide index to naturalization records at the Judicial 
Archives
– Each court was responsible for indexing its own records

Naturalization Records at the 
Supreme Judicial Court Archives 
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Mass.gov quick links to FamilySearch naturalizations:
www.mass.gov/info-details/find-out-which-historic-naturalization-records-are-available-online
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Need more help finding a record?
Contact the Supreme Judicial 

Court Archivist: archives@jud.state.ma.us
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Naturalization Records at the 
National Archives

• 27 September 1906: All US 
naturalizations transferred from 
State to Federal Courts.

• The Northeast Regional Branch of 
the National Archives in Waltham 
houses naturalization filed at 
Massachusetts Federal Courts.
– U.S. District Court

(1790-1991)
– U.S. Circuit Court

(1845-1911)

• boston.archives@nara.gov 
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https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/2361/
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Massachusetts Land Records
• Maintained at local level – 21 registry districts

• Registries of Deeds record & maintain every land 
transaction in each county/district

• Access most 20th-century land records online! 
masslandrecords.com
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Massachusetts Land Records
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Click on 
“view images” tab 
to see an image of 

the deed 
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Massachusetts 
Military Records
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Massachusetts National Guard
• Massachusetts Archives
– Service records of all Massachusetts Army and Air National 

Guard personnel discharged before 1940
– Contact the Reference Archivist: archives@sec.state.ma.us

• The Military Records Branch in Milton
– Service records of all discharged

Massachusetts Army and Air 
National Guard personnel

(1947 to present)
– www.massnationalguard.org

• phone: (508) 422-1993
• email: military.records@mass.gov
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National Personnel Records Center 
(NPRC) St. Louis, Mo.

• Repository of military personnel, health, and 
medical records of discharged and deceased 20th 
century veterans from all services

• Records from Spanish American War to 2000
• Submit record requests online: vetrecs.archives.gov
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https://www.archives.gov/personnel-records-center
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https://www.archives.gov/personnel-records-center
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National Personnel Records Center Fire
12 July 1973

• Destroyed 1/3 of its 52 million 
military personnel files

• There were no duplicate copies 
of destroyed records and they 
had not been microfilmed

• Difficult to determine what 
records were lost
– No index of records made prior 

to the fire & many records were 
on loan to the VA
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• Losses to Federal military records 
collection included:
– Army: 80% record loss for personnel 

discharged 1 November 1912 to 
1 January 1960

– Air Force: 75% record loss for 
personnel discharged 25 September 
1947 to 1 January 1964
• names alphabetically after Hubbard, 

James E.
– U.S. Army Reserve personnel: 

some late 1950s to 1964

National Personnel Records Center Fire
12 July 1973
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QUESTIONS?
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Useful Resources:
Finding your Ancestors at Home
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Massachusetts 
Newspapers

• Newspapers offer a wealth of 
information about your 
Massachusetts ancestors & 
their community.

• About 4,500 newspaper titles 
have been published in 
Massachusetts over the last 300 
years. 

• Advancements in printing & 
communication technologies in 
late 19th century led to a boom 
of local newspapers being 
published daily in 
Massachusetts.
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• 20th century Massachusetts 
newspapers can include 
genealogical details such as:
– Birth, Death, & Marriage 

Announcements
– School announcements
– Probate & Court proceedings
– Town Meeting Minutes
– Property Sales
– Military enlistments & news 
– Everyday comings & goings

Massachusetts 
Newspapers
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Where to Find 20th-Century Mass. Newspapers

• Many historic Massachusetts newspapers digitized & available online 

• No central online repository for searching Massachusetts newspapers

• Check with your local library for microfilms of smaller local newspapers

• Popular large national databases:
– Newspapers.com
– NewspaperArchive.com
– Genealogybank.com
– Chroniclingamerica.loc.gov

• Useful summary of Massachusetts newspapers accessible online available 
at: theancestorhunt.com/blog/massachusetts-online-historical-newspapers-summary
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• Pin your ancestor to an exact 
place & time

• Follow an ancestor from year 
to year, filling in the gaps 
between censuses

• Gained more widespread 
popularity in the late 19th

century & were being 
published as late as the 1980s

Massachusetts City Directories

Where to find them online:
• Ancestry (www.ancestry.com)
• Fold3 (www.fold3.com)
• Google Books (www.books.google.com)
• Internet Archive (www.archive.org)

Where to find them in person:
• Libraries - Local History Rooms
• Universities (often also online)
• Massachusetts State Library
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Massachusetts City Directories
• Published semi-annually 

• Served functional purpose: 
How people found each other

• Include lists of churches, 
hospitals, schools & government 
offices – Point you to other family 
records

• Provide year-to-year local
history & information on
prominent citizens
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• Alphabetically list an individual with 
their occupation, work address, 
and/or home address

• Wives may be named in parentheses 
after husband

• Reveal dates of marriage and death or 
if someone has moved out of town

• Type and amount information 
provided evolved over the decades. 
– Early directories focused on men with 

occupations; would not always include 
domestic servants, women, or the 
unemployed

– Later, more people were included such 
as: students and unmarried women
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Clues found in a City Directory may point you in the right direction.

Example: 
If your ancestor 

was married by a 
minister, finding 
their church may 

lead to other 
records.
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Reverse Directories or 
Street Guides

• Sometimes appear within the larger City 
Directory; consult the table of contents

• Lists individuals by street address instead of 
alphabetically

• Name of the homeowner or head of household at 
each address
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Saugus 1946-47
“Directory of Householders”

Arlington 1904-5
“Street Guide”
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Massachusetts City & 
Town Annual Reports

• Contain statistics and data for a one-year period

• Published by Massachusetts law by the town or 
city government

• Small town directories often list births, marriages, 
and deaths

• Large collection of directories at the 
Massachusetts State Library

• Check your Local Library’s Local History Room
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Many towns have made historic reports available on 
the Internet Archive (www.archive.org)
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Annual Reports give insight into 
functioning of the city or town 

your ancestors lived in:
Budget Information

Details on the local schools
Cemetery Reports

Vital Statistics & Trends
Road & Public Works

Other town related data
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Other Notable 
Massachusetts 

Repositories
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– Massachusetts State Library
• City & Town Directories
• City & Town Annual Reports
• Annual Reports of State Hospitals and

other State Institutions
– City of Boston Archives

• Historical records of Boston city 
government.
– Tax Records & Voting Lists 

– Springfield History Library & Archives
• Records of Western Massachusetts
• Large collection of French-Canadian records
• 1.3 million archival documents: 

diaries, deeds, account books, & 
photographs.

– Worcester Historical Museum 
Library & Archives
• Collection focused on city of Worcester
• Some Worcester County
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• University Special Collections & Archives 
– Unique collections of local historical manuscripts, 

publications, photographs, oral histories & the 
personal papers of notable individuals & businesses. 
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Summary
• Pay attention to historical 

context

• Look beyond vital records

• Who created the record?

• Look offline

• Ask for help
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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
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