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Meet today’s presenter

Rhonda R. McClure

Senior Genealogist

¢ Presentation (60 mins.)

Historical Context
*  Accessing Civic Records
* Massachusetts Archives
* Massachusetts Court Records
* Massachusetts Military Records
Useful Resources and Other Notable Massachusetts Repositories

* Q&A (30 mins.)

4/20/2026




Class 4: Massachusetts Research: Four Centuries of History and Genealogy

4/20/2026
Historical Context:
Massachusetts in the
20th Century
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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?

17

Massachusetts Vital Records

Massachusetts is a
predominantly “open
record” state

levels:

— By the town clerk where the
event occurred

— Reported to the State where
a second return is kept

18
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Researching Vital Records at the
Massachusetts Archives
* Original manuscripts of * Most of these records up to
vital records for 1841 to 1927 are digitized and
available online at
1935 familysearch.org
* Delayed & corrected * Request certified copies from
original records up to reference archivist for $3
1920 — Online form submitted
via mail or email:
archives@sec.state.ma.us
19
Vital Records for 1921 to 1925*
Searchable as three separate collections:
Massachusett,mariag 11924 =
Births: e
www.familysearch.org/search/
catalog/2859768
Marriages:
www.familysearch.org/search,
catalog/3010705
Deaths: Lo s
www.familysearch.org/search/
collection/1463156
*except Boston . 23 ] o
20
Vital Records 1638 t01927*
browsable:
Available on s s eoos
FamilySearch.org: o e mm———
- SEARCH o
* Images
*except Boston
21
7

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



Class 4: Massachusetts Research: Four Centuries of History and Genealogy

4/20/2026

Becwss FATer mages FumeyTes  Geassges Comoy Bools Wi

Explore Historical Images

@ Massacusens Unies suces

e 2, Toscany, Katy

Massacrs Grounds, Pl Arzon, United Sttes

g Mo ooy, s

==

£
-

. Rfion Search %
9O O WL » mesuowns

Bstol
Bacords  FText (Jmeges FomdyTree Germsipes Cawiog Bosks Wi

Cumerang
Results (101,725) Dukes
tmage Graus pusce oae Record Type umber
Numer Images
ey e Brobte tate Cave Fles 1007 ims
& a T Probate Etate Case Fies 61

e Probte Esate Case Foes

www.familysearch.org/en/records/images/search-results?place=3718&pageSiz

23

Browse Collections

x
[———
Results (101,725
CollectionTies 681
image Group we
Numoer
e
R, 16281927
= " ston Passenger it 14201891

Select Collections

24

s, 17911506

8
©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



Class 4: Massachusetts Research: Four Centuries of History and Genealogy

4/20/2026

UFamilySearch FamdyTree  Search  Memories Getlmvoived  Activites P ®O0
focords FulTox Images famiyTree Geneslegies Cataos  Books Wikl
Results (4,434) REF
Image Group Place Date Record Type Number of
Number Images
007578263 (ltem 1 of 3)  Salem, Essex, Massachusetts, United 1934 Vital Records 324images
States
007576863 (tem3of 3 Conton, Norfolk, Massachusets, 1896 Vit Records 187 images
Unitea Sttes
007578863 (tem 2 0f 3)  Boston, Suffolk, Massachusetts, 1943 Vital Records 158 images
4 United Sates
¢
§ D0000350 (lem30f5)  Hadtey, Hampshire, Massachusetss,  1730—1800 Decisrations of Intention, Marrisge 55 images
United States. Records
004000350 (tem S of 5] Hadley, Hampshice, Massachusetts, 16611882 Death Records, Declarations of 85images
Unied States Intention, Marrage Records
004000350 (tem 2 of 51 Hadley, Hampshire, Massachusetts,  1660—1784 Binth Records, Marriage Records 45 images
United States.
04000350 (tem4of5)  aley, Hampshire, Massachuserss, 17731840 BinthRecords, Death Records, 90 images
United States Marrlage Records
004000350 (liem 1 af 51 Hadley, Hampshire, Massachusetts, 16591719 Town Recards 106 images
Mass. State Vital Records 1638-1927

25

Shift from Register to

Certificate Format

* Before 1903 all births, deaths, & marriages were
recorded in register format

26

Introduction of Certificates
(all towns except Boston)

e owp o e M o he Vo Nisasn Homded and e

* May 1903: Death
Certificates

* January 1918: Birth &
Marriage Certificates

27
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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)

4/20/2026

28

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

a Office located:
mail for $32 per record

150 Mt. Vernon St.

.. Dorchester, MA
Visit the research room to

view and transcribe records
- photos prohibited

29

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

30
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INDEX TO BIRTHS IN MASSACHUSETTS 19111945
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Reminder: the original copy of a record created affer 1935 that was later

amended is restricted. Only those named on the record can access it
without a court order.

31

QUESTIONS?

Massachusetts

Archives
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Located:
220 Morrissey Blvd,
Dorchester, MA

+ Collects 20" century
materials produced
by state agencies.
— State prisons
— Mental health
facilities
— Public hospitals

Massachusetts law
restrict some of these
records to preserve
privacy.

4/20/2026

34

Medical Examiner Records 1885 - 1960

* Noted on a death certificate if an Provide death record to the
individual was seen by the Medical Reference Archivist and they will
Examiner after their death send you the Medical Examiner’s

*  May provide information as to corresponding return

circumstances of a person’s life and death

MEDICAL EXAMINER'S
CERTIFICATE OF DEATH

- 5 . g a e Waed

1

g W
CHigF MY

35

State Prison Records

o o
* Prison information is open upon 7

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)

36
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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

37

Massachusetts State Institution Request Form

Fillout all felds , providing 3s
duct - There are gaps in our
collections, response in writing ten(10)
business days etting you know whethe request.ifa
please al i ‘and copying. Copies will be sent as PDFs
bie, v dress bel

Full Mame of Subject (both malden and married name If changed):

Date of Birth:
Place of Birth:
Date of Death:

Additional information:

Copy of death recard provided? Yes. ne

State Institution Admission Date Admission number

Institution Records Request

38

Have questions?
Contact the helpful
reference team!
archives@sec.state.ma.us

39

13
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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

41

Probate Records

* Where to look for 20% 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

mmg.m

42
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Online Search Tools:

How to find historic court records

GET STARTED

The best way to find the histaric court record you're looking for will depend on a variety of
factors, such as the type of record and the year of the document. Use this decision tree to find
out how to get access to the record you're looking for.

‘ Start > ‘

1) Mass.gov - historic court record “decision tree”
www.mass.gov/decision-tree/how-to-find-historic-court-records

4/20/2026

43
Online Search Tools:
,./e_‘\
=/
Welcome to Massachusetts Trial Court Case Access
You can e tis st o2
Look up case information
Pay some court fees online
Please note: ite is . It may activity.
-
e - S
2) Massachusetts Trial Court Electronic Case Look-Up
Www.masscourts.org
44
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
45
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Naturalization Records at the
Supreme Judicial Court Archives

* 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

- ]I;/Iaxiital status & names of children, with their dates and places of
irt

¢ 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

46

Mass.gov quick links to FamilySearch naturalizations:
www.mass.gov/info-details/find-out-which-historic-naturalization-records-are-available-online

7 Ma:

Find out which historic naturalization records are

available online

You can access post-1908 state Superior Caurt naturalization record haldings.
by org. If the historic you're

n the sideba

ere, please
ver recards from the

on o
TABLE OF CONTENTS

000000000000

a7
Need more help finding a record?
Contact the Supreme Judicial
Court Archivist: archives@jud.state.ma.us
48
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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.

\S
N AT I O — U.S. District Court
ARCHIVES (1790-1991)

— U.S. Circuit Court
(1845-1911)

BOSTON
 boston.archives@nara.gov

4/20/2026

49

ncestry o D v o e

Massachusste, LS. Stst s Fosars Natursiaton Recards, 198-1950

Massachusetts, U.S., State and Federal Naturalization Records,
1798-1950

Descrpion

Related data collections

https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/2361/

50

Massachusetts Land Records

* Maintained at local level - 21 registry districts

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

* Access most 20t-century land records online!
masslandrecords.com

51
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Massachusetts Land Records

4/20/2026

52

masslandrecords.

Click on
“view images” tab
to see an image of

the deed

53

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

4/20/2026

55

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

EDOCATR REEOUREEE,

National Personnel Records Center

i National Personnel Records Center (NPRC)

Abous pilary ersoanel.
iy

Forthe bl

"Natural Disaster” Reauests

https://www.archives.gov/personnel-records-center

57
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Mission and History:
The Natir P Ao Cter NPRC i el e el Ao e

Aaminatanen " Personnel Records, Quick Find:

NPRC Records Holdings, Overview:

ARCHIAL RLCORDS.

2 o el o 35

ol Presdents,

https://www.archives.gov/personnel-records-center

4/20/2026

58

National Personnel Records Center Fire
12 July 1973

? * Destroyed 1/3 of its 52 million

e . ilitary personnel files

; e 4 military

: . "7 + There were no duplicate copies

/ of destroyed records and they
/ had not been microfilmed

AW - Difficult to determine what

records were lost

— No index of records made prior
to the fire & many records were
on loan to the VA

59

National Personnel Records Center Fire
12 July 1973

* 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

60
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QUESTIONS?
Useful Resources:
°
Finding your Ancestors at Home
Massachusetts :
[22=] The Boston Post (G
Newspapers HUSE MOLISSES TANK EXPLODES
* Newspapers offer a wealth of u_w,.qnégﬁf :.!l .!HEAE’EU..WEI
information about your e daime VAT LT
Massachusetts ancestors & D LAY LST
their community. i
* About 4,500 newspaper titles
have been published in
Massachusetts over the last 300 " THE BELLINGHAM HERALD (===
years. U.S. DECLARES WAR ON JAPAN
3,000 Dead And Wounded In Attack On Haywaii o m
* Advancements in printing & EEMENL S B AP Mot f S g ]
communication technologies in - | -
late 19 century led to a boom
of local newspapers being
published daily in
Massachusetts.
63
21
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Massachusetts
BANKING SUPPORT FAILS m
RALLY STOCKS IN NEW YORK Newspapers
T e s W« 20th century Massachusetts

newspapers can include
genealogical details such as:

— Birth, Death, & Marriage
Announcements

‘kmlhﬂer&.‘rmﬂ'u -,T!

Ao
.

— School announcements

uts Prepare For Re-ontry
4 — Probate & Court proceedings

— Town Meeting Minutes

— Property Sales

— Military enlistments & news
— Everyday comings & goings

4/20/2026

64

Where to Find 20t"-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: ine-historical- v

65

/ﬁ}ﬁ?

[BradentowD, 22~

Where to find them online:

*  Ancestry (www.ancestry.com)
Fold3 (www.fold3.com)

8l * Google Books (www.books.google.com)
+ Internet Archive (www.archive.org)

* 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 19t
century & were being
published as late as the 1980s

* Libraries - LocalHleloryRooms
|« Universities (often also online)

Massachusetts State Library

TSV
/ o T

I
EERRL IR

66
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Massachusetts City Directories

Published semi-annually

Pe,\s;mu
. Served functional purpose: Shirley, Dunstable and Townsend
How people found each other DIRROTORY
¢ Include lists of churches, i A Lo Ky
hospitals, schools & government e m;mm -
offices - Point you to other family 1917-1918

records @

* Provide year-to-year local .
history & information on il danbine i
prominent citizens j

67

CARDNIE DIRBCTORY—19T 151
ke St (A5 e N Wi
Alphabetically list an individual with . bR A——
their occupation, work address, B a0 il i e
and/or home address et ) o T a2 3 s
=2

istor 5
g, TR (B o i 341 21 Pinsat b

*  Wives may be named in parentheses :g;:-mn_fgz,w;,;;;g g:,»-_,_:,:u_ T
after husband

_smmm cnp 158 i *
S

QWS 178 X
rianna 1) 4

- n H-WCo b
* Reveal dates of marriage and death or mm- e e 29y 51 Porker b 2t Went-
if someone has moved out of town

* Type and amount information »‘..“:'h s it e
e s gt
provided evolved over the decades. S
— Early directories focused on men with
occupations; would not always include
domestic servants, women, or the

unemployed -
W o 14 e b 222
— Later, more people were included such - i ».g,:‘. ':‘m i
as: students and unmarried women by -

s The Lt osionst

68

Clues found in a City Dm,'ctoty may pomt you in the tngt direction.

gy

Clergymen.
er Hony (E

Example:
If your ancestor
was married by a >
minister, finding o
their church may
lead to other
records.

— iCall M

Peter
Cath,

69
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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

70

Saugus 1946-47

“Directory of Householders”

Directe

| s and Other Business Places, Including 2

Complete Street and Avenue Guide
1946-47

i
i
il
£
i
il

bt

A
|

¥
b
i
i
f
i
Ev

i
f

i

i

TENUE frem 8 _ ACADIA AVENUE - 0 B Arlington 1904-5
a : ey “Street Guide”

71

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

72
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THE ANNUAL REPORTS B
OF THE T I‘““L e -N. s
TOWN of ASHBY
MASSACHUSETTS
For the Year Ending December 31,
1948
Many towns have made historic reports available on
the Internet Archive (www.archive.org)
73
o CITY OF MELROSE
Annual Reports give insight into MASSACHUSETTS
functioning of the c!ty or town IR ULl Reports
your ancestors lived in: 1923
Budget Information
Detalls on the local sdhools
Cemetery Reports
Vital Statistics & Trends
Road & Public Works
Other town related data
Repositories
25
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4/20/2026

— Massachusetts State Library
* City & Town Directories
« City & Town Annual Reports
* Annual Reports of State Hospitals and

other State Institutions q : Ly
— City of Boston Archives State Library of Massachusetts
* Historical records of Boston city
government.
— TaxRecords & Voting Lists WORCESTER

— Springfield History Library & Archives HISTORICAL MUSEUM
Records of Western Massachusetts —
* Large collection of French-Canadian records
1.3 million archival documents:
diaries, deeds, account books, &
photographs.
— Worcester Historical Museum A%:H IVES
Library & Archives M E}'g"-
+ Collection focused on city of Worcester L
* Some Worcester County

76
LIBRARY AND
/ CENTER FOR
Umass LOWELL HISTORY
MIT
Libraries i HARVARD
LIBRARY

AMHERST -

LIBRARIES

www.library.umass.edu

* University Special Collections & Archives
— Unique collections of local historical manuscripts,
publications, photographs, oral histories & the
personal papers of notable individuals & businesses.
77

Summary

* Pay attention to historical
context
* Look beyond vital records
* Who created the record?
* Look offline
* Ask for help
78

26
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QUESTIONS?

Schedule a consultation
consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org

Consultations

Book a one-on-one
consultation with

a genealogist and . *
receive help with your -
family history research! E ¢

AmericanAncestors.org/ -
% ‘:' M
Expert-Help/Consultations = ME

80

THANK YOU!

AmericanAncestors.org

27
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