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Agenda
• Introductions

• Your packets

• Schedule overview

• Melanie’s lecture: Reading Between the Lines:
Searching for Family in County Histories and 
Mug Books

• Reception and consultation sign ups
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Dining Options Near the Hotel
In Hotel:

• Breakfast buffet included in stay

Nearby:

• Loch & Quay

• Jack’s Oyster House

• La Serre

• The Spinning Gyro

• Maurice’s Delicatessen

• The City Beer Hall
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Dining Options Near the Library
• Hill Street Cafe

• In Empire State Plaza Concourse
– Herbie’s Burgers
– Uncommon Grounds
– PBD Kitchen
– Kuma Ani
– Taco Libre
– Umana Yana
– Honest Weight
– Pho Yum
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Melanie McComb, Senior Genealogist

Reading Between the 
Lines: Searching for 
Family in County Histories 
and Mug Books

May 2026
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Overview
What is a county history?

What is a mug book?

Who is included?

How were they created?

Evaluating content
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What is a county 
history?
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Centennial Proclamation
May 1876- President 
Grant endorsed a 
congressional resolution 
recommending that 
every county and town 
produce- “an historical 
sketch of said county or 
town from its formation”
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Contents of a County History
• History of the County (Native American Tribes, 

Adoption of Name, Counties Formed From)

• History of Individual Townships (Settlement, 
Migration, First Houses of Worship, First Schools)

• Military Honor Roll Lists by War (usually ended with 
Civil War)

• Biographies of Notable Residents
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County History, History of Rockland County, 
New York
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Town History, History of Rockland County, 
New York
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Town History Cont’d, Rockland County
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Town History Cont’d, Rockland County
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Signers of the Articles of Association 1775, History of 
Dutchess County, New York
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What is a mug book?
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Mug Books
• Mug- The face or mouth 

of a person informal; M-W

• Mug Books- county 
history books which 
included biographical 
sketches of residents. They 
were sold by subscription 
in advance of printing at 
the end of the 19th century 
and beginning of the 20th

centuries A to Zax (p. 180)

American Ancestors Upstate New York Research Tour

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 16



Evolution of County Books

County Atlas 
(1860s-1870s)

County History
(mid- 1870s)

Portrait and 
Biographical Album 

(1880s)
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Patriotic and  Democratic
• Self-made success- not 

just of the man, but also 
the county/town

• Immigrants were 
included as pioneers

• Rural, small town
accomplishment

• Part of the larger, 
national narrative  
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Portrait and Biographical Record of 
Seneca and Schuyler Counties

“Instead of going to musty records, and taking therefrom 
dry statistical matter that can be appreciated by but few, 
our corps of writers have gone to the people, the men 
and women who have, by their enterprise and industry, 
brought the county to rank second to none among those 
comprising this great and noble State, and from their lips 
have the story of their life struggles…a record of many 
whose lives are worthy the imitation of coming 
generations. It tells how some, commencing life in 
poverty, by industry and economy have accumulated 
wealth.”
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Flowery Language and Stylized 
Printing

“The subject of this sketch was the 
only son of his parents, and was given 
every opportunity for gaining a good 
education...Mr. Moses, following in 
the footsteps of his honored father, is 
a Democrat in politics. He is a very 
influential worker in the party, and
has been sent as a delegate to the 
various county conventions. He is a 
thoroughly wide-awake and 
progressive citizen, and for twelve 
years was Commissioner of Highways, 
filling the office during that time to 
the satisfaction of all concerned."
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Who was included?
• White Males (some 

females-spinsters/widowers)

• Farmers, Small 
Businessmen, Professionals 
(such as Lawyers and 
Doctors), teachers, and 
religious officials. 

• Living persons (some in 
memoriam)
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First five sketches 
• Hon. David H. Evans
Politician and Justice of the Peace, 
native of Seneca County, English 
ancestry, Republican

• Lee Bradford Webb
Postmaster and Farmer, native of 
Schuyler County, Democrat

• Hon. Diedrich Willers
Politician, German ancestry, native of 
Seneca County, Democrat

• Rev. Gilbert Travis
Minister and Farmer, Native of 
Westchester County

• Hon. Perez Hastings 
Field

Politician, native of Geneva, New 
York; New England ancestry, 
Republican
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Information Included
• Place and Date of Birth

• Names of Parents, 
Siblings, and Children 
(sometimes 
grandchildren)

• Ancestry 

• Political Affiliation 

• Occupation and Place of 
Residence

• Migration History

• Military Service

• Marriage Information

• Fraternal Organizations 
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Are My Ancestors 
Included?
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Popularity
1. ‘Representative Citizens’- 500-1000 
subscriptions were essential to the profitability of the 
book

2. Prosperity- Midwest $$, Southern States during 
Reconstruction had limited funds (depending on the 
book, $25 sketch and $125 portrait and sketch)

3. Small, Rural Towns- Northeast and Mid-Atlantic 
are not as well represented because of their 
demography 
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Counties Represented
According to Bibliography of County Histories of the 

3111 Counties in 48 States (1945)

Counties represented
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States with the Most Mug Books

Illinois

Pennsylvania

Indiana

Iowa
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Mug Book Sketch Example, Niagara County, 
New York
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How were mug books 
created?
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Publisher

Employee Writer Subscription 
Agent 

Businessmen Newspaper Town Officer

Identify Potential Sketches 
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How were they compiled?
• Authors would travel, set up in town (shop or 

tavern), or write letters
• Customers were shown examples, $$$, orders taken
• Biography could have been dictated or 

questionnaire completed
• Sketch artists 
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Tip
$$ Money Talks $$
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Identify Author/Publisher
Mug Books usually give credit to the editor and only 
mention “authors” in broad terms

• Did the author donate papers?

• Did publisher keep papers?

• Was more than one book published? 1st edition? 
4th edition?

• Was a county history written and a mug book?
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Franklin B. Hough
• Known as the “father of American 

forestry”

• Was superintendent of the 1855 New 
York State census 

• Wrote multiple county histories 
including:
• A History of St. Lawrence and 

Franklin Counties (1853)
• A History of Jefferson County

(1854)
• A History of Lewis County (1862)
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www.nysl.nysed.gov
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www.nysl.nysed.gov
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www.nysl.nysed.gov
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Tip
Contact a local library 

or historical society
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Evaluate!

1.When was the record created?

2.Who created the record?

3.Who provided the information?

4.What conclusions can we draw?
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Attention to Detail
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Richard Rayment
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Great Migration Begins
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• Immigrant ancestor-
John Raymond

• Arrival- 1636

• Residences- Salem and 
Wareham, MA

• John1, William2-3, 
Daniel4-6, Daniel and 
Elijah Raymond 

• Immigrant ancestor-
Richard Rayment

• Arrival- 1631

• Residences- Salem, MA 
Norwalk, CT and 
Saybrook, CT

• John, born say 1635

Great MigrationMug Book

Rayment/Raymond  
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Tip
Watch out for

tall tales!
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Family Lore
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Subject of sketch or someone else?
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Other Common Problems

• Misidentified persons or places

• Incorrect immigration or migration 
dates or locations

• Local vernacular instead of formal 
names

• Too little or too much information
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Where can I find a 
mug book?
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Digital Formats
• https://www.hathitrust.org/

• https://books.google.com/

• https://archive.org/index.php

• https://openlibrary.org/

• https://books.familysearch.org

• http://library.si.edu/digital-library
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Is Everything Online?
• A Bibliography of American County Histories

by P. William Filby (1985)

• Bibliography of Counties of the 3111 Counties in the 
48 States by C. Stewart Peterson (1946) 
o Available via HathiTrust

• Consolidated Bibliography of County Histories in 
Fifty States in 1961 by C. Stewart Peterson (1963)
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Review
1. County histories are historical sketches from 

the time of its formation
2. Mug books are sketches of members of the 

community who paid for their history to be 
published. They represented farmers and other 
professionals. 

3. There is a higher representation of mug books 
in the midwestern states of the United States.

4. The county histories can offer insights into 
early Native American settlement, early 
pioneers, and immigration. This information 
can help lead you to other records of their 
migration patterns. 
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QUESTIONS?
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