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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (50 mins.)

• Q&A (10 mins.)

• Historical background
• Identifying Loyalists in your family tree
• Research and records
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Who were the 
Loyalists?

Voice of
Sheilagh Doerfler
Senior Genealogist
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Loyalists
• Individuals who remained loyal to the British 

Crown during and after the American Revolution

• Also known as Tories and Royalists

• Later referred to as Refugees
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Loyalists
• Lived in all thirteen colonies

• Hailed from different social and economic groups

• Roughly 15-20% population identified as Loyalists
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Loyalists
• Native Peoples
– Iroquois 

• People of color
– Black Loyalists

• New Immigrants
– Great Britain

• Scotch Irish 

• Descendants of Dutch 
settlers

Joseph Brant
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Reasons for Loyalty
• Identified as British subjects
– Morally wrong to oppose the British Crown

• Politically conservative 

• Family ties to the British Crown

• Business relationship with the British Crown

• Personal advantage to remaining loyal
– Property owners
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Reasons for Loyalty
• Employed by the British Crown
– Clerks, officials, etc.

• Saw Patriot cause as radical

• Former soldiers who served in British Army

• Newly arrived immigrants from Britain

• Personal reasons
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Loyalists in the 
Colonies
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Loyalist Hot Spots
• New York

• South Carolina

• Georgia

• New Jersey

• North Carolina

• Pennsylvania
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The Good Americans
• Wallace Brown

• Social and political 
history of Loyalists in 
the American Colonies

• Reasons for loyalty

• Differences by region

• Loyalist Diaspora
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Liberty’s Exiles
• Maya Jasanoff

• Motives for leaving the 
colonies

• Study of exile and 
migration

• Highlights resettlement 
and life after the 
American Revolution
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How to identify 
Loyalists in your 

Family Tree
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Location
• Where did they reside? When did they reside there?

• Create a timeline of your ancestor’s life
– Use vital records, deeds, court, town, and tax records 

to track residences 

• Note family, associates, and neighbors
– Research all
– Loyalist? Patriot?
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Learn about Residence
• Always learn about community in which your 

ancestor lived
– Community AND Colony

• What was the political climate?

• Was it predominantly Patriot? Loyalist?
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Important Questions
• Did your ancestor live in 

a town, county, or 
colony with Loyalist 
leanings?

• Were family members 
Loyalists?

• What about neighbors 
or associates?
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Loyalist Population Rankings
1. New York

2. South Carolina

3. Massachusetts

4. New Jersey

5. Pennsylvania

6. North Carolina

7. Connecticut

8.    Virginia

9.    Georgia

10.  Maryland

11.  Rhode Island

12.  New Hampshire

13.  Delaware
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Loyalist Strongholds
• Savannah

• Boston

• Charleston

• Annapolis

• New York City

• Baltimore

• Newport, Rhode Island

• Philadelphia

• Portsmouth, 
New Hampshire
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Timing
• Did your ancestor arrive in what is now Canada in 

the 1780s?
– Ontario
– Quebec
– Nova Scotia
– New Brunswick
– Prince Edward Island

• Receive land grant in 1783 or after?
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• Shelburne

• Halifax

• Guysborough

• Digby

• Fredericton

• Saint John

• Saint John River Valley

New BrunswickNova Scotia

Where in Canada?

Prince Edward Island
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• Bay of Quinte

• Prince Edward Co.

• Kingston

• Cornwall

• York (Toronto)

• Eastern Townships
QuebecOntario

Where in Canada?

Map of the Eastern Townships settled by Loyalists, by Victor Dohar
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Beware!
• Not all Americans who settled in what is now 

Canada in the late 18th century were Loyalists
– Economic opportunity
– Available lands
– Arrived from UK, Ireland, and Europe
– New England Planters
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How can I tell the difference?
• Settlement
– Loyalists often settled amongst themselves
– Geography
– Military 

• Land grants given in and after 1783

• Who did they interact with?

• Identify and research all associates!
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Finding Loyalists in 
U.S. Records
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Finding Loyalists in U.S. Records
• Loyalist Muster Rolls

• Confiscations

• Loyalist Claims

• Prisoners

• Town Records

• Newspapers

• Published Town Histories 
and Diaries

• Study Projects
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royalprovincial.com/military/musters/musters.htm
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bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/military-heritage/loyalists/loyalists-ward-chipman
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Ancestry.com/search/collections/5368/
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Ancestry.com/search/collections/5368/
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Hassam, The Confiscated Estates of Boston Loyalists 
(1895)
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American Loyalist Claims
• Records often include evidence and "memorials" 

given by witnesses about a Loyalists Claim

• List of losses of both land and personal 
possessions

• Associated documents relating to the claim are 
also provided
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Genealogical Details
• Name of the person or family affected for the 

purpose of the claim

• Residence(s) of the individual or family

• Financial estimates of their losses

• Actual documents to support the claim

• Details of the Loyalist’s life in America 
before, during, and after the Revolutionary War
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Ancestry.com/search/collections/3712/
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Claim of Peter Ackerman
• Former residence

• Military service in 
British Army

• Details of property and 
real estate
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Pennsylvania Archives Series
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Boston Selectmen's Minutes from 1776 through 1786
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readex.com/products/americas-historical-newspapers-periodicals
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readex.com/products/americas-historical-newspapers-periodicals
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Newspaper Search Terms
• Loyalist

• Tory

• Refugee

• Enemy

• Rebel

• Traitor

• Prisoner

The Pennsylvania Evening Post, May 04, 1776
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researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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Ancestry.com/search/collections/23194/
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AmericanAncestors.org/search/databasesearch/80/massachusetts-divided-hearts-
massachusetts-loyalists-1765-1790
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AmericanAncestors.org/search/databasesearch/80/massachusetts-divided-hearts-
massachusetts-loyalists-1765-1790
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After the Revolution
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Peace
• Preliminary treaty of peace signed in November 1782

• Termination of fighting on April 19, 1783

• Treaty of Paris signed in September 1783
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Evacuation
• Sir Guy Carleton installed as commander-in-chief 

of North America in 1782

• Ordered evacuation of all British troops in the 
southern colonies
– Left southern Loyalists vulnerable

• Many flee to the Bahamas, Jamaica, and greater 
Caribbean

• Others flee to the north  
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Evacuation
• Largest population in New York City

• Loyalists worked to sell property and businesses 
before evacuation

• Transportation organized by Sir Guy Carleton
– First ship leaves in April of 1783 for Nova Scotia
– Ensuing ships bring about 32,000 Loyalists to Nova 

Scotia in summer of 1783

• Others flee to Britain
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Why did they leave?
• Lost property, fear of violence or retribution

• Exiled or banished from home colony

• British government offered reimbursement for 
property losses

• Opportunity to resettle while still a subject of 
British Crown; transportation provided

• Land grants
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The Ships to Canada
• Nine transport ships sailed from New York on 

October 19, 1782, and arrived in Annapolis Royal, 
Nova Scotia

• On April 11, 1783, the "Spring" Fleet set sail

• Ships continued to arrive with thousands of 
refugees; ships arrived as late as January 15, 1784
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Canadian Sources
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uelac.ca/loyalist-ships
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uelac.ca/loyalist-ships
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Land Grant Petitions
• Petitions were submitted that stated whether the 

Loyalist was a soldier or supported the British in 
some other way

• Petitions could be submitted by the children of the 
Loyalist

• If petition was approved, the claimant was 
provided with a ticket with the township and lot # 
of the land they were awarded
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Land Grants – July 1783
• 200 acres allotted to non-commissioned officers of 

Provincial Corps and Associated Loyalists

• 100 acres to private soldiers

• 100 acres to a family head

• 50 acres to each family member or single man
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Land Grants – August 1783
• 1,000 acres to Field Officers in the Loyalist Corps

• 700 acres to Captains

• 500 acres to Subaltern/Staff/Warrant Officers

• 50 acres to family members

• Officers in the Royal Highland Emigrants (84th 
Regiment) received significantly higher portions 
(5,000 for field officers, 3,000 for captains, and 
2,000 acres for lesser ranks)
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Land Grants – 1787
• "General refugees" were granted 200 acres, with 

the increase of 200 acres to each son or daughter
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Land Grants – 1788
• Land grants for the Provincial Corps officers were 

matched with the Royal Highland Emigrants if 
they were classified as "military claimants"

• A military claimant applies to a soldier in the 
British army and its Germanic allies, the Hessians
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Where can I find them?
• Library and Archives Canada
– Upper and Lower Canada

• Provincial Archives of Nova Scotia

• Provincial Archives of New Brunswick

• Ancestry.com

• FamilySearch.org
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Other Loyalist 
Destinations
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England
• About 14,000 Loyalists 

fled to England
– Including roughly 

5,000 free people of 
color

• Close family ties

• Economic interests

• Property
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Audit Office – (AO-3/276)
• Series consists of four volumes of pensions paid out to American 

Loyalists and others seeking refuge in Great Britain

• Each list contains the names of persons who will receive the pension 
or allowance, the period for the pension or allowance, and the amount

• The typical period was one year, however, there were exceptions

• Widows and children were included in the allowances

• Records are held at the National Archives in Kew, England; not 
currently digitized
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AO 12 and 13
• As discussed in Class 2, claims for or against 

giving compensation incurred during the 
Revolutionary War

• Ancestry.com database: "UK, American Loyalist 
Claims, 1776-1835"

Tracing Loyalist Lineages

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org 63



WO 42
• Officers' Birth Certificates, Wills, and Personal 

Papers
– Applications for pensions or benefits for widows 

and children contain vital records (birth, baptism, 
marriage, and death), probate records, and other 
personal papers of officers who died between 1776 
and 1881

– Original records at the National Archives in Kew, 
England; digitized on Ancestry.com
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Ancestry.com
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Bibliography of Loyalist Source 
Material

• Published in volumes 85, 
86, and 90 of Proceedings 
of the American 
Antiquarian Socie

• United States, Canada, 
and Great Britain
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Bib. of Loyalist Source Material
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Bahamas
• According to a report presented to the 

Bahamas House of Assembly in 1789, 1,200 Whites 
and 3,600 people of color arrived between 1784 and 
1785

• Around 2,000 Loyalists and their enslaved servants 
arrived between 1783 and 1789

• The enslaved were listed as "servants" to help avoid 
possible claims issues with the United States
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familysearch.org
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Crown Land Grant to William Gamble, 
Bahamas, 22 Nov. 1788
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Jamaica
• Most Loyalists came from Georgia, North and 

South Carolina, and Virginia

• They departed from the cities of Charlestown and 
Savannah

• There were 3,000 Loyalists who took 8,000 
enslaved persons to Jamaica
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jamaicanfamilysearch.com
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jamaicanfamilysearch.com
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Conclusion 
• Learn about your ancestor’s community

• Research family and associates
– Loyalist or Patriot?

• Utilize research guides to identify relevant source 
material

• Examine primary and published sources
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QUESTIONS?
Schedule a consultation

consultations@americanancestors.org

Hire Research Services
research@americanancestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org/tracing-loyalist-lineages-sources-and-strategies
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revolutionaryroots.AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org/Events

Upcoming Events
IN-PERSON OPEN HOUSE
Discover Your Revolutionary Roots
In Partnership with the Massachusetts DAR
October 3, 2026, 10:00 AM – 6:00 PM ET

ONLINE LECTURE
Jewish Patriots in the American Revolution
Presented by Melanie McComb
October 15, 2026, 2:00 – 3:00 PM ET

IN-PERSON EXHIBIT
Patriots of Color
April 23–December 31, 2026

ONLINE LECTURE
Applying to Colonial Lineage Societies
Presented by David Allen Lambert
October 8, 2026, 3:00 – 4:00 PM ET
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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