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This outline describes major sources of information about families from Massachusetts. 
Before reading this outline, study the United States Research Outline (30972), which will 
help you understand terminology, contents, and uses of genealogical records.  

 
RECORDS OF THE FAMILY HISTORY LIBRARY 
The Family History Library has many of the records described in this outline. The 
major holdings include vital records; genealogies; local histories; censuses; and church, 
military, probate, land, and court records.  

Some of the sources described in this outline list the Family History Library's book, 
microfilm, microfiche, and computer numbers. These are preceded by FHL, the 
abbreviation for Family History Library. These numbers may be used to locate materials 
in the library and to order microfilm and microfiche at Family History Centers.

A computer number is usually given. If you have access to the Family History Library 
Catalog on computer, the “Computer Number Search” is the fastest way to find a source 















Mortality Schedules.  Mortality schedules for 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 list those 
who died in the year before the census. These are at the Massachusetts State Archives, 
the National Archives, and the Family History Library:  
1850 (FHL film 1421015–16; computer number 288912)  
 
1860 (FHL film 1421017; computer number 459531)  
 
1870 (FHL film 1421018–19; computer number 459539)  
 
1880 (FHL film 1421020–23; computer number 459550)  
 
Master Indexes.  Some of the indexes mentioned above are combined into one master 
index of several census years, states, and census types, such as:  
FamilyFinder™ Index and Viewer: Version 4.0 [Novato, Calif.]: Brøderbund Software, 
1997. (FHL compact disc no. 9, 1997 index; computer number 808500. Not available at 
Family History Centers. FamilyFinder is a trademark of Brøderbund Software, Inc.) A 
master index of Massachusetts 1790 to 1860 federal censuses.  
Jackson, Ronald Vern. AIS Microfiche Indexes of U.S. Census and Other Records. 
Bountiful, Utah: Accelerated Indexing Systems International, 1984. (No FHL fiche 
number, but available at many Family History Centers.) Massachusetts census indexes 
for 1790, 1800, and 1810 are combined on Search 1. Separate Massachusetts indexes for 
1820, 1830, 1840, and 1850 are on other searches.  
 
State Censuses  (1855, 1865)  
The original censuses are at the Massachusetts State Archives. The Family History 
Library has copies of:  
Massachusetts, Secretary of the Commonwealth. State Census, 1855–1865. Salt Lake 
City: Genealogical Society of Utah, 1974. (On 68 FHL films; computer number 377373.) 
These records are arranged by county and town. They list an individual's name, age, state 
or country of birth, and occupation 
 
 CHURCH RECORDS
Before 1900 the major religious groups in Massachusetts were the Congregationalists, 
Roman Catholics, Baptists, Methodists, and Episcopalians. The Congregational Church 
was the predominant church until the end of the 18th century. Many church records were 
published with the town vital records (see the “Vital Records” section of this outline).  

1889 Church Records. There is a list of the churches in each town, the date of 
organization, kinds of records kept, years covered, and condition of the records as of 
1889 in Wright's Report on the Custody and Condition of the Public Records (see the 
“Archives and Libraries” section of this outline).  

The Family History Library has many published and manuscript records of Baptist, 
Congregational, and Society of Friends congregations. A useful index of marriages 
recorded by early churches is:  
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P.O. Box 215  
Ashland, MA 01721  

• National Society of the Daughters of the American Revolution 

1776 D Street, N.W.  
Washington, D.C. 20006–5392  
Telephone: 202–879–3263  
This society has published:  
DAR Patriot Index: Centennial Edition. 3 vols. Washington, D.C.: National Society 
Daughters of the American Revolution, 1994. (FHL book 973 C42da 1990; computer 
number 696544.)  

• The Pilgrim Society 

75 Court Street  
Plymouth, MA 02360  
Telephone: 508–746–1620  
Fax: 508–747–4228  

• New England Historic Genealogical Society 

101 Newbury Street  
Boston, MA 02116–3087  
Telephone: 617–536–5740  
Fax: 617–536–7307  
 

TAXATION
Tax records were recorded by state and town officials. They help identify the residence of 
the taxpayer. The Family History Library has microfilm copies of state tax valuations for 
various years from 1760 to 1771, 1780 to 1792, and 1810 to 1811. These are listed in the 
Locality Search of the Family History Library Catalog under:  

MASSACHUSETTS - TAXATION  
MASSACHUSETTS, [COUNTY], [TOWN] - TAXATION  
MASSACHUSETTS, [COUNTY], [TOWN] - TOWN RECORDS  

The 1771 lists have been published in:  

Pruitt, Bettye Hobbs, ed. The Massachusetts Tax Valuation List of 1771. Boston: G.K. 
Hall, 1978. (FHL book Q 974.4 R4m; computer number 85052.)  

A federal 1798 direct tax census and surname index is:  
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United States, Secretary of the Treasury. Massachusetts and Maine Direct Tax Census of 
1798. Cambridge, Mass.: New England Historic Genealogical Society, 1978. (FHL film 
940072-89 [does not circulate to Family History Centers]; computer number 211511.)  
The original 1798 tax records are at the New England Historic Genealogical Society. 
These are described in:  
Gorn, Michael H., ed. An Index and Guide to the Microfilm Edition of the Massachusetts 
and Maine Direct Tax Census of 1798. Boston: New England Historic Genealogical 
Society, 1979. (FHL book 974.R42i; computer number 300981.)  

Boston tax lists of the 1800s are at:  

Boston Public Library  
Copley Square  
Boston, MA 02177  
Telephone: 617–536–5400  
 
TOWN RECORDS
In New England the town clerk is the principal record keeper at the local level.  The 
earliest records are called proprietor's records.  Town records generally begin with the 
founding of a town and are kept to the present.  

Town records may contain records of births, marriages, burials, cemeteries, 
appointments, earmarks, estrays (records of stray animals), freemen's oaths (men 
eligible to vote), land records, mortgages, name changes, care of the poor, school 
records, surveys, tax lists, town meeting minutes, voter registrations, and “warnings 
out” (of town).  

The Family History Library has microfilms of many Massachusetts town records, from 
the beginning of the town to the mid-1860s. The original town records are at local town 
clerk's offices and at historical and genealogical societies. Some have been published 
separately or as part of town histories and are available in libraries with major New 
England collections.  

VITAL RECORDS
Early Records of Births, Marriages, and Deaths

Early vital records were recorded by town clerks. Records of births, marriages, and 
deaths to 1850 for about 215 towns have been published. Most of these are on microfilm 
and microfiche at the Family History Library. These often include information from 
town, church, cemetery, county, and other records. Although records of about 100 towns 
have not been published in book form, many of these records have been published in 
periodicals such as the Mayflower Descendant, with concentration on Plymouth, Bristol, 
and Barnstable Counties.  

For Boston the Family History Library has microfilms of:  



• Birth records, 1630-1799, 1849-1890  
• Index to birth records, 1630-1955  
• Marriage records, 1646-1889  
• Index to marriage records, 1646-1955  
• Death records, 1630-1970  
• Index to death records, 1630-1848, 1870-1955  

Many of the births and marriages recorded in the town records have been extracted and 
are listed in the International Genealogical Index at the Family History Library and 
Family History Centers.  

The Clarence Torrey collection of New England marriages prior to 1700 is at the New 
England Historic Genealogical Society and on microfilm at the Family History Library:  

Torrey, Clarence Almon. New England Marriages Prior to 1700. Andover, Mass.: 
Genealogical Publishing Co., 1985. (FHL book 974 V2t; film 1320548 item 14; for 
source notes, see films 929494–500 [films do not circulate to Family History Centers]; 
computer number 338643.) Lists 17th-century marriages of Colonial New England with 
approximate dates.  
Torrey's Bibliography to His Source Notes for New England Marriages Prior to 1700. 
N.l.: Williams Word Processing, 1984. (FHL book 974 V23w; computer number 
741104.) Has an alphabetical list of his source notes indicating book title, author, 
publication date, and manuscript titles.  
Sanborn, Melinda. Supplement to Torrey's Marriages Prior to 1700. Baltimore. Md.: 
Genealogical Publishing Company, 1991. (FHL book 974 V2t supp; computer number 
467338.) Has additional marriages found in Torrey's notes after his death in 1962.  
Sanborn, Melinda. Second Supplement to Torrey's Marriages Prior to 1700. Baltimore. 
Md.: Genealogical Publishing Company, 1995. (FHL computer number 757810.) 
Provides additional marriages found in Torrey's notes after his death in 1962.  

 
State Records of Births, Marriages, and Deaths  

The Family History Library has records of births, marriages, and deaths beginning as 
early as 1603, although state records start in 1811. They can be found in the Locality 
Search of the Family History Library Catalog under MASSACHUSETTS - VITAL 
RECORDS.  

You can also obtain copies of birth, marriage, and death certificates for 1841 to 1890 by 
writing to:  

Massachusetts State Archives at Columbia Point  
220 Morrissey Boulevard  
Boston, MA 02125  
Telephone: 617–727–2816  
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Writing to the town clerk can be the quickest way to get birth, marriage, and death 
information. The Family History Library has some of the vital records on microfilm:  
Secretary of the Commonwealth, Massachusetts. Births, Marriages (1841–1895); Indexes 
to Births and Marriages (1841–1905), Deaths (1841–1971). (On 398 rolls of film, 
beginning with FHL film 961262.) Microfilms of original records are in the Division of 
Vital Statistics, Massachusetts.  

For copies of birth, marriage, and death records from 1890 to the present, write to:  

Registrar of Vital Statistics  
470 Atlantic Ave.  
Boston, MA 02110  
Telephone: 617–753–8600  
State your relationship to the individual you want information about and the reason you 
want the information.  

The current fees for copies of state records are in:  

Where to Write for Vital Records: Births, Deaths, Marriages, and Divorces. Hyattsville, 
Md.: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, March 1993. (FHL book 973 
V24wv; computer number 185507.) Copies of this booklet are at the Family History 
Library and many Family History Centers. You can also write to the Office of Vital 
Statistics (see address above) for current information.  

 
Divorce Records

From 1738 to about 1888, divorce records may have been filed in the county court, 
governor's council records, superior court of judicature, or supreme judicial court. After 
1888 proceedings were usually filed at the county probate court and superior court. The 
library has some of these court records, including:  

Massachusetts, Secretary of the Commonwealth. Divorce Index, 1952–1970. Salt Lake 
City: Genealogical Society of Utah, 1974. (FHL films 959804-5; computer number 
320119.)  
 
FOR FURTHER READING  
More detailed information about research and records of Massachusetts can be found in:  
Crandall, Ralph J., ed. Genealogical Research in New England. Baltimore: Genealogical 
Publishing, 1984. (FHL book 974 D27gr; computer number 254124.) Provides 
bibliographic essay on Massachusetts research.  
Lindberg, Marcia Wiswall, ed. Genealogist's Handbook for New England Research. 3rd 
ed. Boston: New England Historic Genealogical Society, 1993. (FHL book 974 D27g 
1993; computer number 741018; 1981 ed. fiche 6051401; computer number 58643.) This 
is a guide to the records in each New England state. Includes dates when towns and 
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counties were established. Gives names and addresses for the county records and for the 
probate offices, libraries, and historical societies of each state.  
Wright, Norman E. Genealogy in America. Vol. 1, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and 
Maine. Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1968. (FHL book 973 D27wg; computer number 
57539.) This contains a very good, in-depth study of state, county, and town records. 
Some information is out of date.  
Eichholz, Alice, ed. Ancestry's Red Book: American State, County, and Town Sources. 
Rev. ed. Salt Lake City: Ancestry, 1992. (FHL book 973 D27rb 1992; computer number 
594021.) Contains bibliographies and background information on history and ethnic 
groups. Also contains maps and tables showing when each county was created.  

 
Return to top of page  
 
 
COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS  

 

The Family History Library welcomes additions and corrections that will improve future 
editions of this outline. Please send your suggestions to:  

Publications Coordination  
Family History Library  
35 N. West Temple  
Salt Lake City, Utah 84150-3400  
USA  
Fax: 801–240–2597  
We appreciate the archivists, librarians, and others who have reviewed this outline and 
shared helpful information.  

Paper publication: Second edition September 1997. English approval: 9/97.  
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Massachusetts Map 

 




