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The Archives Division of the 
Secretary of State's Office is the 
repository for Massachusetts 
records generated by state 
government. Collections in the 
Archives date from the beginning 
of the Massachusetts Bay Colony 
in 1628, and document the 
settlement of lands in Maine and 
Massachusetts, the arrival of 
immigrants, and the development 
of state government. Records are 
not collected by the Archives 
merely because of inherent 
genealogical value, but since they 
often include references to so 
many Massachusetts people, they 
are a major resource for people 
engaged in the study of family 
history. 



Census Schedules 

Federal census schedules date from 1790. Recorded on 
a decennial basis, they constitute a major resource for 
genealogy. Originally a fairly simple list of the heads of 
households, the population schedules became more 
detailed and new schedules were added as the 
nineteenth century progressed. By 1850, general 
population schedules list all individuals residing in a 
house, and provide data on their age, occupation, place 
of birth, and value of real estate. New schedules 
providing social and mortuary statistics, and the 
products of industry and agriculture were also present 
by 1850. All of the schedules are broken down by 
counties and municipalities. Large cities are further sub
divided into wards. Indexes have been prepared for 
some enumerations, however none are presently 
available at the Archives. 

The Archives holds general population schedules for the 
federal censuses dated 1840 through 1880, and the 
additional schedules for 1850, 1860, and 1870. The 
Archives also holds state census schedules prepared in 
1855 and 1865. The information contained in the state 
census is similar to that of contemporary federal 
returns, and they are arranged in a similar manner. 



Vital Records: 1841-1890 

Pursuant to Chapter 374, Acts of 1983, the Archives 
holds the books of registration for births, marriages and 
deaths from all Massachusetts cities and towns, 1841 
through 1890. While there is some variation from one 
category to another, these books generally provide 
information on date(s), name(s), place(s), residence(s) 
and parental information, including occupation. The 
Archives also holds the records of added entries and 
corrections to vital records for the same period. 
Commencing with 1986, parallel records will be 
transferred to the Archives on the basis of regular five
year intervals (e.g., vital records for the years, 1891-95, 
will be transferred to the Archives in 1986.). 

Access to the information contained in the vital records 
registration books is gained by consulting the bound 
index books to these records. Reference staff in the 
Archives will assist research patrons in the use of 
these materials. 

Vital Records: Pre-1841 

For pre-1841 genealogical research materials, attention 
must be shifted to local government records. The city 
and town clerks in Massachusetts remain the custodians 
of early vital records for their respective towns. Printed 

Vital Records Prior to 1850, organized by town, are 
available in many research libraries, including the 
Massachusetts State Library. 

A considerable quantity of the early (pre-1850) records 
of Massachusetts communities was placed on microfilm 
by the Genealogical Society of Utah. While the type of 
records, their format and the quality of the film varies 
for each municipality, these local government 
microfilms include records normally found in the city 
and town clerks' offices. Among those records are vital 
records and corresponding indices, records of town 
meetings and boards of selectmen, early proprietors' 
records, etc. Sometimes, church and cemetery records 
were microfilmed, along with local genealogies. 

A reasonably large portion of this local government 
records microfilm is available in the State Archives. The 
film is arranged by town, and must be researched in 
person. 



Passenger Lists 
---

Massachusetts officials started recording the names of 
immigrants who arrived by ship in 1848, a procedure 
which continued until 1891, when federal records
keeping programs superseded those of the state. 
Although immigrants arrived at numerous 
Massachusetts ports, the Archives has lists for Boston 
only, which are arranged chronologically according to 
the date when the ship arrived in port. 

Facilitating the use of Passenger Lists, the Archives 
holds an alphabetical name index, covering the years 
1848-1891. The index contains information that is 
similar to that found on the original lists. This includes 
the name, age, sex, and occupation of the immigrant; 
and the country of birth and last residence. It also 
indicates the name of the ship, and the date of its 
arrival in Boston. The original lists, especially those 
from the latter part of the nineteenth century, provide 
further information about the ship and its captain which 
is not included on the index cards. Children who 
arrived on the same ship may be listed separately, or 
they may be found on the same card as other family 
members, usually their mother or father. It is important 
to note that passenger lists do not generally provide 
information about the county or town where the 
immigrant originally lived. 
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Naturalization Records are another source of 
information about immigrants arriving in the United 
States. Since naturalization generally occurred in court 
jurisdictions, the State Archives does not hold original 
records of naturalizations. The Archives does hold 
abstracts of naturalizations from state and local courts, 
1885-1931, collected pursuant to Chapter 345 of the 
Acts of 1885. The records are arranged chronologically 
by year, and each volume is indexed separately, making 
them cumbersome to use. The abstracts provide the 
following information: name, age, occupation, and 
residence of the naturalized person; the date of 
naturalization; the name of the court; and the names 
and addresses of two witnesses. Although they do not 
provide much genealogical information, the abstracts 
are useful in directing the researcher to original 
records. 

Additional information on Massachusetts naturalizations 
prior to 1906 is available from the National Archives. 
They hold photostatic copies of the original records 
from state and local courts, which are indexed by a 
Soundex system. Records of naturalizations from United 
States District and Circuit Courts in Massachusetts, 
1790-1906, are held by the Federal Archives and 
Records Center in Waltham, Massachusetts. 
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Military Records � 
Military records in the Archives cover conflicts dating 
from the seventeenth through the twentieth century, 
although those of major genealogical use date from 
1643 to 1781. The records can be used to identify the 
service of particular individuals, but provide little 
background on the person's family or life. Information 
concerning veterans of service in colonial wars (circa 
1710-1775) can be gleaned from a variety of military 
rolls and books. Similar rolls covering service of 
Continental Army Veterans also are available in the 
Archives. Additionally, the Archives holds records of 
pensions and bounties of Maine land grants from the 
State of Massachusetts to veterans and heirs of veterans 
of the Revolutionary War. In the case of the latter 
materials, family relationships are outlined occasionally 
in way of "proving" status as an heir. 

Records from the colonial wars are indexed by name 
through card catalogues and indexes in the Archives; 
Revolutionary records are indexed through the 
seventeen volume publication, Massachusetts Soldiers 
and Sailors of the Revolutionary War (Boston: 
1896-1908). A microform supplement to the publication 
may also be consulted in the Archives. A recently 
prepared list of Revolutionary pensioners also is 
available. 



The ''Massachusetts Archives" 

The collection of documents known as the 
"Massachusetts Archives" (or, sometimes as the "Felt 
Collection") is an important source for geneaologists 
studying Massachusetts and Maine families. Included in 
the collection are papers from the General Court, 
Governor's Office, Governor's Council, Secretary, and 
Treasurer. These cover a wide range of topics of 
interest to researchers: land grants; some records of 
divorces and contested wills; legislative papers, 
including petitions and remonstrances; military records 
from 1643 through 1775; records of mercantile affairs, 
especially regarding privateers; and tax valuation lists, 
1738-1786. 

These documents in the "Massachusetts Archives" are 
bound into 328 volumes, organized topically. Some of 
the topics are very general (e.g., "Colonial"), while 
others are fairly representative of the materials 
contained in the volumes. Within the volumes, 
documents are generally arranged chronologically. 
Approximately one quarter of the volumes have been 
catalogued in the surname/town name card index, 
located in the Research Room. Many volumes also 
contain an internal name index or table of contents, and 
are included in an additional chronological index. 



Since, for much of the colonial period and the early 
national era, Maine was an integral part of 
Massachusetts, the settlement and settlers of Maine are 
documented in two groupings of records held by the 
Archives. The above-referenced "Massachusetts 
Archives" collection contains a variety of Maine records 
dating from the seventeenth century. The "Eastern 
Lands" papers, a second, discrete collection, focuses on 
the development of Maine in the period roughly 
between the Revolution and Civil War. The "Eastern 
Lands" papers consist of the records of a legislative 
committee, the Committee for the Sale of the Eastern 
Lands, and later, the records of Massachusetts Land 
Agents. As such, the papers include copies of deeds for 
land conveyed by the Committee/ Agents, establishment 
of land titles in disputed areas, and extensive 
correspondence regarding land settlement and the 
development of Maine. A card index provides limited 
access to those holding deeds in certain areas. An item 
calendar, currently being prepared, will offer improved 
access to the correspondence dating from 1783 through 
1867. 



Plymouth Colony Records 

Plymouth Colony, also known as the Old Colony, 
existed as a separate entity until I 691 when it was 
merged with the Massachusetts Bay Colony. The 
original records from Plymouth, including wills and 
deeds, are now maintained at the Plymouth County 
Commissioners Office. The State Archives holds 
manuscript transcriptions of these records, which we 
service whenever possible through name indices 
contained in the volumes. The records of the General 
Court in Plymouth were published in a twelve volume 
set, Records of Plymouth Colony (Boston: 1855-1861), 
available at the State Archives and the Massachusetts 
State Library. 



Additional Genealogical Information 

Other collections held by the Archives, not normally 
associated with genealogical research, may also provide 
information on families or individuals. These include 
the collection of maps and plans, legislative papers, and 
records of state institutions. Many maps, especially 
those of towns in Maine, include settlers' names with 
their residences or lots. These maps often relate to 
legislative action or material from the "Eastern Lands" 
papers. Legislative records for both passed and 
unenacted bills include petitions, remonstrances, and 
local documents in addition to the bills. These may 
provide information about specific individuals, 
particularly when the legislation concerns the 
incorporation of a town or business, or land grants. 
Records of state institutions, including schools, 
almshouses, hospitals, and prisons, constitute a rapidly 
expanding collection of material in the Archives. Case 
histories, records of admissions and dismissals, and 
other registers may provide detail on the lives and 
families of people at these institutions. It is important to 
note that access to most institutional records is 
restricted to preserve the privacy of those at the 
institutions. Researchers should contact the Archives 
before planning a visit to use these records in order to 
determine what restrictions will apply. 



Access to genealogical material is provided through the 
Archives Research Room, located in Room 55 of the 
State House. It is open weekdays, 9 to 5, except on 
legal holidays. In addition to archival materials, the 
Research Room has a limited selection of printed works 
to aid genealogists and other researchers. 

For more information 
contact: 
Michael J. Connolly 
Secretary of State 
Archives Division 
State House 
Boston, MA 02133 
(617) 727-2816
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