
  2018-03-28 

American Records For Canadians, eh! 
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Although some record types are the same, those who are familiar with researching records for other countries will 

find that it is necessary to learn new techniques for researching American records. This presentation will give an 

overview of some of the record groups that are most useful in finding your American ancestors. 

Vital Records 

• Records of births, marriages and deaths, kept by civil governments. 

• No federal records! 

• Early records were usually brief entries in register books and usually kept at the town or 

county level. 

• Eventually each state created its own statewide system. 

• Because of regional differences, using these records depends on the location of your 

ancestor and the time period. 

• Use FamilySearch Wiki at https://familysearch.org/wiki for more details. 

Census Records 

• Federal census records: 

o Taken every ten years from 1790 and released to the public after only 72 years. 

o 1790-1840 – heads of family; 1850 onward – nominal. 

o 1890 census mostly destroyed by fire. 

o Special schedules, such as 1840 list of military pensioners and 1850-1880 mortality. 

• Other census records: colonial, state, and reconstructed. 

Church Records 

• Use other record sources first. 

Military Records 

• An underutilized source. 

• If your male ancestor was between 16 and 60 at the time of a conflict, you can expect to 

find him in the records. 

• If it was a time of peace, he was still expected to participate in a local militia. 

• Types of records include:  

o Service records – Muster and discharge, compiled service records, pay rolls, hospital, 

promotions, POW, courts-martial, desertion, etc. 

o Veterans’ benefits – pension and bounty land. 

o Conscription or draft. 

o Other records – descriptive rolls, unit histories, census, cemetery, SAR and DAR, 

veterans’ organizations, national homes for disabled, etc. 

Immigration Records 

• Because America is a ‘melting pot’ these are an excellent source. 

• Records associated with immigration include passenger arrival records, naturalization 

records, Canada to US border crossings 1895-1960
+
, passports, and emigration records of 

country of origin. 


