
. . . the Society has already been enabled to begin a
work, the publication of the vital records of
Massachusetts towns, which will prove a lasting monu-
ment to its usefulness, and which must, with the course
of time, excite the gratitude of the historian and
genealogist in ever increasing ratio, and which . . . will
rescue from rapidly approaching decay and oblivion the
early records of our forefathers.

— Report of the Council of the 
New England Historic Genealogical Society,

January 1902

IN NOVEMBER 1901 THE NEW ENGLAND HISTORIC

Genealogical Society voted to undertake an endeav-
or of lasting significance — the Massachusetts Town
Vital Records Project. Now, after a century of useful-
ness in printed form, the records extracted for that
project are being made available on NewEngland
Ancestors.org.

For researchers in 2002, it is hard to imagine doing
Massachusetts genealogy without consulting the famil-
iar tan vital records volumes. Before 1902, though, few
vital records had yet been published.Vital records cre-
ated prior to 1841 did not exist in a
centralized location; instead each town
held its own, which existed in varying
states of condition and accessibility. If
you were searching for your
Massachusetts ancestors but did not
know the town of origin, you faced a
very daunting task. Other than check-
ing past issues of the Register for vital
record transcriptions, you had few
resources available to aid you in your
search.

The impetus for the town records
project came from a bequest by Robert
Henry Eddy and his wife, Annie
Goddard Eddy. Mr. Eddy, a civil engi-
neer, a solicitor of patents, and a life member of the
New England Historic Genealogical Society, died in
1887. Upon Mrs. Eddy’s death in 1900, the couple’s
estate was settled. Gifts were made to Harvard
University, Massachusetts General Hospital, the city of
Portsmouth, New Hampshire (which received
$30,000 for a statue of the Civil War–era Major
General Fitz John Porter), as well as to NEHGS.The

gift to NEHGS totaled $56,500; of this amount
$20,000 was to “be set aside as a special fund to be
called the Eddy Town-Record Fund, for the sole pur-
pose of publishing the Vital Records of the towns of
Massachusetts . . .”

NEHGS wasted no time in launching this important
project. The Society hired “competent persons” to
transcribe the vital records of various towns.After the
transcriptions were completed, the work was carefully
verified. The transcriptions often proved challenging.
The original records had, in many cases, suffered from
neglect and a lack of preservation, so the transcriber
was often faced with pages that were undecipherable,
missing, or damaged. No doubt the state of the origi-
nal records provided further validation of the worthi-
ness of the project.

By the January 1903 annual meeting, the Committee
on Publications reported progress on two fronts. First,
due to the initiative of NEHGS members, the
Massachusetts Legislature passed a law in 1902 agree-
ing to purchase five hundred copies of each vital
records volume published. The Commonwealth of

Massachusetts would distribute these
volumes, free of charge, to public
libraries and historical societies in the
state. (This action accounts for the
widespread presence of these volumes
in Massachusetts repositories today.)
Second, publication of the volumes was
already proceeding at a remarkable rate,
with the towns of Montgomery,
Pelham, Walpole, Peru, Alford, and
Hinsdale already in print and Medfield,
Lee, Becket, Sudbury, and Bedford soon
to follow. Just one year later, at the
Annual Meeting of 1904, the Council
reported that twenty-two other cities
and towns were in preparation.

An ad in a 1903 Register acquainted Society mem-
bers with the project’s intent and scope: “There are
about 180 such Towns, estimated to require an average
of 150 printed pages for each Town, and it is intended
to issue, in books of 8vo size, in clear type, on good
paper, and with suitable binding, the Records of as
many Towns as practicable during each year, until the
work is completed.”The ad went on to announce that
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“For researchers in
2002, it is hard to
imagine doing
Massachusetts
genealogy without
consulting the
familiar tan vital
records volumes.”



those interested could subscribe to the town records
series “at the uniform rate of one cent per page, which
will be about the actual cost.” Experience proved that
the sales of records of larger towns and cities subsidized
the records of smaller towns that attracted fewer pur-
chases.

The Committee on Publications reported in 1904
that it had taken steps to encourage the states of
Maine, New Hampshire,Vermont, and Connecticut to
publish their own vital records series to 1850. It also
proposed that a committee of NEHGS members in
each state be appointed to persuade their respective
legislatures to undertake this project.Today’s genealo-
gists can only lament that this suggestion was never
acted on by those states! 

Meanwhile, the Massachusetts project continued to
gain momentum. Other organizations, such as the
Essex Institute and the Topsfield Historical Society,
joined the project and produced a number of the vol-
umes. By the time of the NEHGS cen-
tennial in 1945, vital records volumes
had been compiled and published for
206 Massachusetts cities and towns.
Although the Eddy Town Record
Fund was folded into the general fund
in 1939, volumes of town vital records
continued to be published. The 
New England Historic Genealogical
Society’s ongoing commitment to
Massachusetts vital records can be seen
in the publication, in the 1980s and
90s, of volumes for Pepperell,
Charlestown,Townsend, Swansea, and Sandwich, plus
the just published Vital Records of Springfield.

By 1945, when the vast majority of the vital records
had been published,William Carroll Hill, author of A
Century of Genealogical Progress, a centennial history of
the Society, could reflect on the importance of the
project to NEHGS and genealogical scholarship gen-
erally. “If the New England Historic Genealogical
Society had done nothing else in its long life, it would
probably have justified its existence by its inauguration
of the state-aided program of transcribing and publish-
ing the vital records of the cities and towns of the
state.”

Like the print version, the online database of Early
Vital Records of Massachusetts to 1850 presents birth,
marriage, and death information as well as marriage
intentions and baptismal and burial data. Originally
taken from town, church, cemetery, and Bible records,
plus other sources, these volumes, and the database, are
essential tools for early Massachusetts research. The

data is presented in the format used in the printed vol-
umes, and includes source citations. These citations
direct the researcher to the source of the original
record. If no source citation is provided, the data came
from the town’s vital records. But if a citation is given,

the item came from a different source.
The Worthington vital records, for
example, cites thirty-two different
sources in addition to the town vital
data. These thirty-two include records
from the Church of Christ, six ceme-
teries, and twenty-five privately-owned
family Bibles. The inclusion of the
source record citations makes the
Massachusetts Vital Records online data-
base particularly valuable.

NewEnglandAncestors.org users can
choose to search the entire database, or

individual localities.The query field allows searches by
first name and last name, and researchers can also select
a record type, specify a “start year” and an “end year,”
and perform a soundex search. Clicking on the name
of the town on the search results page will provide
details about the original publication date and source
citations for that particular town.

At the time this article went to press, the following
towns were available online:
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“. . . eventually the
data from hundreds
of Massachusetts
town records will
be added to the
online database.”

• Amesbury
• Athol
• Bellingham
• Beverly
• Bradford
• Bridgewater
• Brimfield
• Brookfield
• Cambridge

• Charlemont
• Chelmsford
• Chelsea
• Conway
• Dalton
• Danvers
• Deerfield
• Framingham
• Gill

• Great Barrington
• Greenfield
• Haverhill
• Hinsdale
• Hopkinton
• Hubbardston
• Lee
• Leominster
• Marlboro

(continued on page 48)
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“lens,” a printed version of the same page is displayed
over the manuscript page.This trick of superimposing
one graphic over another is more than just cool cod-
ing — it is also an educational tool that helps visitors
learn to decipher old handwriting. DoHistory has fur-
ther provided a web page where you
can try transcribing individual words
and lines of the same diary
(www.dohistory.org/diary/exercises/
tryTranscribing.html). Once the visitor
has entered his or her transcriptions,
the “Check your transcription” but-
ton provides the correct answers
alongside the visitor-supplied ones.
Talk about immediate feedback and
interactivity! Why aren’t genealogical
websites providing this level of
instruction?

Genealogists do have a few good
sites which provide instruction on
reading old script (see “Scottish
Handwriting” at www.scan.org.uk/researchrtools/hand
writing/scottishhandwriting.htm and “Deciphering Old
Handwriting” at www.amberskyline.com/treasuremaps/
oldhand.html). But these sites don’t take advantage of
technology to provide much more than static graphic
examples. Online forms for practicing transcription
and real-time feedback are a much more effective way
of learning the skill.

The skills we teach online need not be as difficult as
reading old handwriting.Remember the first time you
tried to thread a microfilm reader? Were you all
thumbs and did the reel have travel plans of its own?
The Paul V. Galvin Library at the Illinois Institute of
Technology has a web page that provides detailed
instructions on how to use microfilm readers at
www.gl.iit.edu/govdocs/micro/micro.html. It uses keyword
links to photographs that show the components, their

location, and use on a particular brand of machine
(simple, but effective). Now imagine if it also included
small video clips demonstrating the various operations.
Wouldn’t viewing those clips a few times in the priva-
cy of your own home help your confidence level in

using a reader for the first time?

Click here for instructions

What else might we teach on the
Internet? How about animated map
graphics of how to walk a cemetery
for recording purposes? Video clips
on tombstone rubbing? Audio clips
of how to interview a relative?
Demonstrations with circles and
arrows showing how to cite particu-
lar sources?

We seem to be stuck in the text-
only stage of Internet genealogical
education — with just a light sprin-
kling of graphics. The technology is

available to do much more. If we ask ourselves why
Johnny can’t do genealogy, the answer is that the
genealogical community is not making the most of
this wonderful tool called the Internet. Are you upset
by the thousands of uneducated “surname hunters”
clogging up the Internet? Ask yourself what you have
done to advance their education on the Internet late-
ly.We can do better by them.

MARK HOWELLS is technology columnist for Ancestry
Magazine. He volunteers as host of the Norfolk (England)
genealogy mailing list and is the chairman of the Internet
Branch of the Norfolk Family History Society. He can be
reached by email at markhow@oz.net.

“If we ask ourselves
why Johnny can’t do
genealogy, the answer
is that the genealogical
community is not
making the most of
this wonderful tool
called the Internet.”

(“New England Online,” continued from page 45)

Many more towns are due to be added soon, and even-
tually the data from hundreds of Massachusetts town
records will be added to the online database.

Over one hundred years after the Massachusetts
Town Vital Record project began, these invaluable
records — now online — still have the power to
“excite the gratitude of the historian and genealogist”
and have proven to be a much more “lasting monu-
ment” than their creators could have ever imagined.

• Mendon
• Milford
• Montgomery
• Nantucket
• New Bedford
• New Braintree
• Newbury
• Newton
• Northbridge
• Norton

• Oxford
• Palmer
• Pelham
• Pepperell
• Peru
• Petersham
• Plympton
• Reading
• Rochester
• Royalston

• Scituate
• Sharon
• Taunton
• Tisbury
• Wakefield
• West Springfield
• Westminster
• Worthington
• Wrentham
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