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“How people were taxed, 
who was taxed, and what 
was taxed tell more 
about a society than 
anything else.”

Charles Adams

Quoted in The Genealogist’s Guide to Researching Tax Records, 19.



Basics
GENEALOGICAL INFORMATION IN TAX RECORDS

TYPES OF TAX RECORDS



Genealogical Information in Tax Records

▪ Taken annually

▪ Can help establish
▪Age

▪Residence

▪Relationship

▪The year an individual died or left an area

▪ Tax Records are especially helpful when:
▪county with missing or destroyed records

▪time periods before the 1790 census



Tax Records may contain:

• name

• residence

• age

• occupation

• description of the real 
estate and  name of the 
original purchaser

• description of some 
personal property

• number of males over 
21

• number of school 
children

• number of slaves

• number of farm 
animals

• rented property



Types of Tax Records

Colonial
Quitrents: records of property taxes paid to a 
proprietor or the crown (colonial time period) – read 
more: Quit Rents of Virginia, 1704

Tithable: person who was able to be taxed (in colonial 
Virginia, and English law) – read more: Tithables at 
the Library of Virginia



Types of Tax Records

Typical U.S. Tax Types

Head/Poll Tax: also known as head tax or capitation 
tax – tax on each “head” or person, regardless of their 
personal property

Real Property Tax: paid by people who owned land

Personal Property Tax: paid by people who owned 
livestock, slaves, carriages, stud horses, and other 
taxed property (defined locally)



Types of Tax Records

• poor tax

• road orders

• faculty

• inheritance

• title/deed

• ecclesiastical

• business

• liquor 

• federal tax on aliens

• old age assistance

Other Types

See Darrow, Carol Cooke and Winchester, Susan. The Genealogist’s Guide to 

Researching Tax Records (Westminster: Heritage Books, 2003), Chapter 8.



How to Find Tax 
Records
SEVERAL METHODS



How to 
Find Tax 
Records

FamilySearch Wiki

FamilySearch Catalog

Online Databases

Archives & Courthouses



FamilySearch Wiki



How to Find Tax Records

FamilySearch Wiki

• Free genealogy guide 

• Lists websites, strategies, 
and records to help you 
find ancestors

• Search by place or topic –
international

•i.e. – Denmark









FamilySearch Catalog



How to Find Tax Records

FamilySearch Catalog

• Listings of genealogical materials 
held by FamilySearch

• Listed by locality

• Check each jurisdiction

• i.e. Adams, Berkshire County, 
Massachusetts, United States



Onondaga Lith. Co. Syracruse NY, Bershire County, Mass., map, undated, “Maps taken from county histories, etc. and filed separately at the Iowa State Historical 
Society,” images online, FamilySearch (https://www.familysearch.org/search/catalog/112217 : accessed 23 July 2019) DGS 007989599, image 729; citing Child’s 
Gazetteer & Directory. See also U.S. Bureau of the Census, Massachusetts map, 1990, image online, University of Texas Libraries 
(https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/states/massachusetts.gif : accessed 23 July 2019).

Adams Town Berkshire County State of Massachusetts United States of America



Town of Adams



Berkshire County



The State of Massachusetts



United States



Online Databases



How to Find Tax Records

Online Databases

• Some localities are 
included in online, 
indexed databases 
at Ancestry, FamilySearch, 
and other locations, like 
state archives

• Check the FamilySearch 
wiki for your state



Tennessee Tax Records Database, 
Ancestry.com

• Searching for Baldy 
Dyer

• Wasn’t found

• Searched for all Dyers 
in Davidson, TN





Ancestry.com Image of 1805 Tax List

Davidson County, Tennessee, Tax List, 1805, Rudy [Baldy] Dyer, p. 8; image online, Ancestry (https://www.ancestry.com : accessed 3 June 2019); citing Early Tax Lists of 

Tennessee, The Tennessee State Library and Archives, Nashville, Tennessee. 



How to Find Tax Records

FamilySearch Catalog

• Journal articles

• Genealogy society newsletters, 
quarterlies, journals

• i.e. Davidson County, Tennessee, 
tax list 1805





TN Genealogical Society

• TNGS quarterly magazine Ansearchin’ 
News

• https://www.tngs.org/Ansearchn-News

• Online access to all issues from 1954-
ten years ago







Archives & Courthouses



How to Find Tax Records

Archives & Courthouses

• Tax records in manuscript collections, not digitized

• County Courthouses

• State Archives

•Historical & Genealogical Societies

•Museums



How to Find Tax Records

Archives & Courthouses

• Utah Inheritance Tax kept 
at county clerk’s office or 
Utah State Archives

• FH Library only has some 
counties



How to Find Tax Records

i.e. Garfield County Recorder’s Office

• Website with list of records 
they have

• Check the hours and call 
before you visit 



How to Find Tax Records

ArchiveGrid https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/

• Over 5 million records describing archival 
materials

• Historical documents, personal papers, family 
histories, and more 

• Over 1,000 different archival institutions 
represented, ArchiveGrid

• Helps researchers looking for primary source 
materials held in archives, libraries, museums 
and historical societies



How to Find Tax Records

i.e. Black Lick Township Tax Records

Black Lick, Indiana County, Pennsylvania



Finding Aid for Kegley Library, Wytheville 
Community College, Virginia



How to Find Tax Records

NUCMC www.loc.gov/coll/nucmc/

• National Union Catalog of 
Manuscript Collections

• Cooperative cataloging program

• For records catalogued from 
1959-1986, find a printed NUCMC 
volume in a nearby library

• For records catalogued after 
1986, search the Library of 
Congress Gateway OCLC WorldCat



Using Tax 
Records



How to Analyze Tax Records

1. Extract the Data

2. Create a Table

3. Analyze the Data



Table of Tax 
Records



Case Study in Tax Records: John Johnson

Objective: Find the parents of John Johnson. 
John died about 1808 and his will was recorded 
5 February 1808 in Will Book G of Rowan 
County, North Carolina, p. 101-102. John 
Johnson was the father of Harris Johnson. 



Starting Point Information: 
John’s Will

• Resided in Rowan County, North Carolina

• Wife Sarah,  11 Children

• Wrote will on 7 November 1807

• Died sometime 7 Nov - 5 Feb 1808 

• Owned a tract of land on Mores rd 275 acres

• Executors: sons Randal & Abraham

• Father’s name: Abraham

• Witnesses: William Ward, William Lanier

Children’s Names

1. Randal Johnson

2. Harris Johnson

3. John Johnson

4. Abraham Johnson

5. Willis Johnson

6. James Johnson

7. Lewis Johnson

8. Allen Johnson

9. Mary Johnson

10. William Johnson

11. Nancy Johnson



Starting Point Information: 
Deed Abstract

• Recorded in Davidson Co. North Carolina, 
created from Rowan Co. in 1822

• Randle and Abraham Johnson, executors 
of John Johnson, deceased

• Sold land on the waters of Cabbin Creek 
to James Johnson on 7 July 1821

• Land originally conveyed to John Johnson 
by Ogle



Methodology

Use census, land, and tax 
records to trace John Johnson 
back in time 

Discover when he arrived in 
Rowan County or if he was 
born there

Find candidates for John’s 
father in probate records



Challenges

• 7 men named John Johnson were 
listed on the 1800 Rowan County 
Census

• 4 men named John Johnson were 
listed on the 1790 Rowan County 
Census

• Which John Johnson to trace 
back in time?



Revised Objective

Identify John Johnson of Rowan County, North 
Carolina, and separate him from other men of 
the same name in the county. 

Find the parents of John Johnson. John died 
about 1808 and his will was recorded 5 February 
1808 in Will Book G of Rowan County, North 
Carolina, p. 101-102. John Johnson was the 
father of Harris Johnson. 



Strategy to 
Overcome 
Challenges

Use Use tax records!

Determine Determine the friends, associates, and neighbors 
of each John

Map Map out where each John lived within the county

Group Group each John Johnson by their identifying 
information



Find the Tax 
Records for 
Rowan County

FamilySearch 
Catalog

Rowan County, 
North Carolina



15 tax records. Let’s 
narrow down to 

available online only.



Narrow down to 
records available 

online – now there 
are just 9. 



I need tax lists 
prior to 1808, 

when John 
Johnson died. 



Scroll down to see 
the list of digitized 
microfilm and film 

notes



I’ll start with 1807, 
the year John 
wrote his will. 





How are 
the images 
organized?



1802-1804

1809-1814

1807













All Johnsons on the page

Name                      Land   WP  BP

Randall Johnson 0      1     0

John Johnson 512 ½   0     0

John Johnson 50    0      0 



What next?

Add citation & link in research log

Save the image to my computer

Transcribe every name in company

Analyze the information

Find historical and legal context 

Repeat with tax lists before 1807



Research Log



Save Image to Computer



Transcribe

• Google Doc

• Can be part of your research 
report or separate document 

• Type name of every person in 
the same tax company/district

• Include the citation and link

• Put in ancestor’s folder



Analyze

• Organization of list – not 
alphabetized

• Randall had no land, 1 WP

• John had 512 ½ acres but 
no polls

• Other John had 50 acres 
but no polls

• Others probably neighbors



Find Historical Context

• Need  background information to 
understand tax records

•State Library of North Carolina 
Guide on Tax Records

• Law code of the state published 
near the time period
•Google Books

• Internet Archive

•Hathi Trust



Google Books

• Books.google.com

• Search for “[state] 
laws”

• Look for publication 
dates close to your time 
period



Free online book

• Search the book for 
“tax”

• Find the tax section –
pages 180-212

• Find the applicable 
age information

• Record in research log





p. 191 

1784
WP: White Males 21-50

BP: Slaves 12-60



p. 207

1806
WP: White Males 21-50

BP: Slaves 12-50



Imagine the Tax Process in North Carolina

• County court held after April  1st, 
justice of the peace appointed for each 
district in the county to receive lists of 
taxable property

• The chosen justice of the peace chose 
a date and place for everyone in the 
county to return their list of their 
taxable property and polls that they 
possessed on April 1. 

Rowan county Court House and Jail, 1855, image online Courthouse History (https://courthousehistory.com).

http://courthousehistory.com/gallery/states/north-carolina/counties/rowan


Imagine the Tax Process in North Carolina

• Justice of the peace gave the list of taxable 
property to the sheriff to collect the taxes

• Sherriff chose a day and posted it 8 days ahead 
of time. If someone didn’t come, the sheriff could 
sell his personal property

• County clerks gave the state Comptroller a list of 
the taxable property by October 1



Tax Laws in North Carolina, 1808

• The sheriff shall collect taxes from every person living within his 
county liable to pay the same (p. 188)

• Landowners who did not reside in the county were still required to 
pay taxes on land owned by him; either by himself, agent, or 
attorney. (p. 194-5)



What does the tax data mean?

Name                      Land   WP  BP

Randall Johnson 0      1     0 age 21-50

John Johnson 512 ½   0     0 not age 21-50*

John Johnson 50    0      0 not age 21-50* 

*or didn’t reside in county

1807 Tax List



What does the tax data mean?

Name                      Land   WP  BP

Randall Johnson 0      1     0 age 21-50, born 1757-1786

John Johnson 512 ½   0     0 born bef 1757 or aft 1786

John Johnson 50    0      0 born bef 1757 or aft 1786  

1807 Tax List



Absent landowners

“Lands lying within the 
bounds of sd Company the 
owners resident in other 
counties”



Find More Tax Lists 
to Correlate
PRIOR TO 1807



1803 Tax lists – Identifying our John

• 1803 next list in collection

• Many John Johnsons found

• Added each John to research log and listed neighbors in notes

• Afterward, I decided which was the most likely match to my subject



1803 Tax List for Capt Beck’s Co

Name Land W B

Jonson John 0-1-0

Jonson David 160-0-0

Image 12



1803 Tax List for Capt Erwin’s Co

Name Land W B

Johnston John 300-0-2

Johnston Robert 140-1-2

do 1 Stud 200-1-2

Johnston Elizabeth 500-0-2

Image 48



1803 Tax List for Capt Neely’s Co

Name Land W B

Johnston Josiah 0-1-0

Johnston John 164-1-0

Image 53



1803 Tax List for Captain Ellis Co

Name Land  W  B

Johnston, John 48 - 0 - 3

Johnston, Randell 220 - 1 - 0

…

Lanier, William 212 - 1 - 0

Ward, William 150 - 1 - 0

Image 60



Neighborhood Cluster

• Compare John 
Johnson’s neighbors

• Correlate with John 
Johnson’s estate sale 
in probate file

• Who came to buy his 
stuff? Neighbors!

Name Will Probate 1807 
Tax

1803 
Tax

William Ward X X X

William Lanier X X

Jas Morgan X X X

David Cox X X

Ross Davis X X X

Benjamin Davis X X X

Harrison Newsom X X

Clemment Lanier X X X



Use Neighborhood Cluster to Identify 
John

• Use this neighborhood cluster to help 
identify John in future records

• Tax records going back as far as possible in 
time

• Census and land records



1796 Tax List of [???? ???rs's] Company

Name Land - W - B

Johnston John   [435?]-1-[?]

From Neighborhood Cluster:
• David Cox

• Benjamin Davis 

• Clement Lanier

• William Lanier



1779 Capt Cox’s District – Before John Arrived

• No Johnsons

• Other names from neighborhood:
• Benjamin Davis
• Lewis Newsom
• John Ward
• Abner Atkins
• Thomas Ogle (mentioned in will)

Correlation with Land Records

John Johnson purchased 255 acres 
on Davisons Creek from Abner 
Atkins in 1786.

John Johnson purchased 100 acres 
on Cabin Creek from Mark Cole in 
1800, who had purchased it from 
Thomas Ogle in 1793. 



Origins of John 
Johnson

John Johnson was not on the 
tax list of 1779.

John Johnson purchased land 
in Rowan County in 1786.

When did John Johnson 
arrive in Rowan County?



Candidates for John’s father, Abraham

1. Abraham Johnson of Halifax Co., North Carolina – will lists 
son John

2. Abram Johnson of Beaufort County, North Carolina – will 
lists son John

3. Abraham Johnson of Hampshire county, Virginia – search 
probate records to find children’s names



Best Candidate - #1

• Abraham Johnson of Halifax 
probably father of John Johnson:
• Naming patterns

• John Johnson is on Halifax Tax 
records until 1784 when he 
disappears

•Neighbors of Abraham of Halifax 
include Adkins & Newsome 
families

Children of 

Abraham Johnson 

of Halifax County

Children of John 

Johnson of Cabin 

Creek

Abraham Jr. Abraham (1787-1881)

John John Jr.

William William (b. 1805)

Willis Willis

Lewis Lewis

James James

Sterling n/a

Byrd n/a



Tax Records Helped to:

• Put together a neighborhood cluster

• Estimate ages and birth years

• Determine when a John arrived in Rowan 
County

• Determine when Abraham’s son John left 
Halifax County



How will you use 
tax records?



FamilyLocket.com/byu

• Scroll to class materials section to 
download my slides

• See the other classes we’re teaching

• See info about our booth & products

Questions?



In this world 
nothing can be 
said to be certain 
except death and 
taxes.

Benjamin Franklin

Quoted in The Genealogist’s Guide 
to Researching Tax Records, 1.


