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There are two things that are certain in life: death and taxes. Let’s discuss the records
associated with those events.
Income, luxury, property (real and personal): these are some of the types of taxes that
might be levied on an individual.
Property taxes are probably the easiest to find historically and are more likely to be
considered a public record. You would most likely find these at the county level.
The federal income tax is often considered to have begun in 1913, with the ratification of
the 16 Amendment to the Constitution. Prior to this time, income tax was generally considered
a direct tax and such power was thus relegated to the states.
th

However, an Internal Revenue Act was passed by Congress on July 1, 1862, to help
finance the Civil War. Income over $600, inheritances, and various goods, professions, and
services were subject to tax or licenses. Most of the provisions were repealed at the end of 1872,
with the whiskey tax being one exception. Various challenges finally led to the Supreme Court
declaring income tax unconstitutional. This led to the passage of the 16 th Amendment in 1909,
then the implementation in 1913.
The Internal Revenue Assessments Lists are available for free viewing online at
FamilySearch.org. They are not indexed, but are organized by state.
One very interesting entry regards the sale of lottery tickets in Peralta, New Mexico, in
1869. This led to a fascinating discovery about American lotteries.

Looking at Tularosa, there are several entries:
Name
Antonio Baca
Madina C C
Philip asky Sitton Mer
Carillo Calletaino
Nesmith George
Celso Guellar Mer
Remigio Larny
Santiago Trujillo
James West
Nesmith Geo. W.
Blazer J. N.
Nesmith G W
West James

Occupation
Lawyer

Description Amount

Rate

Mescal Gal

34

2

Income
Income
Income
Income

200
75
850
500

5%
5%
5%
5%

Ret Mdse
Retail Liquor Dealer
Manufacturer of Lumber
Distillers
Lawyer
Lawyer & Ret Liq
Ret Mdse

Tax
3.33
68.00
10.00
25.00
10.00
25.00
3.33
15.42
6.67
10.00
3.75
42.50
25.00

Date Paid
April 18, 1866
May 1, 1867
July 1, 1867
May 1867
May 1867
July 1, 1867
July 1, 1867
July 1, 1867
July 1, 1867
June 30, 1868
May 1870
May 1870
1870

So for the other certain thing. Until people become immortal, there will be death. The
problem lies in finding out when and where they died, and what became of their body and
effects.
Actual death certificates are a rather late development. In America, such records are often
kept at the county then state level. Church records can be used to find deaths before civil
registration began. But there are a lot of substitute records available. Remember that primary
records are created usually at the time the event happened while secondary records are usually
after the fact.
For example, a death certificate has both primary and secondary information. The actual
death event is a primary record, as is the cause of death and the disposition of the remains. But
the biographical information is given by an informant, from memory, and not by the deceased
person. So all that information will have to be otherwise corroborated.
Primary death records created near the time of the event:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Probated will
Estate documents – inventory, sales, minor children
Legal notices
Property sales
Funeral home record
Autopsy report
Permit to bury or transport a body
Cemetery or cremation records
Burial permit or request
Newspaper report – often if the death was out-of-the-ordinary or the person was wellknown

o Newspaper community column for small towns or neighborhoods
o Insurance claims
o Social Security Death Record
o State death indexes
Secondary death records created at a later date:






Headstone application – often for a veteran
Headstone
Cemetery transcriptions
Mortality schedules (Federal censuses 1850-1880)
City directories (look for a woman listed as wid)

Records that can be either or both:






Death certificate
Obituary
Bible record (check publication date of Bible)
Written history or recollections
Probated wills of other family members

These records can be found at the local, state, or national level. A newspaper item may be at
the city
level while a probate record may be at the county level. For legal notices, the official “organ”
may not even be in the same county if there is no local newspaper. You also need to know where
the nearest newspaper is located in relation to where they were living, so you know where to
look for an obituary.
Church records may be at the diocese or district level. Bible records can be found almost
anywhere. Look for published compilations of Bible records or obituaries. At one time, religious
newspapers often carried obituaries for their adherents.
A family, neighborhood, or county history may have death information. Such histories
are often without any sources and need to be verified.
You may have to contact a funeral home or cemetery directly to gain access to their
records. Cemetery transcriptions are often done by local genealogical, historical, or lineage
societies. Headstone applications may be kept on file by the Veterans Administration or even
state veterans’ agencies.
FindAGrave.com is NOT a source. However, you may find pictures of a tombstone, other
family members buried nearby, or even an obituary. Be sure to look at the contributor – if they
are related to the person listed they may have more details. There can be key hints in the listing,
and more than once, I have made a major breakthrough solely by following up on information
found on this site.

If a record is not found where you think they should have died, you need to look at the
location where they were living. For instance, many of my ancestors went to the nearest large
city for medical treatment. That city happened to be across the river in a different state. So their
death certificates were issued from that state, which is where they actually died.
Also, a common error is made when using Social Security death records. Social Security
lists the address where the last benefit was sent. Nowhere does the record say where someone
died. My mother-in-law had her son given power of attorney, and so he received her benefits on
her behalf. Someone saw the last benefit address and now on the Internet there is a citation that
she died in that state. She actually died in a different town than where she had lived but it was
still in the same state.
People sometimes went to live with various family members, often at an advanced age.
Pay attention to when other people in the family died. A parent may have gone to live with an
adult child after the death of a spouse.
One of my husband’s ancestors is not among the marked graves in the family cemetery.
We found a newspaper article about her commitment to the state mental hospital. Sure enough,
she appears as an inmate there on the 1900 census but is not to be found anywhere on the 1910
census. We still don’t know if she is buried at the hospital or in an unmarked grave in the family
cemetery, nor when she died.
Remember the difference between a tombstone and a cenotaph. A tombstone marks the
spot where remains are interred. By contrast, a cenotaph is a monument in memory of someone
whose body either has not been recovered or has been buried elsewhere. You may have to read
the monument very carefully to discern that there are no physical remains there.
A death record proves someone existed. Once you find this evidence, then you can work
backwards to discover more about their life. Even though it is the ending point of a story, it can
be the starting point for your research.
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Additional Online Resources
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louisiana_State_Lottery_Company
https://www.familytreemagazine.com/premium/genealogy-guide-obituaries/
https://www.familytreemagazine.com/premium/document-detective-wills/

Or use this online birthdate calculator:
http://www.ovs-genealogy.com/tools/free_birthdate_calculator_calculates_birth_day.shtml

