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Benefits of studying tax records  
• Places an ancestor in a specific county and state before or between census years – even before the 

census started in 1790. 

• Confirms presence of ancestor in county or town by census or birth and death records 

• Confirms land ownership, acres owned, location, quality of land 
• Establishes a year of death as their “estate” becomes taxable 

• Estimates the wealth of ancestors based on taxables 

• Separates the identities of men in the same community with the same name based on age, 

taxables, land location, wife 
• May provide other information about dwelling, square footage, distance from courthouse, 

waterway, neighbors, former owners of land, defaulters 

 
Example (Maury County, Tenn., 1811 – 9 years before first census) 
 

 
 
 

Types of Taxes that Created Records 
Head Taxes (also called poll – and sometimes Pole taxes)  

Poll taxes were levied on each adult male, adult indentured servants, and slaves over 12 years old and 

collected whether the male owned property or not. 

 Earliest form of tax in Massachusetts, Connecticut 

 Assessed in Tennessee, Georgia, Ohio, Arizona, California, and other states 
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 Called Tithables when assessed in Colonial Virginia because tax money supported the official 

state church – the Church of England  

 

 
 

Land Taxes 

 Quitrents – early land taxes in Virginia, North Carolina and South Carolina, based on duty owed 

to the “master of the manor” to plow or cut hay. These dues were converted to an annual money 
payment making the obligation “quit” for the ensuing year. Quitrent lists for South Carolina 

through 1776 have been published in book form; the quitrent list for Virginia 1704 is considered 

the earliest census for Virginia. 

 Early land taxes in New England based on the income that could be produced from the land 

 Quality of land was a factor in setting the taxable rate for various pieces of land 

 Records often identify waterway, neighbors, former owners 

 



 

Carol Cooke Darrow©2021 Finding Your Ancestors in Tax Records - 3 
 

 

Personal Property Taxes 

 Assessed on a wide variety of property including livestock, and means of transportation 

 Taxed almost all individuals in the community, even the landless 

 Revealed economic status in the community 

 

 
 

Federal Taxes 

 Direct Tax of 1798 

 Direct Tax of 1861 

 First Federal Income Tax (1862-1872) 

 

Estate & Inheritance Taxes 

 Late 1800s – 1900s 

 Tax based on degree of relationship. Those more removed were taxed at higher rate. 

 

Miscellaneous Taxes 

 Specific to one area (road tax); often included required labor to maintain roads 

 Specific to time and place (militia tax and/or duty; Confederate in-kind tax) 

 School taxes, poor school support 

 Taxes levied to fund a specific project 
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Problems with Tax Records 
Even though taxes were collected annually: 

 Not all tax records have survived (e.g., burned counties, water damage, carelessness) 

 Not all tax records have been microfilmed (especially in the West) 

 Not all film of tax records is at the Family History Library (check the State Archives) 

 Not all years are available – or readable 

 All are handwritten and may be hard to read 

 

Availability of Tax Records 
 FamilySearch.org  Search  Catalog  state, county  Search  TAXATION 

 Indexes in book form for some areas, search by county and state 

 State Archives in state of interest 

 

Follow-Up Research Needed 
The records are, of course, only part of the research process. As always, you will need to follow up tax 

research with research in deeds, pension files, probate records to verify and extend the knowledge you 

gain from tax records.  
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