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OPERATION GRANNY FILES
Pre-1850 Research Checklist & Paleography Practice Sheets

When the census goes quiet and the handwriting fights back.

Workbook & Practice Sheets

Mission 29: Before the Revolution — Colonial & Pre-1850 Research

Clearance Level: Biscuit-Tin Operative

operationgrannyfiles.substack.com



operationgrannyfiles.substack.com — Page 2

QUICK-GRAB SUMMARY

This two-part artifact prepares you for research before 1850, when census records stop naming most 
household members and colonial-era handwriting starts working against you. Part 1 is a research 
checklist covering pre-wall census verification, tax list tracking, colonial record types, and 
Revolutionary War pension/lineage society resources. Part 2 teaches you to read the handwriting itself 
— long s, thorn, secretary hand, and abbreviation marks — through graduated practice transcriptions 
with answer keys.

Part 1 — Pre-1850 Research Checklist

1. Before You Cross the Wall
Before you commit real research time to pre-1850 records, confirm you have fully exhausted what the 
1850-1800 census returns can tell you. This is not a formality — it is the single most common reason 
researchers hit a "brick wall" that is not actually a wall yet.

Work through this sequence before going further:

•  1850 census confirmed — You have located your ancestor (or their household) in the 1850 
census, the first U.S. census to name every free person individually, not just the head of 
household.

•  1840 census located — You have found the same family, or a plausible match, in 1840. Only the 
head of household is named. Everyone else in the home appears as a tally mark, sorted into age 
brackets by sex.

•  1830 census located — Same structure as 1840. Confirm the tally marks are consistent with the 
ages of children you already know from the 1850 census (a child listed as 8 years old in 1850 
should appear as a tally mark in the correct age bracket in 1840 and 1830).

•  1820 census checked — Available for many states; confirms or rules out the household as a 
continuous residence.

•  1810 and 1800 censuses checked — Coverage and survival vary significantly by state and county; 
some counties' returns were lost to fire, flood, or simple neglect. Absence is not proof of 
absence — check for burned-county alternatives (tax lists, church records) before concluding 
the family wasn't there.

•  Age-bracket cross-reference complete — You have taken every known or estimated birth year 
for household members and matched it against the tally-mark brackets in each census year, 
confirming the household size and composition change in ways that make sense (a new tally 
appears at birth, one disappears at death or marriage-out).

The key fact to internalize: from 1790 through 1840, the census names only the head of household. 
Everyone else — spouse, children, elderly parents, other dependents — is invisible as a name and 
visible only as a mark on a tally sheet. You are not looking for names in these records. You are looking 
for a shape: a household size and age distribution that either confirms or contradicts what you 
already believe about the family.
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Honest caveat.

If you are researching an enslaved ancestor, the 1850 "wall" described above does not apply to you in 
the same way. Enslaved individuals were not named in federal census population schedules until 1870 
— the Census of 1850 and 1860 recorded them only on separate slave schedules, by age and sex, 
without names, alongside the enslaver's name. For enslaved-ancestor research, 1870 is the real wall, 
not 1850. This mission does not cover that research path in depth — see the DAR & Pension section 
below for a related note, and watch for a future mission dedicated to this topic.

2. Tax List Worksheet
Tax lists exist for nearly every colonial and early state jurisdiction, often filling gaps left by lost census 
records, and they were assessed annually — which makes them one of the few pre-1850 sources that 
let you track a family year by year rather than once a decade.

This worksheet is designed to be filled in for a single county across a continuous run of years. 
Photocopy or recreate the grid below for each tax year you research; used consistently, the pattern 
across years — not any single entry — is what reveals arrival, departure, death, or a transfer of 
property to a widow.

Year Taxpayer Name Age / Threshold 
Notes

Property 
Description

Adjacent Names 
on List

How to read the columns:

•  Taxpayer Name — Record the name exactly as spelled that year, even if it differs from prior 
years. Do not "correct" the spelling.

•  Age / Threshold Notes — Many jurisdictions taxed only free males above a minimum age 
(commonly 16 or 21) and exempted men above a maximum age or those with certain 
disabilities. Note whether your ancestor appears as a "tithable," "poll," or similar category, since 
this can help bracket a birth year.

•  Property Description — Acreage, livestock, or other taxable property listed. A sudden drop in 
acreage between years can indicate a sale, a division among heirs, or a death.

•  Adjacent Names on List — Tax lists were usually compiled in the order the assessor rode a route, 
meaning neighbors on the list were often literal neighbors. Names appearing near your 
ancestor's entry across multiple years are strong candidates for extended family, in-laws, or the 
cluster of associates worth researching alongside your own line.

Two things that will trip you up if you don't expect them: first, taxable age thresholds and 
exemptions varied by colony and then by state, and changed over time within the same jurisdiction — 
do not assume a rule you learned for one county and year applies elsewhere. Second, tax assessors 
wrote names phonetically as they heard them spoken aloud, which means the same family's surname 
can drift in spelling from year to year on the very same list. Track the person, not the spelling.

3. Colonial Record-Type Locator
Not every colonial record type answers the same questions, and availability differs sharply by region. 
Use this table to match your research question to the right record type before you start searching.
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Record Type What It Can Tell You What It Can't Where to Look

Town Records Births, marriages, deaths 
(especially New 
England); land grants; 
residency and "warning 
out" of newcomers; local 
office-holding

Detailed family 
relationships beyond the 
vital event itself

State archive; town 
clerk's office; 
FamilySearch (New 
England town record 
collections)

Church Records Baptisms, marriages, 
burials; membership and 
disciplinary actions; 
sometimes migration 
notes when a member 
transferred to a 
congregation elsewhere

Secular legal status; 
property or tax 
information

Denominational archive; 
historical society; 
FamilySearch

Militia Records Muster rolls confirming 
age range and residence; 
occasionally occupation; 
service that may support 
a pension or lineage-
society application

Family relationships 
(rarely names next-of-
kin)

State archive; National 
Archives (NARA); 
DAR/SAR databases

Court & Probate 
Records

Wills, estate inventories, 
guardianship of minors, 
land disputes naming 
heirs and neighbors, 
debt and slander suits 
revealing relationships

A complete picture if the 
estate was small enough 
to avoid formal probate

County courthouse; 
state archive; 
FamilySearch probate 
collections

Record survival and accessibility differ meaningfully by region. New England town and church records 
are unusually complete and often centrally indexed. Mid-Atlantic records are more scattered across 
county and denominational repositories. Southern colonial records suffered heavier losses from 
courthouse fires and, in some states, deliberate destruction during and after the Civil War — when a 
Southern county's early records seem thin, check neighboring counties and the state archive for 
salvaged or duplicate copies before concluding the records never existed.

GRANNY PRO TIP

When a courthouse fire is suspected, search for that county's name plus "burned county" — 
genealogical societies maintain reconstructed record sets built from tax lists, land grants, and 
neighboring-county filings for exactly this situation.
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4. DAR/SAR & Pension File Starter
If any line of your family was present in the American colonies during the Revolutionary era, two 
resources deserve early attention: lineage society databases and pension files.

DAR's Genealogical Research System (GRS) is free to search and includes three components worth 
checking in order:

•  Ancestor Database — Confirms whether a person has already been documented and accepted 
as a Patriot ancestor by a prior DAR member, including the service record used to prove it.

•  Revolutionary War Digital Library — Digitized supporting documents (pension applications, 
muster rolls, personal papers) submitted with prior applications.

•  Patriot Records Project — An ongoing digitization effort adding new source documents; check 
back periodically even if an earlier search came up empty.

A fact that surprises many researchers: Patriot eligibility is not limited to combat service. DAR and 
SAR both recognize "patriotic service" — paying a tax specifically levied to support the Revolutionary 
cause, serving in a civil office under a revolutionary government, or furnishing material supplies such 
as food, horses, or wagons. If your ancestor was too old, too young, or otherwise unable to fight, 
check for this broader category before ruling out a Revolutionary connection entirely.

Requesting a pension or bounty-land file from NARA: Revolutionary War pension applications and 
bounty-land warrant applications are held by the National Archives and can be ordered as digital or 
paper copies. These files are frequently the single richest genealogical document a pre-1850 
researcher will ever find, because the application process required the veteran (or, after his death, his 
widow) to provide a sworn narrative of service — often including where he was born, where he 
enlisted, who his commanding officers were, and details of his marriage and children. Neighbors and 
fellow veterans frequently submitted affidavits vouching for the applicant's identity and service, 
sometimes naming their own relationship to the family in the process. Order the complete file, not a 
summary — the affidavits are often where the genealogical detail lives.

BONUS INSIGHT

Widows' pension applications, filed decades after the war under later pension acts, often contain more 
genealogical detail than the veteran's own file — marriage dates, the name of the officiant, and 
testimony from adult children establishing their parents' marriage and family structure.

5. Honest Caveat — Enslaved-Ancestor Research
As flagged above, the pre-1850 "wall" behaves differently for enslaved-ancestor research: the 
meaningful census milestone is 1870, the first federal census to name formerly enslaved individuals. 
Before 1870, the relevant parallel toolkit centers on Freedmen's Bureau records — the Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands operated 1865-1872 and generated labor contracts, 
marriage registers, and assistance records that can bridge the gap immediately after emancipation. 
This is a substantial research path in its own right and is not covered in depth in this artifact — treat it 
as a flagged topic for a future mission.
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Part 2 — Paleography Practice Sheets
Paleography is the skill of reading historical handwriting. Colonial and early American documents 
were written in hands and conventions that look unfamiliar today, but the system is learnable, and it 
becomes dramatically easier once you recognize a handful of recurring letterforms and abbreviations.

6. Letterform Key
Before attempting any transcription, learn these four recurring features. Nearly every colonial-era 
document you encounter will use at least one of them.

Feature What It Looks Like What It Means Notes

Long s Resembles a lowercase 
"f," usually without the 
crossbar

A regular lowercase "s," 
most often the first "s" 
in a doubled pair

"Mifsissippi" reads as 
"Mississippi." The long s 
fades out of common 
use by the early-to-mid 
1800s — if you see it, 
that alone is a rough 
dating clue pointing you 
toward the 1700s or 
very early 1800s.

Thorn (þ) A character resembling a 
"y" used before "e" — 
commonly rendered 
"ye"

A scribal stand-in for 
"th," not the word "yee"

"ye" = "the." This is one 
of the most misread 
conventions in casual 
transcription — it is 
never pronounced "yee."

Secretary-hand 
lookalikes

The letters e, c, and r 
formed in ways that 
resemble each other or 
resemble different 
modern letters

Ordinary letters written 
in an older hand style

Secretary hand persisted 
into the 1600s and 
influenced handwriting 
instruction well after; 
expect some overlap of 
letterforms until you 
calibrate to the specific 
writer.

Abbreviation marks Superscript letters (e.g., 
a raised "o" after "W" for 
"Wm" = William) and 
tildes or macrons over a 
letter

Indicate omitted letters, 
usually in common 
names and words

Common in names (Wm, 
Jno, Robt) and 
legal/religious terms 
(recd, pd, sd for "said").

7. Graduated Practice Transcriptions
The four excerpts below move from a clean, legible 18th-century "round hand" toward examples 
influenced by older secretary-hand conventions. Each is followed immediately by a labeled answer 
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key — cover it with your hand if you want to test yourself first, but the point of this exercise is 
calibration, not a memory test.

Practice 1 — Clean round hand (deed excerpt):

NOTE

*Know all men by these presents that I John Harwood of the County of Essex have this day sold unto 
Thomas Ridley one parcel of land lying on the south side of ye great road.*

Answer key 1: Know all men by these presents that I John Harwood of the County of Essex have this 
day sold unto Thomas Ridley one parcel of land lying on the south side of the great road.

Practice 2 — Round hand with long s (vital record excerpt):

NOTE

*Bapt. the 3d day of Auguft, Sufannah, daughter of Wm. Croffley and his wife.*

Answer key 2: Baptized the 3rd day of August, Susannah, daughter of William Crossley and his wife.

Practice 3 — Abbreviation-heavy entry (church register excerpt):

NOTE

*Recd of Jno. Whitmore ye fum of five poundes, being pd in full for ye land adjoyning Robt. Cole's 
plantation.*

Answer key 3: Received of John Whitmore the sum of five pounds, being paid in full for the land 
adjoining Robert Cole's plantation.

Practice 4 — Secretary-hand-influenced excerpt (probate/court note):

NOTE

*This indenture witnefseth that ye faid Elizabeth, widdow, doth acknowledg recd of her fonne Samuell 
ye full and juft fumme abovemenconed.*

Answer key 4: This indenture witnesseth that the said Elizabeth, widow, doth acknowledge received 
of her son Samuel the full and just sum above mentioned.

GRANNY PRO TIP

Find one letter you are already certain of — most reliably, a letter from a name you already know — 
and study exactly how that scribe formed it. Scribes were consistent within a single document even 
when their letterforms look strange to modern eyes. Once you've calibrated to that one letter, use the 
same formation to decode every other instance of it on the page. This single technique resolves more 
stuck transcriptions than any reference chart.
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8. "Your Turn" — Bring Your Own Document
This artifact is a markdown file, not a fillable PDF, so instead of blank practice lines, use the guiding 
questions below directly against your own brick-wall document.

Before you begin, locate one word on the page you are already confident about — often a given name 
or surname you recognize from other sources. Then work through these questions in order:

1.  Anchor letter — In your confidently-known word, which letters can you identify with certainty? 
Circle or note each one.

2.  Formation check — How does the scribe form each of those letters? Look specifically at the 
letter's starting stroke, its height relative to neighboring letters, and any looping or crossing 
strokes.

3.  Search and match — Scan the rest of the document for that same letterform. Where else does it 
appear? Build a short personal key as you go (a scrap of paper works fine) mapping this scribe's 
version of each letter to its modern equivalent.

4.  Long-s check — Does the document contain any long-s forms? If so, note roughly what decade 
the document likely dates to, since the long s largely disappears by the early-to-mid 1800s.

5.  Abbreviation scan — Are there superscript letters or tildes anywhere on the page? List each 
abbreviated word you find and what you believe the full word to be.

6.  Full pass — Now transcribe the full document, letter by letter, using the key you built in step 3. 
Where you remain unsure, mark the word with brackets rather than guessing silently — you can 
return to it once you've calibrated further.

9. Closing Resources
•  Library of Congress — "Early American Handwriting" — A dedicated paleography guide with 

sample documents and letterform references spanning the colonial period.
•  National Archives (NARA) — Genealogy Research Toolkit — General guidance for locating and 

requesting original records, including the pension and bounty-land files discussed in Part 1.
•  FamilySearch — Paleography content — Ongoing tutorials and reading guides aimed specifically 

at genealogists working with historical handwriting.
•  FamilySearch Full-Text Search (AI-powered Handwritten Text Recognition) — A newer tool that 

uses machine handwriting recognition to make historical document text searchable, currently 
strongest in U.S. land and probate collections and expanding through 2026. Treat this as a triage 
assist that helps you locate promising documents faster — it is not a substitute for learning to 
read the hand yourself, since the technology still misreads names, abbreviations, and unfamiliar 
spellings often enough that you need to verify every result against the original image.

GRANNY SAYS

"I have never met a brick wall that was actually made of brick. Most of them are made of a name 
nobody wrote down, or a hand nobody taught you to read. Learn the hand, check the tally marks, and 
the wall usually turns out to be a door."
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Notes
Use this space for personal notes and discoveries.


