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For many of us who own older houses, we often wonder, “Who lived in my house in the past?”




Who lived in the house?

* |dentify the house occupants (owners or
renters in the house)
— Census records
— Vital records (Births, marriages & deaths)
— City directories
— City annual listings (voter registration lists)

To identify the previous occupants of a house, you need to research in census records, vital
records, city directories and annual listings. Let’s take a look at 44 Pleasant Street in these records.



Census records

* Available on Ancestry & familysearch.org
e Address on 1900-1940
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Census records after 1900 show the street address in the left hand column. You can access census
records on the subscription website, Ancestry.com, and the free website, familysearch.org. The
Waltham Public Library and the National Archives on Trapelo Road provide free access to Ancestry.
Here we see the 1900 census for 44 Pleasant Street. The owner in that year was Cora Weston, a

34-year old divorced mother of four.



Census records

e Address on 1900-1940
e Lists whether owned or rented 1900-1940
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Further over on the page, we see that Cora Weston is a real estate agent, and owns the mortgaged
house. So Cora was an unusual woman for 1900.



Vital records
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St. Marys Waltham marriages, 1868

You cannot search on address to find all the people who were born or married or who died at a
particular address. In the 19th century, vital records did not list the street address. But we also
have information from the deeds and maps about who lived in the house. So we can search their
names in the vital records (births, marriages & deaths). For Waltham, the vital records to 1850
were published in book form and have been digitized by Ancestry. You can look at the book at the
Waltham Public Library. Beginning in 1841, the state collected vital records, and these are
available online on Ancestry, familysearch and Americanancestors. Saint Mary’s baptisms and
marriages from 1850 to 1900 are available on American Ancestors.



Vital records

1738 — 1850 records for Waltham Name:
were published SSN:
1841 — 1920 records on Last Residence:

familysearch.org
_ _ BORN:
St.Mary’s baptisms & marriages

1850 — 1900 on
Americanancestors.org

Last Benefit:

Social Security Death Index Died:

State (Year) SSN
issued:

Veronica Deehan

01983 Topsfield, Essex,
Massachusetts, USA

10 Jul 1897

02154, Waltham, Middlesex,
Massachusetts, United States
of America

Jan 1981

Massachusetts (Before 1951)

Social Security Death Index

The Social Security Death Index is available on a number of websites, but Ancestry gives the most
detail. This is the entry for Veronica Deehan, who once lived at 44 Pleasant Street with her father,
Thomas, and her sister, Margaret.




Vital records

* Later death records provide
residence

* Death records can point to R S o A
probate records & transfer of real it . der
estate ('JP.F‘V,I et W

* Did widow outlive husband? o
* Marriage records identify cO, G,

spouse’s family through which prsishon
real estate transfers e R P

CUSHING, Anna, wid, Rev. Jacob, D.D,, Oct. 21, 1815, in 83d v,
Jacob, Rev. Dr,, Jan. 18, 1809, in ygth y,, “and in the 57™ year
of his Ministry.”

Here we see the death record of Reverend Jacob Cushing in 1809 in the published vital records. .
When you are researching the occupancy of a house, remember to consider the surviving spouse
and family. They might continue to live in the same house for decades. Here we see that Rev.
Cushing’s widow died in 1815. But the property remained in the Cushing family until 1847. Death
records can give you a strong clue that a probate record or land transfer occurred around that
time. Also, many times when you see a transfer of owners with different surnames, it may be the
result of a marriage. James H. Ellison was the nephew of Sarah Alden Bradford Ripley, wife of
Reverend Samuel Ripley. Ellison lived in the former Ripley house across the street.



City directories

e Available on Ancestry & Waltham Public Library
« 20t century directories arranged by street in back

Weston Alice Mrs., house 192 Adams
Charles H., boarding house, 157 Crescent, house do.
Cora B., real estate, 609 John Hancock bldg. (B.), house 44
Pleasant
—George U, clerk (L. O. B.J, hiouse 99 T rancis
Henry B., at Am. W. W. Co., house 110 Crescent

City directories were the phone books before phones. They often list names, addresses and
occupations of working adults in alphabetical order. Women, even working women, were less
likely to be listed, unless they were the heads-of-households. But if you don’t know the name of
the occupant, then you will have a difficult time. Here is the 1900 directory showing Cora Weston
living at 44 Pleasant Street. It shows that she was in real estate & worked at the John Hancock
Building in Boston. This would have been on Devonshire Street at that time.



City directories

* Available on Ancestry & Waltham Public Library

I
*PLEASANT—From 445 Main to 2 Sum-

mer, wd 2
12 Stanley Lawrence ©@ 24-0063
17 Pinzone Jos @ [4-3544
18 Callan Josephine ©® /[\3-1622
Ellison Park ends
26 Gilardina Louis J © A3-T189
32 Mann Florence R Mrs ® A3-0360
39 Bordenca Morris J phys Q4-5565
40 Wilson Mary E /\3-3933
Wilson Harold T ® /3-3933
» 44 Dechan Margt £ © Q4-0949
45 Walsh John H @ A35-0588
49 Towne Geo H ©® /14-0337
50 Arsenault Eriec @ L9-281R%
Summer begins

In the 20th century, the directories had a section in the back that listed people by the street
address. Here is a street listing for 44 Pleasant Street in the 1940s, showing Margaret Deehan. City
directories are available on Ancestry.com, and the Waltham Public Library website.



Annual lists
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Annual listings are very useful in determining the age of a house and who lived in it. These are
essentially voter registration lists and poll tax lists. In Massachusetts and other states, people were
required to pay a tax in order to register to vote. In southern states, poll taxes were used to restrict
African Americans from voting. Poll taxes were deemed unconstitutional in 1966. These lists are
arranged by Ward, precinct and street. So you do not need to know the name of the person living
in a house, just the street name. They are available online on the Waltham Public Library website.
On the home page click on online research, then click on subject listing, then genealogy.
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Annual lists

Waltham City Directories and Waltham High School Yearbook Online

Copies of the Waltham City Directory are now available online thanks to the Boston Public Library,
Digital Commonwealth, and the Internet Archive. They are being added gradually but will ultimately
cover 1872 through 1990. Have fun investigating where your family has lived over the years, what they
did for a living, or who used to live at your address!

Then click on this database, Waltham City Directories.
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Annual lists
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You can choose lists ranging from 1886 to 1977, and almost every year is available.
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Annual lists

:: Pleasant Q'}

o AL THAM

CITY OF WALTHAM

I

Pleasant Streot

Maney, Horace 41 Faden, Harry F (s

This is the annual list for 1886. Annual lists were scanned by Internet Archive, and so they are
searchable. | plugged in a search on the word Pleasant, and got this list of residents of Pleasant
Street in 1886. Here we can see that Horace Blaney lived at #44 Pleasant Street, and that James H.
Ellison was living across the street in the Ripley house. You can use these lists to determine when
your house was built. But remember that your house could have replaced an earlier building. You
also have to watch out for street renumbering. Make note of the neighbors, as this will help you in
the case of street renumbering.
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Newspapers

I 1%0. T
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Boston Evening Transcript, 4/2/1859

.....

Newspapers may provide interesting data regarding property in the past. They can be
advertisements for the sale of real estate, local newspaper articles on history and houses, and
even real estate transfers and developments. Here we see two articles that | found about the
house at 44 Pleasant Street in an online subscription database, genealogybank.com. A
subscription costs about $70.00 per year. They will not allow institutional subscriptions, so you
won’t find it at any libraries. They have the Waltham Sentinel, which is a locally edited newspaper
that ranged from 1856 to 1876. Also, the Boston Gazette from 1719 to 1798, and the Boston
Herald, the Boston Evening Transcript, the the Columbian Centinel, the Boston Traveler, the Boston
American, and much more. They have the News Tribune obituaries from 1981.
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Newspapers
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Here is an 1859 advertisement placed by James Ellison for the property he had purchased from
the Timmons estate. It describes the parcel as 5 % acres with a house, stable, garden, and fruit
trees and within a 5-minute walk of the train depot. The other article from the Waltham Sentinel
in 1857 gives a history of the Cushing house. It says that his widow and daughter, Bridget, lived in
the house until the Cushing heirs sold the property to Timmons in 1847 and moved to Weston.
The move affected her mental health, and she was brought back in hopes that she might be
restored. But she died not long afterward, and she was buried from the house on the day before
the property was sold to the Timmons family. The article also says that the house of Samuel
Harrington on South Street was the model for the construction of the Cushing house.
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Newspapers

WARRENDALE HOUSES

The modern ‘‘insulated’” homes that
are being erected by the Housing Com-
pany, Edwin road, Warrendale, Wal-
tham, are attracting much attention.
‘They are constructed bn a 10-year
guarantee, which includes workman-
ship, material and equipment, and‘that
they are damp, fire and sound proof.

As shown by the advertisement of the
company in the Sunday Globe, they
are of the English style of architecture,
although many are of the _napisa
style. Several bungalows are also in-
cluded. Every house has a garage, and
is so arranged as to afford plenty of
light and air.

No improvement in the construction
of a modern home has been omitled,
it being the intention of the I;I:it;;xé:g

mpany to instal every conv <,
gz?eaf stiess being laid to have them
warm in Winter and cool in Summel.
These houses are being sold from $6500

= to $9000.

The Boston Globe ran real estate news columns in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. The articles reported particularly real estate developments. In Waltham, these included
Lakeview, part of my neighborhood called Waverley Terrace, and in this 1927 article, Warrendale.
The historic Boston Globe, which begins in 1872, is available online, every word searchable on the
Waltham Public Library website.
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e Deeds

Waltham GIS

Land registry > 1870

Summary

* Inhabitants
— Census records, ancestry
— Vital records,

Familysearch.org < 1870 familysearch.org

Probate records

* Maps
— Waltham Historical

Commission

— Waltham Public Library
— Leventhal Map Center * Boston Globe, WPL

inventories in probate records.

You can examine historical maps that identify the house owners and panoramic views on the
Waltham Historical Commission website, the Waltham Public Library website and in their
collections, the Leventhal Map Center online at the Boston Public Library, and the Library of

Congress website.

— City directories, ancestry
— Annual listings, WPL
— Newspapers

¢ Waltham Sentinel,
genealogybank.com

— Library of Congress * Waltham papers, WPL

', : ‘_ _

To summarize what we have learned, you can research deeds starting from present day back to
when the house was built on the city of Waltham’s GIS site, the Middlesex Registry of Deeds back
to about 1870, the Family History Library website, famlysearch.org back to 1639, and real estate
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Summary

 Deeds * Inhabitants

— Waltham GIS — Census records, ancestry

— Land registry > 1870 — Vital records

— Familysearch.org < 1870 familysearch.org

— Probate records — City directories, ancestry
* Maps — Annual listings, WPL

— Waltham Historical
Commission '
* Waltham Sentinel,
— Waltham Public Library genealogybank.com
— Leventhal Map Center * Boston Globe, WPL
— Library of Congress * Waltham papers, WPL

| : _

You can research the inhabitants of a house by researching census records on ancestry.com and
familysearch.org.; vital records on familysearch.org; city directories on ancestry.com and the
Waltham Public Library website; annual lists on the Waltham Public Library website; and in
newspapers on subscription websites, such as genealogybank.com and newspapers.com, the
historic Boston Globe on the Waltham Public Library website, and the News Tribune from 2001 on
the Waltham Public Library website. The Waltham newspapers are also on microfilm at the library.

— Newspapers

18



