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Death records are primary source records because they are completed at, or close to, the 

time of the death by someone who was present at the death. Death records are especially 

helpful, because they are the most recent record available about an ancestor and may often 

exist for persons who have no birth or marriage records. The validity of information on 

death certificates can be a little tricky, however, because information on the deceased 

individual (other than the time, date and place of death) is provided by someone who knew 

the deceased (an informant). Therefore, a death certificate is considered a secondary source 

for information such as the birth place, birth date and parents' names of the deceased. 

What information will a death certificate provide? This will vary widely by location and time 

period. In general, vital records forms usually allow space for the following information but 

are not consistently filled in by the users.   Name, date, place of death; age at death, cause of 
death, exact time of death, date and place of birth, residence at time of death, occupation, 
parents name and birth places, spouses name and maiden name, marital status, place of burial, 
name of funeral home, physicians name, medical examiners name, name and relationship of 
informant, witnesses at time of death 

 
The most important thing to remember when researching in death records is that birth and 

other such information in a death record may not be accurate because the informant may 

not have had complete information. 

 
                                 Newspaper Obits, Death Records,  Cemetery Records  
National  
SSDI   Social Security Death Index -  
Legacy.com 
Tributes.com  http://www.tributes.com/,  
http://www.obituaries.com/Obits.asp,  
http://www.deathindexes.com/index.html    Rootsweb 
https://www.familysearch.org/ 
Obit.links     http://www.obitlinkspage.com/obit/il.htm,  
 
State 
State Archives  (Illinois State Archives – Databases) 
Ohio     http://www.deathindexes.com/index.html, 
http://chicagogenealogy.com/, 
 
Michigan  http://seekingmichigan.org/discover-collection?collection=p129401coll7,  
 
County 
Cook County Clerk’s Office    http://www.cookcountygenealogy.com/,  
DuPage County Genealogical Society   http://www.dcgs.org/,  
Erie County, Pa   http://www.ecls.lib.pa.us/,  
Brown County, Wisc.   http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~wibrown/pleasanthill.htm, 
Delta County, Michigan    
http://www.grandmastree.com/society/cemetery/escanaba_city/lakeview_CC/s-u.htm,  
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City (Newspapers)  Chicago Tribune (Historical Archives)  available thru local libraries databases 
available off site (from home) with use of your library card number  e.g. Indian Prairie Library 
http://chicagogenealogy.com/ 

Indexes to deaths in the city of Chicago during the years 1871 to 1933 : showing name, address and date 

of death  Chicago (Illinois). Board of Health  (available thru Family History Centers) 

Harold Washington Library General Information Services 

 
The General Information Services Department includes the Information Center, Newspapers 
and General Periodicals, Interlibrary Loan on the third floor and the Popular Library on the first 
floor. 

THIRD FLOOR 

400 S. State Street 

Chicago, Illinois 60605 

 Current newspapers from every U.S. state  
 Various foreign country newspapers in English  
 Chicago neighborhood newspapers  
 Suburban newspapers  
 Various U.S. ethnic newspapers  
 Alternative press newspapers  
 Retrospective years of bound magazines, microfilmed magazines and newspapers  
 Telephone directories from many cities in the United States and English-speaking 

countries  

Microfilm 

 Chicago newspaper microfilm holdings (1833-current)  
 The Chicago Foreign Language Press Survey (1861-1938)  
 Early American Newspapers (1704-1820)  
 The Lerner Newspaper Collection of Chicago neighborhood and suburban newspapers 

(1905-1993)  
 The Underground Newspaper Microfilm Collection (1963-1984) 

 

 Chicago Newspapers and Interlibrary Loan Policy 
 Non-Chicago residents interested in requesting photocopies of articles, obituaries or 

death notices from newspapers in our collection must submit a request to our Interlibrary 

Loan Department (ILL) through their local library. 

 For obituary requests giving the date of death, ILL will search up to two newspapers for 

three days following that date. Other search requests must include specific information: 

the full name(s), exact date (day, month, and year), and exact location (city and county) 

of the occurrence. If ILL locates an obituary or article, the minimum photocopy fee will 

be $5.25 ($.25 per page + $5.00 handling) per request. Please do not send money; a bill 

will accompany the photocopy sent to the requestor's local library. 

 The Chicago Public Library will send, free of charge, up to three reels of newspaper 

microfilm for viewing in other libraries to fulfill interlibrary loan requests. ILL will send 
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microfilm for most of the newspapers on this list, except for pre-1900 newspapers, pre-

1956 Chicago Tribune, Chicago Sun-Times, Chicago Evening American, Chicago 

Evening Post, Chicago Herald-Examiner, Chicago InterOcean, Chicago Today, and the 

current 12 months of the Chicago Defender. 

 
Neighborhood (newspapers) Many can be found in special collections at Harold Washington 
Library, Chicago 
 
 
Cemeteries 
Find A Grave    http://www.findagrave.com/, 
Intermet 
 
From About.Com genealogy : 
 
 Because death records are the least privacy-sensitive of the vital records of birth, marriage and death, you actually have a 
decent chance of finding death information for your ancestor online. Check this list for some of the best sites for death 
certificates and obituary notices online. 
1. FamilySearch Record Search 
This FREE online genealogy site from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) includes digitized images 
of death certificates from Arizona (1870-1951), Massachusetts (1841-1915), Michigan (1867-1897), North Carolina (1906-
1930), Ohio (1908-1953), Philadelphia (1803-1915), South Carolina (1915-1943), Texas (1890-1976) and Utah (1904-
1956). The site also offers a wealth of transcribed death records, funeral home records, burial records and funeral notices 
from places as diverse as West Virginia, Ontario, Mexico, Hungary and the Netherlands. 
 
Free Death Records OnlineInstantly Access 400,000,000 Vital Birth, Death, & Cemetery Records Deaths.Archives.com 
Search Genealogy Records:Newspaper archive 1690-today Millions of obituaries and more !www.GenealogyBank.com 
 
 
2. Online Searchable Death Indexes & Records 
If I'm researching an individual who died in the United States, I'll often start my search for online death records at Joe 
Beine's fabulous site. It's straightforward and relatively ad free, with state by state lists of links to online death records 
including indexes, certificates, cemetery records and obituaries. On each state page, you'll find links to statewide records, 
as well as county and city records. Links to sites that require payment to access the record are clearly identified. 
3. FindMyPast: National Burial Index 
Over 11 million burials are included in this online collection from subscription Web site FindMyPast.com. The information, 
taken from the National Burial Index (NBI), covers burials that took place in England and Wales between 1538 and 2005 
(most burial entries are from the years prior to the enactment of civil registration in 1837). The NBI includes records 
extracted from parish registers, non-conformist registers, Roman Catholic, Jewish and other registers, as well as cemetery 
and cremation records. These record are available through an Explorer subscription, or by purchasing pay-per-view units. 
4. Deceased Online 
This central online database of statutory burial and cremation registers for the UK and Republic of Ireland currently 
includes burial records from several London boroughs, the Kent & Sussex Crematorium and Tunbridge Wells Borough in 
addition to records from Angus, Scotland. Searches are free and offer basic information. Additional information associated 
with the records, including transcriptions or digital scans of burial and cremation register entries, grave details, photos of 
graves, and maps of grave locations, is available on a pay-per-view basis. 
5. Social Security Death Index 
For individuals who died in the United States since about 1962, this nation-wide death index is a good place to begin your 
search. More than 77 million people (primarily Americans) are included, and their basic information (birth and death dates) 
can be located with a free online search. With the information found in the SSDI you can request a copy of the original 
Social Security application record (SS-5) for a fee, which may include such details as parents' names, employer and place 
of birth. Alternatively, you could use the information to narrow your search for the individual's death certificate or obituary. 
6. Ancestry.com 
This popular genealogy site requires an annual subscription to access its records, but offers a wealth of documents and 
indexes from all over the world. Death records in its collection include everything from digitized death certificates, to 
current obituaries, to cemetery and funeral home records. 
7. The Ryerson Index to Death Notices and Obituaries in Australian Newspapers 
Obituaries and death notices from 138+ newspapers totaling almost 2 million entries are indexed on this free, volunteer-
supported Web site. The concentration is on New South Wales newspapers, specifically two Sydney newspapers the 
"Sydney Morning Herald" and the "Daily Telegraph," although some papers from other states are also included. 
8. ProQuest Obituaries 
Your library card could be the key to free access to this online collection of more than 10 million obituaries and death 
notices appearing in top U.S. national newspapers dating back to 1851, with full digital images from the actual paper. This 
database includes obituaries from The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, The Chicago Tribune, The Washington 
Post, The Atlanta Constitution, The Boston Globe and The Chicago Defender, among others. 
Many people looking for information on their ancestors skip right past the death record, heading in a beeline for 
information on the individual's marriage and birth. Sometimes we already know where and when our ancestor died, and 
figure it's not worth the time and money to track down the death certificate. Another scenario has our ancestor 

http://pilot.familysearch.com/
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BpIE9Q2z_TdbRIYmdqwGLwvGcBO2ZhvMBh67PoRGn1ZXPBIDTDhABGAEgvKX3ASgIOABQ9O_vp_r_____AWDJpp2I8KPsEqABx9jN7gOyARNnZW5lYWxvZ3kuYWJvdXQuY29tyAEB2gFAaHR0cDovL2dlbmVhbG9neS5hYm91dC5jb20vb2Qvdml0YWxfcmVjb3Jkcy90cC9vbmxpbmVfZGVhdGhzLmh0bYACAagDAbgDAegD8AjoA5AD6AOVBvUDAAQABPUDEAAAAQ&num=1&sig=AGiWqtxGovxQBalAY5zsoG4OeyACbpY8qw&client=ca-primedia-basic_js&adurl=http://www.Archives.com/GA.aspx%3F_act%3DdeathRecords%26klp%3DGA95001%26cam%3D477
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BpIE9Q2z_TdbRIYmdqwGLwvGcBO2ZhvMBh67PoRGn1ZXPBIDTDhABGAEgvKX3ASgIOABQ9O_vp_r_____AWDJpp2I8KPsEqABx9jN7gOyARNnZW5lYWxvZ3kuYWJvdXQuY29tyAEB2gFAaHR0cDovL2dlbmVhbG9neS5hYm91dC5jb20vb2Qvdml0YWxfcmVjb3Jkcy90cC9vbmxpbmVfZGVhdGhzLmh0bYACAagDAbgDAegD8AjoA5AD6AOVBvUDAAQABPUDEAAAAQ&num=1&sig=AGiWqtxGovxQBalAY5zsoG4OeyACbpY8qw&client=ca-primedia-basic_js&adurl=http://www.Archives.com/GA.aspx%3F_act%3DdeathRecords%26klp%3DGA95001%26cam%3D477
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=Bt1JXQ2z_TdbRIYmdqwGLwvGcBPqQktsBstvdmRmKssSECtCOKhACGAIgvKX3ASgIOABQrYrbqARgyaadiPCj7BKyARNnZW5lYWxvZ3kuYWJvdXQuY29tyAEB2gFAaHR0cDovL2dlbmVhbG9neS5hYm91dC5jb20vb2Qvdml0YWxfcmVjb3Jkcy90cC9vbmxpbmVfZGVhdGhzLmh0bYACAagDAbgDAegD8AjoA5AD6AOVBvUDAAQABPUDEAAAAQ&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxhu3RDwuMXGR4e8n78DRwDpQ32Aw&client=ca-primedia-basic_js&adurl=http://www.genealogybank.com/static/1101ppcadsense.html%3Fs_trackval%3DGBGenealogyAdsenseALL_referrer%3DGBGenealogyAdsenseALL%26s_siteloc%3Dlandingpage
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=Bt1JXQ2z_TdbRIYmdqwGLwvGcBPqQktsBstvdmRmKssSECtCOKhACGAIgvKX3ASgIOABQrYrbqARgyaadiPCj7BKyARNnZW5lYWxvZ3kuYWJvdXQuY29tyAEB2gFAaHR0cDovL2dlbmVhbG9neS5hYm91dC5jb20vb2Qvdml0YWxfcmVjb3Jkcy90cC9vbmxpbmVfZGVhdGhzLmh0bYACAagDAbgDAegD8AjoA5AD6AOVBvUDAAQABPUDEAAAAQ&num=2&sig=AGiWqtxhu3RDwuMXGR4e8n78DRwDpQ32Aw&client=ca-primedia-basic_js&adurl=http://www.genealogybank.com/static/1101ppcadsense.html%3Fs_trackval%3DGBGenealogyAdsenseALL_referrer%3DGBGenealogyAdsenseALL%26s_siteloc%3Dlandingpage
http://www.deathindexes.com/
http://www.findmypast.com/lbSearchStart.action?redef=0
http://www.deceasedonline.com/
http://genealogy.about.com/od/vital_records/a/ssdi.htm
http://www.ancestry.com/
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~nswsdps/dpsindex.htm
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disappearing between one census and the next, but after a half-hearted search we decide it's not worth the effort since we 
already know most of his other vital facts. Those death records, however, can tell us much more about our ancestor than 
where and when he died! 

Death records, including death certificates, obituaries and funeral home records, can include a wealth of information on the 
deceased, including the names of their parents, siblings, children and spouse; when and where they were born and/or 
married; the occupation of the deceased; possible military service; and cause of death. All of these clues can be helpful in 
telling us more about our ancestor, as well as leading us to new sources of information on his life. 

Date & Place of Birth or Marriage 
Does the death certificate, obituary or other death record give a date and place of birth? A clue to the spouse's maiden 
name? Information found in death records can often provide the clue you need to locate a birth or marriage record. 
More: Free Online Marriage Records & Databases 

Names of Family Members 
Death records are often a good source for names of parents, spouse, children and next of kin. The death certificate will 
usually list at least the next of kin or the informant (often a family member) who provided the information on the death 
certificate, while an obituary notice may list numerous family members - both living and deceased. 
More: Cluster Genealogy: Researching the Whole Family 

Occupation of the Deceased 
What did your ancestor do for a living? Whether they were a farmer, an accountant or a coal miner, their choice of 
occupation probably defined at least a part of who they were as a person. You may choose to just record this in your 
"interesting tidbits" folder or, possibly, follow up for further research. Certain occupations, such as railroad workers, may 
have employment, pension or other occupational records available.  
More: Glossary of Old Occupations and Trades 

Possible Military Service 
Obituaries, tombstones and, occasionally, death certificates are a good place to look if you suspect that your ancestor may 
have served in the military. They will often list the military branch and unit, and possibly information on rank and the years 
in which your ancestor served. With these details you can then look for further information about your ancestor in military 
records. 
More: Abbreviations & Symbols Found on Military Tombstones 

Cause of Death 
An important clue for anyone compiling a medical family history, the cause of death can often be found listed on a death 
certificate. If you can't find it there, then the funeral home (if still in existence) may be able to provide you with further 
information. As you go back in time, however, you'll begin to find interesting causes of death, such as "bad blood" (which 
often meant syphilis) and "dropsy," meaning edema or swelling. You may also find clues to newsworthy deaths such as 
occupational accidents, fires or surgical mishaps, that could lead to additional records. 
More: All in the Family - Tracing Your Family Medical History 

In addition to these five clues, death records also offer information that may lead to further research avenues. A death 
certificate, for example, may list the burial place and the funeral home - leading to a search in cemetery or funeral home 
records. An obituary or funeral notice may mention a church where the funeral service is being held, another source for 
further research. Since about 1967, most death certificates in the United States list the deceased's Social Security number, 
which makes it easy to request a copy of the original application (SS-5) for a Social Security card, full of genealogical 
details. 

Related Articles 

 Introduction to Genealogy - Lesson 4d: Death Records as a Source ofGenealog... 

 Delaware Vital Records - How to Obtain Marriage, Death & Birth Certificates... 

 Florida Vital Records - How to Obtain Marriage, Death & Birth Certificates ... 

 Kentucky Vital Records - How to Obtain Marriage, Death & Birth Certificates... 

 Illinois Vital Records - How to Obtain Marriage, Death & Birth Certificates... 

FUNERAL HOMES 

Funeral Home Records - Family History at the Funeral Home 

Funeral home records or undertaker records can be a valuable source of family history information. Learn where 
to find them and how to use them to add new ... 
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 Funeral Homes and Undertaker Records - About Genealogy 

 The records kept by funeral homes can be a valuable resource to family historians. 

 http://genealogy.about.com/cs/funeralhomes/ 

 Genealogy, Cemeteries, Obituaries and Funeral Homes - HowTos 

 An index of Cemeteries, Obituaries and Funeral Homes HowTos for the Genealogy guide site. 

 http://genealogy.about.com/cs/cemetery/ht/ 

 Cemetery Records - Genealogy Research in Cemeteries - How to ... 

 ... clean and maintain cemeteries, interpret the meaning of icons and symbols on gravestones, and use records 
from funeral homes, undertakers and coroners. 

 http://genealogy.about.com/od/cemetery_records/Cemetery_Records_Genealogy_Research_in_Ce
meteries.htm 

 Find a Cemetery - How to Locate Cemeteries & Burial Locations 

 Funeral homes and morticians can be great allies in helping you to locate ...Funeral directors will have 
knowledge of most cemeteries in their area, ... 

 http://genealogy.about.com/od/cemetery_records/a/cemeteries_2.htm 

 Death & Burial Customs - Funeral Practices, Superstitions ... 

 In some cultures, the home of the deceased was burned or destroyed to keep his ... Cemeteries & Funeral 
Homes. Photo Gallery: Symbolism in the Cemetery ... 

 http://genealogy.about.com/od/cemetery_records/a/burial_customs.htm 
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