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Introduction 
• Collecting death data on individuals and groups is a recent 

human endeavor but has had profound implications on public 
health

• Mortality records can also be a gold mine of information for the 
family historian; great place to start your ancestor search
• Of 50 million people that die each year worldwide though, only 

half will have their death officially recorded

• Knowledge of cause of death and other diseases of your 
ancestors may be important for the family historian and their 
descendants!



Outline of Discussion 

Fascinating history of recording deathReview

Collections of vital statistics in US that include
cause of death and how to find the dataReview

Some of the nuances of using death
collections in our family history effortsDiscuss

Common familial diseases, how to create
a family health portrait, and calculate your
risk of these diseases

Discuss



Question: How Well Do You Know Your Family?  

1. How many of you know the important 
illnesses and causes of death of your first-
degree relatives??
• Parents, siblings, children

2. How many of you know the important 
illnesses and causes of death of your second-
degree relatives??
• Grandparents, uncles, aunts, grandchildren

nephews, nieces, and half-siblings.

3. How about other demographic information 
i.e., your grandmother’s full name?

https://mydoctor.kaiserpermanente.org/ncal/specialty/genetics/multifactorial.jsp
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History of Recording Death and Its Causes
• Advanced ancient civilizations like Egypt, Greece, China, and Rome in 

general did not record information on causes of death of their citizens

• Significant epidemics were recorded such as the Antonine plague (the 
Roman emperor of the time) that occurred in 162-180 AD and killed an 
estimated 10% of the empire. Smallpox or possibly measles

• Rare records of individual deaths such as
Gaius Julius Caesar who died on March 15, 44 BC  
• Modern US death certificate: Immediate cause of death 

hemorrhage, as a consequence of multiple stab wounds,

with manner of death listed as homicide 

Heinrich Friedrich Füger, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons



History of Recording Death and Its Causes

• Christian church recorded burials but not causes of 
death; More concerned about fate of soul than fate 
of body
• Bills of Mortality London area 1532-1858

• Number of deaths by location in Church of England parishes 
• 1629 causes of death added to Bills
• Published weekly with a yearly summary
• Did not attach individual names to cause of death
• Purpose to documented location of cases of the plague?
• 1662 John Graunt publishes Observations on Bills of Mortality

Kathryn Schultz. Final Forms. The New Yorker. April 7, 2014 Issue
Bills of mortality. Wikipedia. Wikipedia Foundation 23 April 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bills_of_mortality



Family History Jeopardy: Name that Illness

• Consumption
• Ague
• Apoplexy
• Brain fever
• Bloody flux
• Dropsy
• Erysipelas (St Anthony’s fire)
• Grippe
• Quinsy

• Tuberculosis
• Malaria
• Stroke
• Meningitis
• Severe colitis/dysentery 
• Heart failure/kidney disease
• Streptococcus cellulitis
• Influenza
• Tonsillar abscess

Pre 20th Century Illness Name 21st Century Illness Name

https://www.thornber.net/medicine/html/medgloss.html Great URL for old medical terms

TB in America 
PBS.org



Birch T. A collection of the yearly Bills of Mortality, from 
1657 to 1758 inclusive. London: 1759  Google Books

Close up of Causes of 
Death for 1665

• 1665 was a plague year in London
• Note the number of deaths from 

plague - 68,596
• Note some of the diseases we 

discussed
• Ague – 5257
• Apoplexy – 116
• Bloody flux  - 185
• Dropsy – 1478
• Gout and sciatica – 27
• Surfeit - 1251

• Only recorded deaths of upstanding 
member of the Church of England

https://beforenewton.blog/2014/11/07/a-
bill-of-mortality-and-a-peck-of-snails/



William Farr: Moving Death Reporting Forward

• 1838 Farr appointed Compiler of Abstracts in General 
Register Office in England; held post for 40 years
• He systematized collection of mortality data in England
• 1853 developed system to categorize 139 causes 

of death included causes such as “teething”
• Work led to cholera being tied to contaminated water 
• His system was used by a committee of the International Statistical 

Institute headed by Jacques Bertillon to develop an international 
classification of diseases/causes of death first published in 1893

Musaed et al.  Historical development of the statistical classification 
of causes of death and diseases, Cogent Medicine 2021, 8:1



Interlude: What are ICD Codes?
• The 1893 international classification of diseases was revised in 1900 and 

published as ICD-1 with 191 recognized diseases/causes of death
• Number 82 “teething”

• ICD codes revised every 10 yrs or so; currently use ICD-11 as of January 
2022; ICD sponsored by World Heath Organization (WHO)
• Used by physicians/insurance companies in US to code diseases 
• ICD-11 contains some 17,000 unique illness and 120,000 

ways of coding disease and dying

• We shall see how the family historian can use ICD information
• Current and historical ICD codes available at:

http://www.wolfbane.com/icd/index.html Great URL for old ICD codes 



Why Did it Take So Long to Collect Death Data?

• In my experience, detailed data is only collected when it serves some 
useful purpose
• Example: detailed information on disease activity in rheumatoid 

arthritis was not collected UNTIL we had highly effective medications to 
treat the disease

• The data on the Bills or Mortality may have helped
people stay clear of the plague areas
• More recent efforts came with the beginning of 

public health activities and understanding of disease

Advanced rheumatoid arthritis



What about in the US?

• 1639 the Massachusetts Bay Colony collected vital data
based on the Bills of Mortality experience?
• In 1839 Lemuel Shattuck in Massachusetts became a 

driving force in promoting vital data collection  
• Historian, genealogist, and statistician (nice combination!)
• Instrumental in Massachusetts and other states collecting

vital statistics including causes of death
• 1841 Massachusetts first state to issue a form of death certificate

• 1847 the new American Medical Association lobbied for a national 
effort to collect vital statistics including causes of death
• Thus, were conceived the US Mortality Schedules!

Winkelstein, W. Lemuel Shattuck: Architect of American public health. Epidemiology 2008; 19:634
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US Mortality Schedules 
• In 1850, causes of death were first collected with each 10-year US census
• Deaths were recorded beginning June 1st in year before census until 

May 31st of census year
• Collected through 1900 with special census in 6 states in 1885
• Colorado, Florida, Nebraska, New Mexico, and the Dakotas

• In 1921, the 1890 mortality schedules and 1890 
census data destroyed in a fire at Commerce 
Building in Washington, DC 
• 25% destroyed by fire, 37% by water, remaining 

undamaged files ordered destroyed in 1934
US Census Bureau



Mortality Schedules

• 1850/1860 schedules included enslaved status and days ill before death

• 1870 onward included if parents were foreign born
• 1900 Mortality schedules ordered destroyed by congress

• Only 1900 Minnesota schedules survive; available in Minnesota state archives

• Mortality schedules may have encouraged states to collect death data 
ongoing in the form of death or mortality registries 
• Important source of information if you have a 

relative that died during the restricted time period 
of the mortality schedules



Name Age at death/sex
Race/free or slave

Place of
birth

Mo of
death

Occupation Cause of
death

Days
ill



Census 
household 

number

Name Age at death/Sex
Race/Marital Status

Place of
birth

Parents
Foreign

born

Mo of
death

Occupation Cause of Death



State/County Death Registries: Family History Gold Mine! 

• It appears some counties/states continued the practice of 
collecting death information outside of the federally required 
mortality schedules
• Information collected mirrors mortality schedules and then some!
• How pervasive was practice prior to state mandated death 

certification?
• Collected on an ongoing basis so more likely to 

find useful information on relatives than with 
mortality schedules



Example Death Registry, King County, WA 1893

• Name
• Date of Death
• Age/sex/race/marital status
• Place of death
• Cause of death

• Place of birth
• Residence
• Occupation
• Name of parents/place of birth
• Reporter



New Hampshire 1889

Richmond,
Virginia 1887

Pittsburg, Penn
1888

Note line on 
contributing  causes!

Death Registries
Around US

Ancestry.com



Where to Find Mortality Schedules and Death Registries

• All mortality schedule data offered back to the states in 1918-1919

• Some took the data, and some did not. 

• The Library of the Daughters of the American Revolution in 
Washington D.C. has the data from the nay states

• https://www.census.gov/history/www/genealogy/other_resources/m
ortality_schedules.html is the URL for the Bureau of Census PDF form 
that tells you if data exists and where it may be located
• For example, Colorado was not a territory until 1861 so 

the mortality schedules are only available starting in 1870.

https://www.census.gov/history/www/genealogy/other_resources/mortality_schedules.html


Where to Find Mortality Schedules 
and Death Registries 

• Most major Family History sites have possible access to this data; good 
place to start would be Family Search Wiki although Ancestry.com
seems to have the largest collection of data
• https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/How_to_Find_United_States_D

eath_Records
• Also search for mortality schedules by individual states: example 

Florida.  I put in mortality schedules Florida into Google this appeared: 
https://www.floridamemory.com/discover/historical_records/mortalit
y-schedules/ and it is awesome!  Images of original forms by county!
• https://www.germanroots.com/deathrecords.html site that lists free 

and fee-based sites that contain death indexes as well as other vital 
data http://www.deathindexes.com/

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/How_to_Find_United_States_Death_Records
https://www.floridamemory.com/discover/historical_records/mortality-schedules/
https://www.germanroots.com/deathrecords.html
http://www.deathindexes.com/


Death CertificatesRegatta Anacortes, WA



Death Certificates: Into the Modern Era

• 1902 Bureau of the Census made a permanent agency of the federal 
government and a moved to collect death vital statistics 
• 1900 a US Standard Certificate of Death was developed
• States have been responsible for issuing and collecting and sending 

the information to the National Center for Health Statistics
• Data collected is used to direct research and public health programs 

to improve the health of the US
• The National Vital Statistics System also collects 

data on births, marriages, and fetal deaths

The U.S. Vital Statistics System: A National Perspective.Available
from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK219884/



Reference: Date States Required Universal Death Certificates
State and Date State and Date State and Date State and Date State and Date

Alabama          1908 Idaho                 1911 Michigan           1867 New York          1880 Tennessee      1908

Alaska              1913 Illinois                1916 Minnesota        1908 North Carolina 1913 Texas               1903

Arkansas          1914 Indiana              1899 Mississippi        1912 North Dakota   1907 Utah                1905

California         1905 Iowa                   1880 Missouri            1910 Ohio                  1908 Vermont         1857

Colorado          1907 Kansas               1911 Montana           1907 Oklahoma        1908 Virginia           1853

Connecticut    1897 Kentucky           1911 Nebraska           1905 Oregon             1903 Washington   1907

Delaware         1881 Louisiana           1914 Nevada              1911 Pennsylvania   1906 West Virginia 1917

Florida             1899 Maine                1892 New Hampshire 1901 Rhode Island.  1853 Wisconsin      1907

Georgia           1919 Maryland          1898 New Jersey       1848 South Carolina1915 Wyoming       1909

Hawaii             1859 Massachusetts 1841 New Mexico     1920 South Dakota  1905 Arizona           1909

https://blog.genealogybank.com/genealogy-101-5-death-certificates.html



How to Access Death Certificate Data
• Each state seems to have different rules regarding how to 

access death certificates
• Some states consider vital statistics public information
• Others restrict to those who need to know for wills, probate, etc.
• Certified vs informational/genealogical versions of death certificates

• Initially try major family history websites as noted previously
• http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/howto/w2w/w2welcom.htm helpful is you want 

a copy that is not online
• https://www.germanroots.com/deathrecords.html updated site that lists 

both free and fee-based sites that contain death indexes
• Finally encourage you, as you feel comfortable, to put parent’s and 

grandparent’s death certificates and health information on your favorite 
family tree

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/U.S._Vital_Records_Overview#Death_Records

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/howto/w2w/w2welcom.htm
https://www.germanroots.com/deathrecords.html


If You Are Lucky…
• Example of Washington State 

digital archive that allows you to 
search for death certificates by 
name and date of death
• Able to find death dates, 

location and age but not all 
death certificates are currently 
digitized
• With time, more data will come 

online, or you can contact state 
and request a copy 

Note on digital archive site: 1907-1960 files indexed by The Church Of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints Family Search Indexing Project. Volunteers who participated in 
transcribing the death index 1907-1929 : Boojee Bowman, Spanaway; Hazel Rasar, Mount 
Vernon; Myra Horton, etc…



Family History Jeopardy: Name that Illness

• Cerebrovascular accident (CVA)
• Myocardial infarction
• Coronary artery disease
• Pulmonary embolism
• Pulmonary edema
• Sepsis
• Peritonitis
• Hepatitis
• Nephritis

• Stroke
• Heart attack
• Angina/heart attack
• Blood clot in the lungs
• Fluid in the lungs
• Bacterial infection in the blood
• Infection of the abdominal cavity
• Inflammation of the liver
• Inflammation/damage to kidney

Medical Terminology Translation



What to Look for on Family Death Certificates?

• Demographic data of course!
• Who is the informant?
• Critical to the accuracy of the demographic data

• Immediate cause of death or mechanism of death
• Antecedent cause(s) of death
• Want to see sequence of events that lead to immediate cause of death 
• For family health portrait these items may be more important 

• Other significant conditions
• What do the numbers mean often found on the death certificates?



The Family Historian and Family Health Information

• To develop a reasonable family health portrait, death certificates are 
important source of info 2nd only to information from living relatives
• Need at least 3 generations although more is better
• Family reunions may be a great opportunity to collect

important family health info for those living/dead
• We rarely discuss family health issues at family reunions;

Some issues may be sensitive
• My family generally discusses best homemade ice cream 

recipes and who will be making tamales for the next reunion

• Include important health info in personal and 
family life histories; post available death certificates



Example of Early Version 
of US Death Certificate

• Look at demographics
• Informant is daughter, Olive
• Immediate cause of death
• This older version had 

contributory causes but no 
listing of other significant 
illnesses
• Does give occupation
• Note famous father

Note: young people may need to 
have their boomer grandparents 

interpret the cursive writing



Indexed Data on My Paternal Grandfather’s 
Death Certificate From Family Search

• Indexed data on 

major family 

history sites does 

not include causes 

of death or health 

information!!!

• WHAT???



But Luckily the Actual 
DC is Available!

FOR G
ENEALOGY USE O

NLY
• Note the usual demographics
• Look for the informant

• If second degree relative, confirm 
birthdate and name sequence 

• Cause of death
• Immediate cause
• Antecedent causes more 

important to develop family 
health portrait

• There is no sequence to cause of 
death

• Other significant conditions is 
blank



Thoughtfully Completed  
Death Certificate

• Look at the well described 
sequence of events that lead 
to the final cause of death 
(pulmonary edema)
• The MD also included other 

medical issues (COPD)
• Medical profession has come 

under criticism for not filling 
certificates properly
• Current certificates have 3 

pages of instructions and an 
example of doing it right

Washington State Digital Archives



Another Thoughtfully Completed Death Certificate

• This person died of 
a heart attack with 
a well-defined 
sequence of 
events leading to 
the heart attack
• Other conditions 

include diabetes
• Died at age 57
• As we will see,  

useful information 
for descendants 



Harry Houdini’s
Death Certificate: What Do the 

Numbers Mean?

• Harry Houdini (AKA Erik Weisz)
famous as an escape artist 

• Died October 1926 of diffuse 
Streptococcal peritonitis due 
to a ruptured appendix

• Note the numbers next to the 
medical diagnoses

• ICD 3 1920 (205 diagnoses)
• 90 - heart disease 
• 117 - appendicitis
• 126 - peritonitis

• Heart disease age 52 useful  
health information for family

http://www.wolfbane.
com/icd/icd3h.htm



Familial 
Illnesses of 

Consequence

Seattle from the water



Familial Illness of Consequence: The Big 5 +1

• I am convinced that the family historian can have a profound impact 
on family health by including health information in our family history 
documentation 
• There are many illness that have a genetic basis and recognizing these 

illness may influence the health of current and future family members
• We will review some of the most important
• Our ancestors can serve as a warning to us!
• Example: as a 25-year-old, if you knew you were 

at high risk for diabetes would that influence your 
lifestyle choices going forward?



Heart and Blood Vessel Disease: The Big One

• Cardiovascular disease accounts for 1 in 5 deaths in the US yearly
• A family history of heart attack (MI, myocardial infarction, coronary 

thrombosis), heart failure (congestive heart failure, dropsy), stroke (CVA, 
apoplexy), or atherosclerosis through several generations and especially 
occurring in the 50’s or early 60’s is significant
• Risk factors for cardiovascular disease include: 

Family history High cholesterol
Smoking Heavy alcohol use
Hypertension Diabetes
Obesity

• Modifying these risk factors can impact future disease!

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm
Wikipedia

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm


Breast and Ovarian Cancer

• A family history of either of these cancers in a mother, sibling, or child 
increase risk of cancer in other close female relatives
• May need a test for a specific gene abnormality BRCA 1 or 2 and early 

screening tests
• Lower risk of breast cancer by maintaining a healthy weight, avoiding 

alcohol & exercising on a regular basis. Influenced by hormonal therapy
• No known way to modify risk of ovarian cancer except removal if at very 

high risk
• Cancer of the breast first appeared in ICD2 in 1909, ovarian cancer in ICD6 

in 1948
• Note: BRCA genetic abnormalities can affect men with increased breast, prostate and 

pancreatic cancer risk

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm


Colon Cancer 

• Several family members with colon cancer before age 50 is important
• If so, screening should start at age 40 rather than 45 years of age with 

colonoscopy
• Lynch syndrome is a disease with very strong genetic component. 

Genes that repair DNA are abnormal
• Look for cancers of these organs in your family history research:

Colon Stomach
Liver Kidney
Brain Ovarian/uterine

• Cancer of intestines/other abdominal organs
in ICD 2 in 1909; cancer of the large intestine 
ICD 6 1948

https://www.everydayhealth.com/cancer/living-with-lynch-syndrome/



Diabetes
• Types
• Gestational – diabetes during pregnancy; increases risk of type 2 diabetes 

later in life
• Type 1 – autoimmune attack against insulin producing cell in pancreas usually 

early in life.  Affects 3 million people in US
• Type 2 – later in life and caused by insufficient insulin for needs of body.  

Major cause of diabetes & affects 35 million people in US
• Prediabetes – those at risk for diabetes due to risk factors; 96 million in US

• Risk factors for type 2 diabetes
• Family history Being overweight
• Certain medications Diet

• Look for diabetes or diabetes mellitus on death certificates
https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm


Osteoporosis

• Osteoporosis or weakening of the bones affects 
20% of women and 5% of men over age 50 years.
• Risk factors include:
• Family history Smoking
• Heavy alcohol use Having a disease like rheumatoid arthritis
• Certain medications Diets low in vitamin D and calcium

• Weight bearing exercise important as is a good diet and avoiding risk 
activities i.e., smoking and alcohol use
• Osteoporosis first appeared in ICD 8 in 1965. Look for fractures in 

relatives
https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm


Hemochromatosis

• Iron storage disease where affected people hang on to too much iron 
that then deposits in the tissues including heart, liver, pancreas, 
joints, and skin and can lead to organ damage
• 1 of every 300 people of northern European decent affected
• Appears in men in 40’s-50’s; women a bit later
• A simple blood test looking for the amount of iron 

in the body and/or a gene test can be done 
• Look for ancestors with unexplained liver disease,

heart failure, and diabetes

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm
Iron accumulated in liver

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_chronic_disease.htm
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Family Health Portrait 
• CDC website has a site that allows you to create your own family 

health portrait http://kahuna.clayton.edu/jqu/FHH/html/index.html

• You enter data that is saved in XML format to your computer, and you 
can add information to your family history chart and pedigree as 
more information becomes available
• Start with siblings, parents, aunts/uncles and grandparents
• Creates a family history chart that you can give to your 

health provider and a pedigree and can share with family
• Finally, can generate a risk profile for diseases found

in your family health history

http://kahuna.clayton.edu/jqu/FHH/html/index.html


My Family Portrait Main Page

• It will initially ask you to indicate 
number of family members you 
want to include
• You can change the information 

as needed
• You will have to be in the 

program which will allow you to 
open your previous XML file
• From here view pedigree and 

family health chart and check 
disease risk



Family Health 
Pedigree

• Family pedigree is as 
noted (cool!)

• You can roll over a 
symbol with mouse 
and the health history 
is indicated as in 
paternal uncle

• Helpful key at bottom



Family 
Health Table

Condensed 
view showing 
6 conditions 
that your 
health care 
provider 
should know 
about



Family Health Table Extended View



• From your family health history 
information, it generates a risk 
chart
• Example of the colon cancer risk 

is to the right



Diabetes Risk 
Assessment Tool

• Will ask a few questions
• Will then ask you about 

BMI (only you will see 
this)
• Will then generate a risk 

score for you 
• Yikes!



Conclusion 

• Using death data can help us 
identify our ancestors and link 
them to our family tree
• Using death data may help us 

identify diseases that might impact 
our health
• Addressing risk may allow us many 

more years of doing family history 
research!
• Develop plan for collecting, 

sharing, and recording family 
health information


