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DEATH DEMYSTIFIED
Digging Deeper into Coroner &
Funeral Home Records 

Tina Beaird               tinab@tamarackgenealogy.com

Death Industry 

• Undertakers were professionals 
who would ‘undertake’ the task 
of preparing your loved one for 
burial. 

• Huge increase in undertakers 
during the Civil War. Originally 
embalmed bodies with arsenic 

• 1920s industry and innovation 
spark huge increase in number 
of morticians.
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Funeral Home Records

• Funeral Homes are private businesses. If a mortuary 
closes, they are not required to turn the records 
over to another entity.

• Morticians/Funeral Directors require a state license: 
www.idfpr.com/profs/FunDirEmb.asp

• Records relating to the care & burial of the deceased

– Date of death

– Cause of death

– Place of burial

– Person requesting services (paying funeral bill)

Funeral Home Records

• Funeral Expenses: 

– Embalming

– Casket, 

– Hearse/Livery

– Flowers/singers

– Grave Digging

*Records do not always include additional 
genealogical information like parents or place of 
birth 
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Probate records often 
include receipts from
undertakers and others
involved with the burial

Image from the New Jersey Digital Highway https://njdigitalhighway.org

Coroner’s & Medical Examiners

• In Illinois, statehood brought the first coroners 
who were originally elected for 2 year terms. 
Earliest existing records are Macoupin Co. 1835.

• Medical Examiners are appointed and are 
required to be either doctors or trained forensic 
pathologists.

• NPR: Post Mortem Death Investigation in 
America https://n.pr/2wEUVGV

• NPR: How is Death Investigated in Your State? 
https://n.pr/2jXzB6c 
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Coroner’s Inquest Records

• Some coroner’s filed separate death certificates 
that are not always interfiled with county death 
certificates.

• Historic coroner’s records will include:

• Personal affects found on the body

• Next of kin

• Cause of death

• List of jurors/place of residence

• Verdict

Coroner’s Inquest Records

• Modern Coroner’s records will include:

• Time and location of incident

• Responding Agency

• Cause of death

• Next of Kin

• Reports

–Autopsy (can include photos)

–Toxicology

–Testimony

• Funeral Home/Cemetery

• Verdict



5/15/2018

5

Coroner’s Inquest Records

• Coroner’s Inquest juries are appointed by the 
county circuit court.  

• Juries can be appointed to serve one inquest or 
quarterly. Historically, local newspapers would list 
the appointed jurors.

• Modern inquests may have eyewitness testimony.

• Information is often available through FOIA.

Stark County, OH Coroner’s Inquest Records www.familysearch.org 
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Coroner and Medical 
Examiner’s Offices
often issue their own 
death certificates.

In Chicago, the 
Coroner issued 
temporary certificates 
until an official inquest 
verdict was reached.

https://maps.cookcountyil
.gov/medexammaps/

Perley Gates does appear in both the Cook 
Co. Inquest & Cook Co. Death Indexes
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Burial Transfer Permits

City Directories

• City Directories are a great resource for finding businesses 
associated with the funeral industry in the 19th and 20th centuries.

– Benevolent Societies/Secret Societies/Unions

– Casket manufacturers

– Cemeteries

– Churches

– Coroner

– Funeral directors/undertakers/morticians

– Insurance companies

– Lawyers

– Monument dealers

• Modern phone books would provide the same types information
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Illinois State Resources

• Cook County Coroner’s Indexes 
www.cyberdriveillinois.com/departments/archives/ 
databases/cookinqt.html

• Elgin Genealogical Society funeral home records 
https://bit.ly/2jXlmPa 

• Illinois Coroner record indexes for Dewitt, Macoupin, 
Vermillion & Wayne available at IRAD Locations: 
www.ilsos.gov/isa/localGovRecordsSearch.do 

• Illinois Digital Archives www.idaillinois.org 

State Memory Projects

• Alabama Mosaic www.alabamamosaic.org

• Online Archive of California www.oac.cdlib.org 

• Florida Memory Project www.floridamemory.com 

• Indiana Memory https://digital.library.in.gov 

• Ohio Memory Connection www.ohiomemory.org 

• New Jersey Digital Highway https://njdigitalhighway.org

• South Carolina Memory http://scmemory.org 
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Ancestry www.ancestry.com 

• Arizona County Coroner & Death Records 1881-1971

• California Mortuary Records of Chinese Descendants 
1870-1933  

• California Mortuary & Cemetery Records 1801-1932

• Panama Canal Zone Gorgas Hospital Mortuary 
Records 1906-1991

• Rapid City South Dakota Mortuary indexes 1879-1971

FamilySearch www.familysearch.org 

• Affiliate Library Access to digital Card Catalog

– Millions of records available through card catalog!

• Database Access

– Stark County, OH Coroner’s Records 1890-2002

– Summit County, OH Coroner’s Records 1882-1949

– San Francisco Funeral Home Records 1835-1979

– Lock Funeral Home Records Baltimore 1936-2007

– Ljubljana, Slovenia Funeral Accounts 1937-1970

– African-American Funeral Programs VA 1935-2009
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Find My Past www.findmypast.com  
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ArchiveGrid
https://beta.worldcat.org/archivegrid  

Subject Terms & Results:
Mortuary- 911
Undertaker- 667
Crematorium- 113
Funeral Directors- 2597
Funeral Homes- 5248
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Other Useful Websites

• Cyndi’s List https://cyndislist.com 

• Digital Public Library of America https://dp.la 

• Internet Archive www.archive.org 

• Redbook National Directory of Morticians 1936-. 
Earliest book at Allen County Public Library 
2018 volume searchible online: 
www.redbookfuneraldirectory.com 

Book Resources

• Blanche, Tony. Death In Paradise. Philadelphia. 
Running Press. 2001. 

• Doughty, Caitlin. From Here to Eternity. New York. 
W.W. Norton & Co. 2017

• Harris, Mark. Grave Matters. New York. Scribner. 2007.

• Roach, Mary. Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human 
cadavers. New York. W. W. Norton. 2004.

• Valentine, Carla. The Chick and the Dead. New 
York. St Martin’s Press. 2017


