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Editors 1 Introduction: 
Unlocking the Semantic and Quantitative Doors 

On 9 June 1667 two appraisers appointed by the Ipswich District Court in 
Massachusetts inventoried the home of farmer Lionel Worth of Newbury. In 
the parlor they listed a bedstead, seven cushions, a sea chest, a table, twelve 
cheeses, two sickles, and a parcel of childbed linen. The men then passed into 
the hall where they listed a curtained bedstead, a second bedstead, a Bible, a 
saddle and pannier, and three wheels. In the cellar they found two barrels of 
beer and a slab of butter. Lionel Worth's widow Susanna remarried the next 
year, and she and her five children continued their lives in what would become 
Newbury's second parish. Only the signed and witnessed document on which 
appraiser Joseph Hills wrote the name and estimated value of each item remained 
to mark this moment in time in the life of this family. 

As a legal document, Worth's inventory was probably obsolete on the day it 
was submitted. As an archive still on file at the Essex County Probate Court 
where Susanna Worth submitted it in September of 1667, 1 it provides a unique 
view of the possessions and household goods of a prosperous first-generation 
Newbury planter three days after his decease in the prime of life. While there 
is no evidence that farm animals inhabited the house 1

2 some of this family's 
habits seem closer to European peasant traditions than to those usually 
associated with New England yeomen. Both rooms of the house served as sleep­
ing quarters; both were used for storing foodstuffs and farming and husbandry 
tools; no mention was made of chairs or seating furniture in the parlor. (The 
seven family members possibly sat on the seven cushions distributed on boxes, 
trunks, and chests.) The document even provides a insight into seventeenth­
century childbirth practices: despite (or perhaps because of) the presence of 
agricultural and animal husbandry tools and products in its immediate living 
quarters, the family reserved for the purposes of childbirth a set of linens valued 
at more than half of all its remaining sheets, napkins, pillow cases, and bolster 
cases. 3 

The explicit detail of Lionel Worth's list of possessions is characteristic of 
many early American probate inventories. The incidence of detail is so random, 
however, that researchers using these documents are alternately delighted and 
frustrated in their expectations of "browsing" through an almost endless suc­
cession of semantic attics - each as precisely dated and sited as a well-focused 
archeological excavation. Nevertheless, for historians and readers who have long 
wished for pictorial or graphic sources such as those that Philippe Aries, 4 among 
others, drew on so effectively for the study of family history and childhood in 
Europe, probate inventories provide one of the few available glimpses into the 
accessories and texture of everyday life in the colonial and early national periods. 
They reveal a true melange of curious objects: a parrot and cage, a rat trap, an 
optical machine, a pounce box, a mariner's "broken" gold earring. 5 Some en­
tries illustrate characteristics of work vehicles: "a cart with shod wheels." Some 
are identified with important events: "a bridle and gunne pressed away for the 
Countryes service"; others, with unimportant events: "five fletches and a midling 
of backen kept from me by force. 116 And where appraisers identified the con­
tents of individual rooms, the experience of reading an inventory is like a visit 
to a household itself: fire rooms, inner rooms, halls, parlors, great chambers, 
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were couched in the formal language of clerks or justices trained.in the law, 
inventones were broadly based "vernacular" documents - lists of ordinary 
hou~old belongings compilea by neighbors. 11 

Genealogists were probably the first to "discover" probate records in New 
England. But the earliest research use of these documents was undertaken in 
the late ninteenth and early twentieth centuries by antiquarians, curators of 
period rooms, and historians of furniture. In New England, George Francis Dow, 
best known now for his history of Ipswich, Massachusetts, and the early period 
rooms at the Essex Institute in Salem, so throroughly steeped himself in Essex 
County probate records as a foundation for his local history interests that he 
acquired an understanding of period terms and scripts that may never again be 
equalled. Dow's published transcriptions of all Essex County probate records 
prior to 1681 has served scores of historians, researchers, and period room 
curators since his time; his indexes, which cover a dozen towns in eastern 
Massachusetts, offer some of the most comprehensive word lists of seventeenth­
century manufactured goods, domestic utensils, weapons, and agricultural and 
husbandary tools compiled to date, and provide key insights into everyday life 
in Essex County simply from the relative number of inventories in which a given 
term appears. 13 

New England's pioneer in the field of furniture studies was Irving W. Lyon, 
a Hartford physician and collector who completed his study of domestic fur­
niture of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New England in 1891. Lyon illus­
trated each of seven forms of furniture with scores of descriptions quoted from 
probate inventories, including some English examples dating as early as the fif­
teenth century. His familiarity with descriptive terms was so extensive in Suf­
folk County and in the Hartford area, he was able to reconstruct probable 
chronologies of given types of chests largely on the basis of prepositional phrase 
changes used by appraisers when specifying numbers of drawers. 14 Scholars of 
New England furniture after Lyon - among them Esther Singleton, William 
Hornor, Benno M. Forman, Patricia E. Kane, and Robert F. Trent - have re­
fined and supplemented Lyon's methods while also opening new areas of en­
quiry through inventoried tool listings and bequests of tools. 

In the meantime, students of New England culture were drawing on probate 
records to investigate other subjects. One of the first authors to use these 
materials to examine New England's artisanry traditions was Harriette.Merrifield 
Forbes, a tireless mvest1gator wfio pored through hundreds of administrators' 
accounts looking for the names of men and women who were paid by the ex­
ecutors for providing gravestones. By the time she had completed her research 
in 1927, Forbes had done more than identify over two hundred artisans, she 
had put to rest deeply rooted but mistaken beliefs that these markers had been 
carved by native Americans or imported by the thousands from Wales or other 
parts of England. Later investigators have followed Forbes's lead, among them 
Dr. Ernest Caulfield in the 1950s and more recently James A. Slater, who both 
studied Connecticut grave markers. Others have researched individual carvers 
or carving subregions in New England and have identified and dated the prac­
tice of using wooden grave "rails" from such accounts. "Probated stones," as 
they are now termed by gravestone scholars, are the principal means by which 
a carver's work is dated and identified. 

It was not until the late 1950s, however, after a delay of almost forty years, 
that probate inventories again attracted the kind of comprehensive attention 
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given to them by George F. Dow. In Virginia, researchers at Colonial Williams­
burg began a study of local inventories to help reconstruct room interiors and 
their contents. In Plymouth, Massachusetts, the Plymouth Antiquarian Socie­
ty compiled a typescript of all Plymouth Colony wills and inventories before 
1659 - initially for genealogical use, but increasingly applied for period room 
research. These interests came together at a seminar on early beds held at the 
Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities in Boston in 1961. Bed 
Hangings, co-authored by Abbott L. Cummings and Nina F. Little, was published 
by SPNEA the following year in 1961 and much of its documentation was derived 
from desc~i tions of beds in Suffolk, Plymouth, and Essex county probate in­
ventories. Abbott Cummi~followed this publication in 1964 with Rural 
Househol nventories, also issued by SPNEA, which transcribed selected rural 
inventories taken in the hundred years after the period covered by Dow. Cum­
mings focused on room-by-room descriptions which most readily establish the 
names, uses, and furnishings of colonial homes, and like Harriette Forbes he 
disposed of a number of lingering canards, among them the "horning room" of 

( L nineteenth-century authors. 15 More important, his introduction sketched out 
"j // the period terminolgy from which he deduced the typology of architectural forms 

that were the subject of his later work, The Framed Houses of Massachusetts 
Bay, which further organized and refined this analysis. 16 More than any other 
publication, Rural Household Inventories has been responsible for the present 
level of interest in probate research by New England scholars and historians; 
its discussion of the ownership of paintings and prints in Boston was a com­
pelling and important contribution, 17 and the volume has served as a primary 
documentary resource for period room reconstructions throughout the region. 

Beginning in the 1960s, too, inventories were being examined from an en­
tirely new direction. Taking her lead from research at Colonial Williamsburg, 
Barbara G. Teller examined a statistical sampling of probate inventories from 
three wealth ranges of households in Providence, Rhode Island, to determine 
patterns of ownership of ceramic types such as delft, salt-glazed stoneware, 
porcelain, and creamware. Published in the Magazine Antiques in 1968, her_ 
tabulations not only offered new insights into how and where these items were 
used in Rhode Island households but challenged long-held assumptions about 
which wealth classes owned them. More important, Teller's study helped lay 
the foundation for the parallel study of probate records and the archeological 
examination of historical sites, an approach pioneered in New England by James 
F. Deetz, Marley R. Brown ill, and Paul Chace in the Plymouth Colony area 
in conjunction with the founding of Plimoth Plantation museum and the pro­
gram in historical archeology at Brown University. Faunal remains and inven­
toried livestock were compared by Joanne Bowen; comparable records were us­
ed by Kathleen Bragdon as a source for Algonquian ethnohistory. More recent 
inventory-based studies have been completed by Steven R. Pendery, Anne 
Yentsch, and Mary Beaudry, among others, from the viewpoints of possessions 
as cultural and community symbols as well as folk terminology. 

The wide range of subjects addressed by probate-based studies that followed 
in the 1970s and 1980s is demonstrated by four contributions to this volume, 
each of which develops a separate field of enquiry. Beginning with a data base 
of 429 ~ks or si~es derived from eighteenth-century wills, warrants, 
bonds, and inventories in Westborough, Massachusetts, Ross W. Beales, Jr., ex­
pands and qualifies what can be learned of re~abits and ~cy from these 


































































































































































































































































































































































