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Why Research Tax Lists? 
• Most complete (pre-1850) 
• Only record in KY which contains annually created 

records on most of the population 
• Ancestors may not have owned land or hide from 

the census taker, but the tax collector usually found 
them 

• All men over 21 were required to pay the poll tax in 
Kentucky 

• Women who were widowed and owned property 
• Underage men who owned property 

 



Why Research Tax Lists? 
• Must research across 

time in order to gain 
insight 

• Typically a 10 year 
span 
o Can help determine 

migration patterns 
 

• Handwritten columns 
• Generally these records 

are alphabetical by 
surname 

• By district 
(neighborhood) 
 



Why Research Tax Lists? 
• Kentucky taxed real and personal property 
• Real property = LAND 
• Personal property = slaves, cattle, horses, wagons, 

etc. 
• Variations in the columns within tax lists reflect 

changes in the tax law 
 



Overview 
• Tax Lists (1792-1840): An 

Overlooked Resource For 
Kentucky History and Land 
Titles 

• Tax Lists (1841-1860): An 
Overlooked Resource for 
Kentucky History and Land 
Titles 

• Kentucky Tax Lists: Revenue 
Collection During the Civil 
War (1861-1865) 

• Kentucky Tax Lists: Revenue 
Collection after the Civil War 
(1866-1880) 

• http://kentuckyancestors.org  

http://kentuckyancestors.org/


Second Census of KY 
• Alphabetical list of 

32,000 taxpayers and is 
based on original tax 
lists  

• County of Residence 
• Date of the tax list 

 





Tax Lists (1792-1840) 



1792-1840: Points To Remember 
• County tax lists can serve as an “annual census.” 
• Women (often executors of estates), free blacks, 

and veterans are included on tax lists if they owned 
as much as one horse.  

• Counties were divided into taxing districts. 
• Check the Tax Lists from “cover to cover.”  
• The “Entered, Surveyed, Patented to” columns 

should identify those involved in the original land 
patent for the tract being taxed.  

• Ditto marks (“), the word “Ditto,” or the word 
“Same” are frequently used in the “Entered, 
Surveyed, Patented to” columns. 



1792-1840: Points To Remember 
• If the “Patented to” column indicates a patent was 

issued to the taxpayer, a study of Jillson’s Kentucky 
Land Grants, Vols. I & II, is recommended. 

• Taxpayers reported all their land holdings—those in 
their county of residence as well as those properties 
they owned in other counties. 

• County formation dates are critical when 
researching tax lists. 

• Taxpayers can appear on tax lists and not list any 
land ownership.  

• “Headers” on tax lists change. Avoid the mistake of 
looking at one tax list and thinking all tax lists are 
structured the same way.  



Tax Lists (1841-1860) 



1841-1860: Points To Remember 
• Tax Lists may include more than one district in a county 
• When they included the names of females and minors 

who were the head of a household and the names of 
free blacks and white males over the age of twenty-one 
who had no taxable property to report, commissioners 
transformed the tax assessment process into an unofficial 
census report. 

• Generally, commissioners of tax assessed taxable 
property and the county sheriff, or other appointee, 
collected the money. 

• Names of tax commissioners, or other officers appointed 
to collect taxes, are included in the tax records, usually 
in the certifications at the close of each report. 
 



1841-1860: Points To Remember 
• Legislation affects tax list headers; just as legislation 

affects today’s tax forms. 
• Tax commissioners were listing properties for state 

taxation; the taxes were deposited in the state’s 
general fund. 

• Lands reported on tax lists may be leased or may 
be in the patenting process. 

• Non-residents had to pay taxes for any lands they 
owned in Kentucky. 

• Acts of the Kentucky General Assembly must be 
researched by legislative session. 



1841-1860: Points To Remember 
• County clerks record county history. 
• Legislation described in this article is provided for 

historical research purposes. Check the Kentucky 
Revised Statutes for current laws affecting taxation and 
business licensing. 

• The word “estate” may be interchanged with “taxable 
property” for both living and deceased taxpayers. 

• In the “Value under the Equalizing Law” column, 
taxpayers reported the value of other properties they 
owned, such as bank stocks or land in other states.  

• Research all the pages in the tax book.  
• Tax list records for many Kentucky counties range from 

the year the county was created to the mid-1880s.  
 



Tax Lists (1861-1865) 



1861-1865: Points To Remember 
• What role did the Homestead Act play in restoring the 

dream of land ownership to Kentucky soldiers (or their 
families) whose land had been sold for nonpayment of 
taxes? 

• The Bureau of Land Management has an excellent 
website for tracking Kentuckians who left the 
commonwealth and relocated to states in the federal 
government public domain, such as Missouri and Illinois. 

• Research deeds on file with the county clerk’s office or 
the Kentucky Department for Libraries & Archives (KDLA) 
to determine when properties were purchased and 
sold.  

• Research the Acts of the General Assembly for legislation 
regarding state and federal troops, slavery (including 
runaways), and education during the Civil War. 
 



Tax Lists (1861-1865) 
• Were any of your Civil War ancestors listed as absent 

without leave (AWOL) between 1 June and 15 
December? Perhaps they went home to harvest crops or 
to ensure their taxes were paid. 

• Legislation affects tax list headers—just as legislation 
affects today’s tax forms.  

• Research court records on the local level and Franklin 
Circuit Court for cases involving sheriffs and other 
persons involved in tax collection. 

• Research area newspapers for publication of tax sales or 
coverage of trials regarding county officials and 
revenue collection. 
 
 



Tax Lists (1866-1880) 



1866-1880: Points To Remember 
• Records in the county clerk’s office may include election 

records, minute books, business licenses, and corporate 
articles of incorporation as well as deeds, marriages, 
marriage bonds, and settlement books. 

• Legislative acts are a gold mine of information for 
researchers studying the history of the commonwealth.  

• When researching Acts of the Kentucky General 
Assembly, you will find an index in the front of each 
volume listing the legislative acts in sequential order.  

• When the legislature grants deferments for tax 
collection, reports for the specified years will be labeled 
as “missing” on tax list microfilm.  



1866-1880: Points To Remember 
• Tax lists may indicate an individual was totally or partially 

exempted from tax collection. 
• Tax lists may include more than one district in a county. 
• Names of tax commissioners, or other officers appointed 

to collect taxes, are included in the tax records, usually 
in the certification of listings at the close of their report. 

• Legislation affects tax list headers–just as legislation 
affects tax forms today. Tax headers in 1867 will differ 
from tax headers in 1880. 

• Tax commissioners were listing properties for state 
taxation; the taxes were deposited in the state’s general 
fund. 
 



1866-1880: Points To Remember 
• Lands reported on tax lists may be leased or may be in 

the patenting process. 
• Check all pages of the tax list report. You may find 

names of taxpayers inadvertently excluded from the 
alphabetical listing or names and addresses of blind 
children under twenty years of age in the final pages of 
the listing of taxpayers. 

• The head-of-household is the person responsible for 
reporting taxable property.  

• Properties owned by African American taxpayers may 
be included in the tax assessor’s listing of all taxpayers 
and labeled “Free Black” or the properties may be 
included in a separate report. (African-Americans, aka 
“Free Blacks,” were included on tax lists decades before 
the Civil War.) 
 



Any Questions? 

To download the PDF: 
– In the Files box, click the PDF 
– “Download File(s)” 

 
– In the pop-up window: 

• “Click to Download” 
• “Save” 
• Choose where to save file 
• “Save” 

 

Contact us! 
kdla.certification@ky.gov  

 
 @KDLALibDev 
 
 
facebook.com/KDLACE 

mailto:kdla.certification@ky.gov
https://twitter.com/KDLALibDev
https://www.facebook.com/KDLACE
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