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There are many different strategies and types of records on Ancestry® to document Mexican families,
both in the U.S. and in Mexico. This guide walks you through the types of documents you can find on
Ancestry, important details to look for in the records, and how you can use DNA for more discoveries.

MEXICANS IN THE USA lived in the United States for generations, while others

may be first-generation immigrants.
Mexico declared independence from Spain in 1821. At that y & &

time, Mexico’s land included the modern-day U.S. states

of California, New Mexico, Texas, Nevada, Utah, Arizona,
and parts of Wyoming, Colorado, Kansas, and Oklahoma.
Between 1836 and 1853, each of these became a state or
territory of the United States, and Mexican immigration to
them has continued ever since. Many Mexican families have

There are many records available online that document
Mexican ancestors. One important point to remember is
that many of these people spoke Spanish and many of the
officials creating the records did not, so there can often be
spelling errors in the documents.

1847 Map of Mexico

This map was one of several
produced by the S. Augustus
Mitchell & Co. during the United
States’ war with Mexico. It shows
much of the land that became part
of the United States after the war.
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U.S. Census Records

The U.S. federal government has taken a census every
decade since 1790, and these are available on Ancestry.
The most useful census years for Mexican Americans
will be post-1850, since they name every member of the
household and include birthplaces. Census records may
also contain mistakes, depending on who provided

the information, whether there was a language barrier, or
if the person misremembered a date or place.

1950 U.S. Census entry for Juan Alvarez

Beyond identifying family members, ages, and birthplaces,
various censuses can provide other clues:

The 1900 census gives a person’s month and year of birth.
The 1900 and 1910 censuses indicate the number

of years married.

The 1900 and 1910 censuses also list the number of
children born to each woman and how many were

still living.

The 1900-1930 censuses give the person’s immigration
year to the United States and naturalization status
(1920 gives the naturalization year).

The 1880-1930 censuses provide the person’s parents’
birthplaces.

Try to find your ancestors in each census that they were
living in the U.S., beginning with the 1950 census and
working back to 1940, then 1930, and so on to learn as
much as you can about their lives and origins.
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U.S. Catholic Records Burial records usually contain less information, but they

Most Mexicans were Catholic, and their sacramental can sometimes name parents or a spouse.

records and other documents often contain important

details. Catholic marriage records are the most helpful Find the closest Catholic parish to where your ancestors
because they will often name both sets of parents and lived a.nd see |fthe.y made their sacraments the.re.
sometimes indicate where the couple was born/baptized. Catholic churches in the U.S. often use books with columns

Baptism records can sometimes also name grandparents. ~ ©f fOWs and you may find brief phrases written in Latin.
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The Texas, U.S., Roman Catholic Archdiocese of San Antonio Sacramental Records, 1700-1996
database is a great resource if your ancestors lived within the San Antonio Archdiocese.

U.S. Immigration Records

There are three main types of immigration records

to look for: border crossings, naturalizations, and
passport applications. Every time someone crossed

the U.S.-Mexico border at an official crossing station,
arecord was created. Once established in the U.S., an
individual could begin the naturalization process through
a Declaration of Intention, followed by a Petition for
Naturalization, then eventually receive their Certificate
of Naturalization. Immigration records can provide :
birthplaces, last residences in Mexico, family members’ ey L Adte
names, immigration dates, and even photographs.

U.S. border crossing record
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U.S. Vital Records

Avital record is a government document that contains
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RECORDS IN MEXICO

Mexico has 33 states and it’s important to research
the state(s) where your ancestors lived to discover
what records exist and the information they contain.
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Working with Mexican Records

As you do research in Mexican records, keep these
facts in mind.

Naming Patterns

Beginning in the 19th century, people in Mexico appearin
official records with multiple surnames. These can include
both parents’ surnames and sometimes grandparents’
surnames as well. For example, José Mateo, son of Juan
Garcia Hernandez and Maria Lépez Barrera, would be
known as José Mateo Garcia Lopez. Online databases will
sometimes include both surnames, just one, or no surname,
depending on how the information was indexed. Mexican
Americans may have their maternal surname listed as their
middle name in official documents.

As you research, you may find that one or both of your
ancestor’s surnames is a composite surname. This occurs
when the paternal or maternal surname was separated by

a yor de, often because the first was their family name, and
the second could be an aristocratic name or a geographical
identifier. This carried over into Mexico until the late 1700s,
when individuals began to shorten their surname to include
only one of them. For example, Lope Ruiz de Esparza was
the son of Lope Ruiz de Esparza and Ana Diaz de Eguinoa.
The surnames Ruiz and Diaz were family names, while
Esparza and Eguinoa referred to where their family was
from. Eventually, descendants of Lope Ruiz de Esparza only
kept the Esparza name, but some decided to use the Ruiz
surname.

Another way this joint surname happened is when an
ancestor decided to pass down their paternal and maternal
surname together as a single surname. For example, Melchor
Gutiérrez and Ysabel Lara have a son whose name is Nicolas
Gutiérrez de Lara. Nicolds marries Clara Trevifio and they
have a son whose full name is Antonio Gutiérrez de Lara

Trevifio. This was also a common practice in Mexico in the
16th, 17th, and 18th centuries.
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Tracking Ethnic Roots with Descriptors

Tracing ethnic roots in Mexican records is both
straightforward and complex. Prior to Mexico’s
independence in 1821, and sometimes after, clerks and
Catholic clergy often identified individuals by physical

or ethnic descriptors. Some of the common physical
descriptors include negro; indio; mulato, mestizo, coyote,
lobo, morisco, or castizo; and espariol, which correspond

to “Black,” “Indian,” “mixed,” and “white.” You may also
stumble upon cultural and ethnic descriptors like Ladino,
Congo, Mozambique, Senegal, Yaqui, Apache, Comanche,
or Chichimeca, which point to very specific ethnic heritage
or culture but not to one’s physique. And sometimes you’ll
see both together, for example a negro Congo or an indio
Apache. Comparatively speaking, Indigenous and African
ethnic descriptors appear far less frequently in the records
than physical descriptors, but this can vary depending on
the region of Mexico.

The physical descriptors are complex because these terms
were very fluid in Mexico. They came at the discretion of
the recorder and could be based upon one’s genealogy,
physique, or social status. A single individual might have
been identified by any number of them in their lifetime:
baptized indio, married mulato, purchased property
mestizo, buried espariol. This also means that full siblings

Below: Yndio (Indio) is both written out and abbreviated. Esps. is the abbreviation for Esparioles.
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are sometimes described differently from one another
and also from their parents. Changes sometimes
reflected a person’s rise through the ranks of local society
or the military.

Records in Mexico show that mulatos could be the children
of two Native Americans, two mulattoes, or any other
combination. Although espafiol means “Spaniard” when
applied to a person, in practice, in Mexican records it is
synonymous with blanco, or “white.” Therefore, espariol
does not mean that the person is from Spain, the child of
Spaniards, or is only or mostly of Spanish descent. Don’t
discount these descriptors, but keep in mind that they can
change and were based on the interpretation of the person
recording the information.

Besides physical and ethnic descriptors, you may also
come across some pertaining to status. Sometimes records
noted whether a mulato or negro was free, emancipated, or
enslaved using the descriptors libre, libertos, or esclavo.
Afew additional descriptors you may find include laborio
for laborer, pasajero for migratory, -

or Ladino for Native Americans :

and Africans who had
adopted colonial Spanish
culture and values.
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1930 Mexico Census

The only publicly available national

ESTADOS UNIDOS MEXICANOS
5° CENSO DE POBLACION

DE LA ESTADISTICA NACION AL 15 DE MAYO DE 1630

census for Mexico is the 1930 Census,

which is free to search on Ancestry.

Similar to a U.S. census, it provides

names, relationships, ages, marital

status, birthplaces, etc. Census

records for Mexico City were not
filmed, however, so Mexico City

residents cannot be found in the

online database.

Catholic Records

When the Spanish conquered what is now Mexico, they
established Catholic dioceses and parishes and began

to record sacraments such as baptisms, confirmations,
marriages, and burials. They also recorded marriage
dispensations, engagements, and investigations, as well
as parish censuses called padrones. These records begin
in the 16th century, though record loss in some cities can
create challenges in your research. Since most Mexicans
are Catholic, these records form the bedrock of historical
and genealogical research before civil registration began.
Ancestry has Catholic databases for nearly all of Mexico’s
33 states, and there are also general databases for Mexico
baptisms, marriages, and deaths.

Baptisms, Marriages, and Burials

Typically, parents, guardians, or relatives had a child
baptized at their local Catholic parish anywhere from the
child’s birthday to months later. The information on the
record could include the child’s baptism date, birth date,
birthplace, full name, whether they were legitimate or
natural (illegitimate) children, parents’ names, godparents,
and sometimes even the grandparents’ names. The priest
may also have used a descriptor for the child, its parents,
and sponsors or witnesses. (If a child was considered
illegitimate due to being born out of wedlock, the father’s
name may not appear in the record.)

Couples typically married in the bride’s home parish, and a
record could include names, ages, places of residence and
origin, parents’ names, sponsors/witnesses, and physical
or ethnic descriptors. Burial records could include name,
age, cause of death, marital status, parents’ names, burial
place, witnesses, and ethnic descriptor.

Informacién Matrimonial (Marriage Investigation)

Clergy opened an informacién matrimonial a few weeks
before a marriage. This was an opportunity for the

church to conduct a marriage investigation to ensure

that the couple should be married. The church, based

on its canon laws at the time, wanted to confirm three
things: the bride and groom needed to be of age (and if
not, have permission from a parent or guardian), not be
too closely related (no closer than first cousins), and not
currently be married to someone else. These records
usually include names, ages, birthplaces, parents’ names,
physical or ethnic descriptors, and two or three witnesses
to corroborate the information. Be sure to check whether
the parish where your ancestors married has informacién
matrimonial records available because not every parish
has them online or even offline.
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Dispensas Matrimoniales (Marriage Dispensations)

Bishops and archbishops issued dispensas matrimoniales,
or marriage dispensations, to couples who needed special
permission from the diocese to marry, usually because
they were closely related. These records contain names,
ages, birthplaces, parents’ names, physical or ethnic
descriptors, and witnesses. They also often include a
diagram or paragraph explaining exactly how the bride
and groom were related. When they were closely related
on multiple lines, clergy demonstrated those linkages as
well. These are great documents for quickly identifying
ancestors for each spouse over multiple generations.
Dispensations, with their relationship charts, can be
especially important when the sacramental registers for
the couple’s parish no longer exist.

Civil Registration
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A Catholic churchin
Eagle Nest, New Mexico

Padrones (Parochial censuses)

These are parochial censuses of parishioners in specific
churches. They can be found in the local church’s archives
or at the diocesan level. Not all parishes conducted these,
and those that did took them only sporadically. Some of
the oldest padrones go back to the 16th century, while
others date to the 19th and 20th centuries. They are
usually not tabulated like national censuses and do not
contain as much information but are arranged by family
or household, listing names, ages, occupations, and
sometimes relationships. You can find examples of these
in the Jalisco, Mexico, Catholic Church Records, 1590-1995,
database under the jurisdiction of the Archbishopric of
Guadalajara.

Starting in 1859, civil authorities in Mexico began to record births, marriages,
and deaths on a municipal level, but when each municipality and state actually
began registration varies. These registrations contain information similar to
the Catholic sacramental records. You will sometimes find individuals recorded
only in Catholic records, only in civil records, or in both. Ancestry has civil birth,
marriage, and death databases for nearly all of Mexico’s 33 states.
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DNA testing is a great way to learn more about your Mexican origins, especially when historical records don’t have the
answers. As of 2022, AncestryDNA® tests can be purchased in Mexico.

Ethnicity Estimates

Your ethnicity estimate shows geographic locations where
your ancestors may have lived based on a comparison to
Ancestry’s reference panel. Most Mexicans will see a mix of
Indigenous American regions, the Iberian Peninsula (Spain
and Portugal), and west and northern Africa. You may also
see ethnicities like Basque and Jewish.

Ethnicity estimate

Your DNA looks most like DNA from these.

Communities

Matches

DNA matches are individuals who share DNA with you
because you share close or distant common ancestors.
The relationship is calculated through a measurement
called centimorgans (cM), and the more cM you share,
the closer the relationship. You can reach out to
matches to compare family trees, determine how

you are related, and find lost family members.
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DNA communities are groups of DNA matches who share DNA because they had relatives who lived in the same place
at the same time at some point within the past 300 years. Communities can show you places where your ancestors
may have lived, what day-to-day life was like, and movements from place to place. This information can help you

know where to search for records.
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