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Land Records
• Legal document transferring ownership of 

property from one person to another
– Before about 1850, did not need to be filed at the 

time of the transaction, see state laws

• Jurisdiction that holds the records varies from 
state to state

• Two or three-step process to find to the deed, 
depending on the type of indexing used by the 
jurisdiction holding the document
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What Questions Can Land 
Records Answer?

• Land records place a 
person at a specific 
location and a specific 
time

• Provide kinship 
information 

• Biographical info

• Show Migrations
Photograph by author
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New York County, New York

Parentage

Marriage

Sibling
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Information in a Land Record
• Grantor (seller)

• Grantee (buyer)

• Residences of Grantor 
and Grantee

• Location of the property

• Description of the 
property

• Abutters/neighbors

• Acreage 

• Witnesses

• Dates
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Types of Land 
Records
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Types of Land Records
• Grant or Patent – Transfer of land from a 

government or proprietor to an individual

• Deed – Document to transfer ownership between 
individuals
– Warranty deed – Seller has legal title
– Quitclaim deed – Seller is relinquishing their right 

to a portion of the property
– Sheriff ’s deed – Selling of property that has 

reverted to government or proprietor (escheat)
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First Land Transfers
Grants and Patents

Model One: 
New England

Model Two:
Colonial (e.g. VA)

Model Three: 
Proprietor (e.g. 
PA & MD)

Model Four: 
Federal (post Rev 
War)

Crown Crown Crown Crown

Colony Colony (Colony) Colony

Town /Proprietors Individual 
/Proprietors

Federal 
Government

Individual Individual Individual Individual
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Land Grants - Sturbridge, Mass. 
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Quit Claim
• Instrument that releases grantor’s interest in the 

property
– Does not guarantee that title is valid

• Often used when landowner dies intestate
– Interest in property transferred to heirs

• Common amongst family-to-family transfers
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Brattleboro, Vermont

• Ann Barret of Webster, 
Illinois quit claims her 
interest in property of 
David Barrett of 
Brattleboro, deceased

• Sold to Will Chamberlain, 
administrator of estate of 
David Barrett
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Sheriff’s Deed or Sale
• Forced sale of property

– Likely due to failure to pay taxes
– Satisfy judgement against landowner

• Sheriff auctions off property

• Can be recorded under “Sheriff ” in grantor index

• Deeds can sometimes be recorded in separate 
volumes

• Can also be recorded in court records
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Belmont County, Ohio

• Roger Ashton 
purchased property 
for $101

• Former owner John 
Mecus was in arrears 
for $166

• Land located in 
Martin’s Ferry
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Other Types of Land Records
• Mortgages

• Leases

• Assignments

• Divisions/Partitions

• Power of Attorney
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Mortgages
• Money borrowed using land as security

• Mortgagor = Person who mortgages property
– Borrower
– Owner of property

• Mortgagee = Person who holds mortgage
– Lender

• Generally recorded on county level
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How can I tell if it’s a mortgage?
• Indicated in index

• Repayment information included within the deed

• Can be recorded in separate deed books

• Clerk often confirmed repayment in the left-hand 
column of deed
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Hancock Co., Illinois

Payment 
satisfied

Terms

Mortgagee

Mortgagor

Property 
description
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Lease
• Transfer of use and possession of property

– Not title or ownership

• Specific time period and fee

• Leases varied in length
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Randolph County, Illinois

• Frederick Parrott 
granted 99 year 
lease to Ambroise
Greffeme

• Lease began 30 
January 1858

• $300 fee
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Assignments
• Transfer of interest or rights belonging to a 

document
– Warrant or bounty land
– Lease

• Mortgage can be transferred along with interest
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Dummerston, Vermont

• William Bemis 
transfers rights 
and interest he 
has in the 
property and 
the distillery to 
Peter Willard

• For the sum of 
$100
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Dower Right
• Lifetime interest in property allowed by law

• Allowed the widow to retain her rights in the 
property of deceased husband

• Also referred to as Widow’s Thirds
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Dower Release 
• Wife agrees to the sale of land that included her 

dower rights

• Generally recorded following deed

• May be recorded as a separate transaction

• Can be recorded in separate volume
– Sometimes with court records

• Not all states required Dower Release
– Investigate inheritance laws of state to confirm
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Oneida County, New York

Dower 
Release
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State vs. Federal 
Land
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State Land State
• Most land granted to individuals by colony or 

state

• Original 13 colonies plus Maine, Vermont, West 
Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, Texas and Hawaii

• Surveys used metes-and-bounds rather than a 
rectangular grid
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Metes and Bounds
• Survey system describing a parcel of land

• Metes = direction and length of measurement line

• Bounds = boundaries as indicated by natural 
objects such as rocks and trees

• Measurement terms
– Pole (or rod or perch) = 16.5 feet
– Chain = 66 feet

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital‐
encyclopedia/article/surveying/
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Federal Land States

• Land transferred 
from federal 
government to 
individuals (mostly)

• Rectangular grid 
survey system
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New Survey System
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Process
1. Seller agrees to sell land to the buyer

2. Buyer pays the seller agreed upon amount

3. Deed is written

4. Seller takes deed to courthouse

5. Dower release (if necessary)

6. Clerk records deed

7. Deed given to buyer
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Format
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Format of a Land Record

• Grantor (Seller) and 
Grantee (Buyer)

• Consideration 
(Payment)

• Property 
description

• Legal language
• Dates
• Witnesses
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Ashtabula County, Ohio

Grantors

Property description

PaymentGrantee
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Ashtabula County, Ohio

Legal 
language

Witnesses

Date of 
Recording

Deed date 
written
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Witnesses
• Always note the witnesses

• Can be a member of your ancestor’s cluster
– Family
– Associates
– Neighbors

• Always confirm identity
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Genealogical Clues by 
Deed Section

Part of Deed Clue

Grantor / Grantee Kinship, Occupation

Consideration Kinship

Residence Prior or subsequent locations

Chain of ownership / provenance Kinship

Dower release Kinship

Witnesses Kinship
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Place and Time
• Important to fix a 

person to time
– When did they arrive?
– Where did they live before?
– What is the date of the land 

transaction in relation to life 
events, e.g. births/marriages 
of children?

• Place and time 
important to finding 
other records Photo by author
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Deed Reveals Prior Residence

Date of 
Contract

Name and 
Residence
of 
Grantee/  
Buyer

Name and Residence 
of Grantor/Seller

Price

Jurisdiction

Georgia, Warren County, Land Records
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Parent/child relationship 
explicitly stated

Grantor:  “Between Jacob Hummer of West Salem Township. . . and Hanna his wife of the first part. . .”

Grantee:  “. . . And 
Rachel and Hanna their 
DAUGHTERS . . . of the 
other part”

Consideration: “. . . 
For and in 
consideration of the 
natural love and 
affection which 
they have and bear 
unto their said 
daughters. . . . And 
for and in 
consideration of the 
sum of two dollars 
lawful money”

Pennsylvania, Mercer County Recorder of Deeds, 
Deeds Book K1, page 445
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Kinship implied – Samuel Allen 
to James Allen

Grantor:  Samuel 
Allen of the County of 
Greenville and State 
South Carolina

Grantee:  James Allen 
of the County of 
Warren and State of 
Georgia

Consideration:  “That 
for and in 
consideration of the 
good will, which he 
the said Samuel Allen 
bears to the said 
James Allen, . . . ”

Georgia, Warren County Deeds, 
Book
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Kinship found in provenance 
description

Buyer

Origin of Land

Frederick County Courts, 
Maryland, Deed Book
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Dower Release 
• Wife agrees to the sale of land that included her 

dower rights

• Generally recorded following deed

• May be recorded as a separate transaction

• Can be recorded in separate volume
– Sometimes with court records

• Not all states required Dower Release
– Investigate inheritance laws of state to confirm
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Frederick County Maryland –
Jacob Homer

Dower 
Release

Frederick County Courts, Maryland, 
Deed Book WR 36 pp 655‐657
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Abstracting
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What is Important?
• Grantor

• Grantee

• Residences of 
Grantor and Grantee

• Volume and Page

• Location of the 
property

• Description of the 
property

• Abutters

• Acreage 

• Witnesses

• Dates
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Ogle to Hummer, Frederick County, 
MD 1785 – page 307

FREDERICK COUNTY COURT (Land Records) WR 
5, p. 0307, MSA_CE108_25. Date available 
04/05/2006. Printed 02/14/2023.

Date Recorded
Date Made

Grantor

GranteeConsideration

Parcel

Acreage
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Ogle to Hummer, Frederick County, 
MD 1785 – page 308
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Abstracted Data
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Did Your Ancestor 
Own Land?
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Use the Census for Clues of Land 
Ownership

• Value of real estate 
owned
– 1850, 1860 and 1870, but 

not 1880

• Owned or rented home 
or farm
– 1900, 1910, 1920 and 

1930

• Value of home, if owned
– 1930, 1940
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1850 Census, Des Moines County, 
Iowa

Value of Real Estate Owned
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Farming as a Clue to Land 
Ownership

• Check occupation given 
on census

• Check the accompanying 
Agricultural Schedule for 
years 1850-1880
– Amount of land owned

• Go to Ancestry.com –
“Selected U.S. Federal 
Census Non-Population 
Schedules, 1850-1880”

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 55



1870 Agriculture Schedule, Des Moines County, Iowa

Number of Acres of Land
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Finding a Deed
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First Steps
1. Establish location and timeframe

i. Where did they live?
ii. When did they live there?

2. Understand jurisdiction 
i. Parent or daughter county?

3. What is available?
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Where and When
• Use census, tax, vital 

records, and maps to 
place your ancestor 
in a particular place
at a particular time
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Construct a Timeline
Residences of Lewis Smith 

Year Source  Residence

1828 Birth Record of son, Manley 
Smith

East Thomaston, Maine

1833 Birth record of son, Elliott 
Smith

Thomaston, Maine

1840 US Federal Census Thomaston, Maine

1850 US Federal Census Worcester, Massachusetts

1860 US Federal Census Worcester, Massachusetts
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Jurisdiction
• Use guides and gazetteers to identify correct 

jurisdiction

• When was the county created?
– FamilySearch Wiki
– Atlas of Historical County Boundaries
– https://digital.newberry.org/ahcb/
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digital.newberry.org/ahcb/
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Where are they located?
• County land records

– Located at Register of Deeds or County Court 
House

• Corresponding websites
– FamilySearch.org
– Published abstracts and transcriptions
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Masslandrecords.com
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Understanding the 
Index
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Navigating the Index
• Indexing types vary by jurisdiction

• Common indexes
– Alphabetical – often divided into Grantor and Grantee or 

Direct/Indirect
– Cott – first two (or more) letters of surname
– Campbell – alphabetical by first name (surnames grouped into 

books)
– Russell Key Index

• Tips for using
– Introductory pages to a record or a book might explain how the 

index is arranged and provide a key to abbreviations used.
– Check all possible spelling variations.
– Expect indexing errors to occur.
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Some States Have Indexed Land 
Records
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Other Indexes
• Grantor – Seller’s Index

– Forward
– Direct

• Grantee – Purchaser’s Index
– Reverse
– Indirect
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Georgia Land Index – Family 
Search
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Cott Key Index
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Pennsylvania Russell Index-Key
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Russell Index - Page
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Indexes Explained
• Christine Rose, 

Courthouse Indexes 
Illustrated (San Jose: CR 
Publications 2006)

• Family Search Research 
Wiki – “United States 
Index Systems”

• Kimberley Powell, 
“Navigate Courthouse 
Indexes like a Pro,” NGS 
Magazine, Vol 44, page 38
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Grantor (Direct) Index – Middlesex Co., MA

GranteeGrantor Volume and Page

Date of Recording Property Description
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Grantee (Indirect) Index – Middlesex Co., MA

GrantorGrantee Volume and Page

Date of Recording Property Description
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Page

Vol. 1586, p. 440
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TipTip
Survey the deeds 
before diving in
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Deed Survey
• Identify all possible transactions involving your 

ancestor – you don’t know ahead of time which 
document has the “gold”

• Deeds may have delayed recording; relevant deeds 
appear long after expected

• Survey the surname – others with the same 
surname may be relatives

• Don’t forget son-in-law and brother-in-law 
records
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TipTip
Use Maps
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Why Use Maps
• Locate cultural features: churches, cemeteries, fence lines, ruins, 

boundaries, building

• Search for place names

• Study migration for connections between places: trails, canals, 
roads and railroads

• Find, in some cases, maps that show property boundaries, 
which lead to property deeds, tax, and probate records

• Describe the physical landscape: Is it forested? Mountainous? 
Rural? Urban? Served by roads and/or railroads?

• See how the landscape impacted our ancestors' lives. 
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Warrantee Map – West Salem 
Township, Mercer, PA
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Cadastral Map

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 84



1873 West Salem Township Property 
Owners Map
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Maps
• Library of Congress

– www.loc.gov/maps

• Norman P. Levanthal Map and Education Center
– https://collections.leventhalmap.org

• David Rumsey Map Collection
– www.davidrumsey.com

• American Geographical Society 
– https://collections.lib.uwm.edu/digital/collection/a

gdm/search/
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Conclusion 
• Land Records can help answer questions of

– Location and a specific time
– Kinship (check grantor/grantee inforiation, consideration and description of chain of 

ownership)
– Ancestral biographical details
– Show Migrations

• State land refers to 20 states who did not cede unclaimed land to federal government; used 
metes and bounds survey system

• Federal land was distributed by federal government and used the rectangular survey system.

• Survey the deeds that may be associated with your ancestor before diving in

• Understand different index systems

• Fully abstract deeds to ensure efficient and accurate research
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Ann G. Lawthers, Genealogist
February 2023

Winter Stay-At-Home 2023

Surveying and 
Abstracting Deeds
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Surveying Deeds
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Why Survey Deeds
• Identify all possible transactions involving your 

ancestor – you don’t know ahead of time which 
document has the “gold”

• Deeds may have delayed recording; relevant deeds 
appear long after expected

• Survey the surname – others with the same 
surname may be relatives

• Don’t forget son-in-law and brother-in-law 
records
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Steps
1. Determine goal, e.g.

• Find kin
• Find earlier or later residence
• Create complete picture of relative

2. Determine scope, e.g.
• Limit years?
• Limit to single person? Or include all with 

surname?
• Search for collateral kin?
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Warrantee Map – West Salem 
Township, Mercer, PA
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Using Family Search
• Use catalog – choose country and then “Land and 

Property”

• Look for records from the registrar

• Once in the film –
– Look at spine – make sure have correct book –

names and dates
– Orient to index
– Find names and record
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FHL Land and Property – Mercer 
County, PA
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Film 7842332

Image 197
Image 5
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Index – Image 198
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Image 247, Mercer County, Indirect 
Index
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Image 287, Mercer County, Indirect 
Index
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Mercer County Deed Survey - Homer

Deed Index Survey

Abstracted by: Ann Lawthers Date: 21-Feb-23

Names Researched: Jacob Homer, Jacob Loutenhizer, Joseph Keck, Hugh Brown

County: Mercer State: Pennsylvania Repository: Family History Library

Name of Book: Ho-Hy-I Time Period Covered: 1803-1919

Notes about index arrangement: Cott Index, Grantor and grantee in separate books, by surname (two or three letters), 1803‐1919

Name 1
To/Fro

m Name 2
Type of 
Instrument

Date of 
Instrument

Date of 
Filing Book Page Property Location

Film and Image 
#

Homer, J. A. To S. W. Homer Deed
Aug 13 
1881 Mar 26 1883 R 4 204Delaware 7842332 / 247

Hummer, Jacob From Jacob Loutzenhiser Deed Not given Not given D 1 408Not given 7842332 / 287

Hummer, Jacob From Alexander Dumars Deed
May 17 
1847

June 24, 
1805 Z 1 1Greenville 7842332 / 287
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Abstracting Deeds
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What is Important?
• Grantor

• Grantee

• Residences of 
Grantor and Grantee

• Volume and Page

• Location of the 
property

• Description of the 
property

• Abutters

• Acreage 

• Witnesses

• Dates

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 103



Why is this important?
• Important biographical information

• Witnesses and abutters could be family members 
or associates

• Places ancestor in time and place

• Understand how much property a person owned

• Efficient and accurate research
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https://www.familysearch.org/search/catalog/235255?availability=Family%20History%20Library
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FHL Film 7894997 – image 315
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FHL Film 7894997 – image 535
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FHL Film 7894997 – image 535
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Same document
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Abstract

FHL Film (or Registry Name)
7894997

Image
535

County and State
Mercer, PA

Book and Page #
D1 408

Grantor (name, residence)
Jacob Loutzenheiser and Mary his wife, Mercer, PA

Grantee (name, residence)
Jacob Hummer, Mercer, PA

Type of Instrument
X  Deed          Mortgage           Patent/Grant           Other (Specify)               
Date of Acknowledgment
8 Aug 1815

Date 
recorded:

Consideration:
$1330

Acreage   241 acres
Description of property including pertinent physical features, e.g. water courses
 Beginning at stones in the creek and thence by land of said Loutzenhiser and town of Granvile [sic] south fifty degrees west, ninety four 

perches to a white oak; 
 Then south three degrees east one hundred and twenty‐five perches to a black‐oak;
 Thence by land of Peter Keck north eighty‐seven degrees east one hundred and eighty‐eight perches to a buck‐thorn;
 Thence by land of John Christy North eighty‐seven degrees east one hundred perches to an [???};
 Thence north three degrees west one hundred and fifty‐five perches to a white‐oak;
 Thence south eighty‐seven degrees west one hundred perches to the creek;
 Thence up the creek thirty perches to the beginning.

Part of two tracts of land one called “The Big Bottom” which the commonwealth of Pennsylvania by patent dated 5 Sep 1807 on book Nr. 60, page 
163 granted to John Walker who conveyed the same to Jacob Loutzenhiser on 14 Dec 1807.
The other being part of a tract which the said Commonwealth by patent dated the 20 July 1813 and enrolled in patent book H‐Nr. 8‐page 632
Neighbors
Peter Keck, Jacob Loutzenhiser, John Christy, John Walker
Witnesses
Arthur G. Long
William Scott
Dower release (name of wife)
Mary

Homestea
d release 
NA

Other release

Other Information
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Warrantee Map – West Salem 
Township, Mercer, PA
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