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Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

Using Land Records to 
Break Down Brick 
Walls
Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

Land Records
• Must be searched completely

• Need to be used in a systematic way

• Necessary to keep track of what is
– Found
– Abstracted
– Compared

• Always questioned if you have them all

Brick Walls
• Often the result of missing or destroyed records

• May be more prevalent in earlier periods of a 
particular state

• Usually, the result of not exhausting all records

• May be aided by examining land records
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Case Studies

Case Studies
• Case Study 1 – Completely reading and 

interpreting a land record to understand what it is 
really saying

• Case Study 2 – Shows how land records often 
supplement or replace probate (especially when 
someone dies intestate)

• Case Study 3 – Reveals how land records can be 
used to trace a lineage when other records may 
not be available

Case Study

Standerfer Father
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Standerfer Father
• Identifying the father of Benjamin Standerfer

• Benjamin was born circa 1834 in Illinois

• By 1850 he was residing with John and 
Temperance Drew in Monroe Co., Iowa

• He had married and had children in Illinois

Grantor Index – Moultrie, Illinois

Benjamin Standefer to Jacob Seass, 1856, vol. I, p. 73

Benjamin F. Standefer & Patsy to Thomas Fulton, 1869, vol. 6, p. 168

Moultrie County, vol. I, p. 73

7

8

9

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

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



2/22/2023

4

Public Land – Rectangular Survey

Section 22 

W1/2 of NW1/4 & SE ¼ of NW1/4
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W1/2 of NW1/4 & SE1/4 of NW1/4

W ½ 

SE ¼  

Moultrie County, vol. I, p. 73

The undivided sixth part of the …

Tip
Typed volumes in the 

mid-1800s may be 
recreated deed books
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Grantor Index – Moultrie, Illinois

Grantor Index – Moultrie, Illinois

Grantor Index – Moultrie, Illinois

16

17

18

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

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



2/22/2023

7

Six Pieces
• From the Grantor Index:
– Benjamin Standefer, vol. I, p. 73
– Henry Standefer, vol. K, p. 255
– Jobe Standeford, vol. E, p. 92

• Where were the other deeds?

• Benjamin and Jobe sold to Jacob Seass and Henry 
sold to Edward H. Seass

• Check the Grantee Index for Seass

Grantee Index – Moultrie, Illinois

Brothers & Sisters
• From the Grantor Index:
– Benjamin Standefer, vol. I, p. 73
– Henry Standefer, vol. K, p. 255
– Jobe Standeford, vol. E, p. 92

• From the Grantee Index:
– Jacob & Temperance Moon, vol. G, p. 395
– Caleb & Mary Ann Vanmeter, vol. K, p. 346
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Jobe Standerfer, Vol E. p. 92

Jacob & Temperance Moon, v. G, p. 395-6

Benjamin Standefer, vol. I, p. 73
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Henry Standefer, vol. K, p. 255

Caleb & Mary Vanmeter, v. K, p. 346

Grantee Index – Moultrie, Illinois
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Elisha & Elizabeth Campbell, v. K, p. 76

Looking at the Deeds
• From all the deeds I could prove that:
– Benjamin Standerfer was a son of Archibald 

Standerfer
– Identified five siblings for him
– Learned that his mother Sarah had remarried 

someone with the last name Goldsby
– Identified married names of three sisters

Case Study

Probate Alternative
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Probate Alternative
• Who are the parents of Nancy (Myers) 

Zimmerman
– b. Kentucky, 2 Sept 1798
– d. Hendricks Co., Ind., 28 July 1884
– m. Lincoln Co., Ky., 16 Oct 1816

• Was not mentioned in available wills

• Could land records prove her parentage?

Abstracting the Indexes

Tip
Not all deeds 

recorded same day 
they are written
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Systematic Land Research

David Myers Heirs – Deed – Part 1

David Myers Heirs – Deed – Part 2
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David Myers Heirs – Deed – Part 3

Systematic Land Research

Probate in Land
• In this example we saw all the members of the 

family listed in the single deed

• Sometimes each individual sells separately (such 
as in Case Study 1)

• With common given names it is necessary to 
identify if there are father and son entries

• Research ALL deeds for the given name of interest
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Case Study

Tracing the Family
3

Benjamin Endicott of Illinois
• GOAL: Was Benjamin Endicott who wrote his will 

in Henderson County, Illinois descended from 
John Endecott, Governor of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony

• Where was Benjamin born?

• Who were his parents?

1860 Census – Son George
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Research Log Needed

Benjamin Endicott Will - 1847

Mentioned:
• Wife – Elizabeth
• Children – George Endicott, Barzillai 

Endicott, children of Alexander & Mary 
Taylor, Joseph Endicott, children of John 
& Sarah Morehead, the children of 
Fergustus & Cristina Morehead, Jonathan 
Endicott, William, infant son of Nancy 
Wooters

Research Log Needed
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Deed Index Survey

Grantor Index

Grantor Index

Research Log Continues

Keeping Track
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Deed Abstract 

Absracting a Deed

Abstracting a Deed
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Abstracting a Deed

Abstracting a Deed

Deed Abstract
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Deed Abstracts 

In/Out Land Ownership

In/Out Land Ownership Table
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Tip
First land purchase 
could be through 

federal government

1840 Census – Benjamin & George

Timeline of Benjamin

58

59

60

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

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



2/22/2023

21

Reverse Migration Eastward

New Jersey Counties
• Atlantic (1837)

• Burlington (1694)

• Cape May (1692)

• Cumberland (1748)

• Essex (1683)

• Gloucester (1686)

• Hunterdon (1714)

• Middlesex (1683)

• Monmouth (1683)

• Salem (1694)

• Somerset (1688)

• Sussex (1753)

Research Logs
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Benjamin’s Family

Benjamin’s Parents & Siblings

Benjamin to Gov. John
John •1st Gen.

Zerubbael • 2nd Gen.

Joseph •3rd Gen.

Joseph •4th Gen.

Benjamin •5th Gen.
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What did it take?
• 7 Research log pages (84 entries)

• 30 Deed Index Survey pages

• 36 Deed Abstract pages

• 4 days at the Family History Library (roughly 10-
11 hours a day)

• AND DONE BEFORE COMPUTERS

Review
1. Land records serve many 

genealogical purposes
2. They require patience, 

perseverance, and planning
3. Amidst the legal descriptions can 

be gold mines
4. Can’t pick and choose the records
5. Need to ensure you have all the 

deeds 

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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