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The “"Genealogy” of your House and Land
by

Carl R. Catherman

In recent years people, especially those who own property in historic
neighborhoods, have become interested in learning about the previous owners
and determining when their house was built. Although genealogy refers strictly
to an investigation of one’s ancestors and relatives the techniques used in tracing
the chain of ownership of your house and land are somewhat similar to
genealogical research especially in the sense that legal records filed in
courthouses are the primary sources of information.

Union County residents who want to pursue such research will need to use
the resources in the Union County Courthouse in Lewisburg and the
Northumberland County Courthouse in Sunbury. Most of the research will be
done in the Register and Recorder’s offices that are charged with recording deeds,
mortgages, wills and some other legal documents. In some cases it might be
necessary to visit the Prothonotary’s offices that are charged with maintaining
records of court proceedings.

Another very useful tool is the 1868 atlas of Union and Snyder Counties.!
This is a cadastral atlas which means that it shows the names of the owners of all
properties on which structures have been erected. This atlas was reprinted in
1975 and a copy of the reprint is available at the Union County Historical
Society.2 A copy of the original printing is available for inspection in the Union
County Prothonotary’s office. The original is somewhat easier to read than the
reprint. In either case a magnifying glass will be helpful.

If your house is an old one it will almost surely be necessary to search tax
records to determine when it was built. This is the most difficult aspect of the

research.

1 Beers, D. G., compiler, Atlas of Union and Snyder Counties Pennsylvania. Philadelphia PA: Pomeroy
and Beers, 1868. Reprinted by The Mifflinburg Telegraph, 1975.

2 In addition to a reference copy, the Union County Historical Society has a limited number of the
reprints available for sale.
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Getting Started

The starting point for your research is the most recent deed. If you are
researching a property that you do not own or if for any other reason you do not
have the deed you will have to go to the Union County Assessor’s office in the
Union County Courthouse in Lewisburg. All you need to know is the location of
the property and a clerk will be able to tell you the Deed Book and page number
where the deed is recorded.

All recorded deeds can be found in the Register and Recorder’s office in
the Courthouse. This office is in the process of computerizing the deeds so you
will have to ask a clerk to show you how to use the computer and make copies.
Since the computerizing is incomplete you will eventually have to search for
deeds recorded on microfiche. A clerk can show where the microfiche are located
and how to use the microfiche reader and make copies. (Having done courthouse
research in over 50 counties in 17 states I can assure you that Union County
Courthouse officials are among the most helpful and knowledgeable to be found.)

Every deed contains a lot of legalese that is of no importance to your
search. The three most important things you need are the names of the grantor
(seller) and the grantee (buyer), the description of the property, and the recital.
The recital is a passage that refers to one or more previous owners and in most
cases a reference to where (book and page number) the most recent previous
deed was recorded. You may not wish to make copies of the entire deed but you
should copy any page that contains the aforementioned information so that you
can compare deeds to ensure that you are staying on the right track. The deed
will also include the date of the transaction and the selling price. Part of a deed is
shown in Figure 1. The grantors and grantees are named in the second paragraph
as well as the indentation at the upper left. The description of the property is in
the fourth paragraph. The recital is in the fifth paragraph.
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| Ney 13

THIS IMDENTURE, made the Sixtsenth day of Janm
| William H, Kuhns, et ux

uary in tha year of dur Lerd ana thousand nine hundred
and forty one [1941).

BETWEEN Willima H. Kuhns and Blanch |, Kuhns,
his wife, of Hartley Township, Union County, State of
Pannsylvania, grantors and parties of the firat part,
and Walter R, Struble and Effie |. Struble, of MifT=

Daad ta
Walter R. Struble, &t ux

Aecorded January 18th,1941 linburg, in the eounty and state aloresaid,grantess

and parties of the sacond part,
WITNESSETH* that the said parties of the First part, for and in consideration of the
|sum of sixtsen hundred and Tifty ($1650.00) dollars lawful money of the United Slates of
Amerjca, unte them well and truly paid by the said partiss of the second part, at and

before the sealing and delivery of thess presants, the receipt whereof is heraby ack-

nowledged, have granted bargained, sold, alienad, anfeoffod, releassd, conveyed and conflirmed

and by these presents do @ant, bargain, sell, alien, enfeoff, releass, canvay and confirm unta
the said parties of the sacond part, thair neirs and assigns,

ALL that certain messuage or tansmant and lot of ground, situate an the souih sast
|earner of Fifth and Green Strasts, in the West Ward af tha Boerough of Mi

Fflinburg, Union
|County, state of Pennsylvania,

. bounded and described as Tollows, to wily Bounded on tha Noi th
by =aid Graen Strost on the East by property of Duck and wife, formarly of Alfred Brungard,
on tha South by an Allay, and en the West by said Fifth Stresl, having a width aleng said
Green Strest of mighty (B0) foet, more or lsss, and a da

: pth of one hundred and lwaniy s ix
(126) leat, whareon ars erected a '

Lwo story Trase dwelling house and cutbuildings,

Being the same premises which Arthur S. Bilger, hdministrater of the estate of Haymand
Bilger, decemsed, by his deed, dated thae twenty ninth day of September, K,D.,1936
F&:crﬁtd in the Recorder's Officu of Unian County, Penna., in Dead Bock Val. 69 page 172 granted

_lnd conveyed unto William M. Kuhns and Blanch |, Kuhns, the grantors and parties of the first
part their heirs and assigns.

I‘ TOGETHER with all a

C s Lk MR i

¥

nd singular, the said propar ty, improvemantw, ways, walers, water

Figure 1

Overcoming Obstacles

Ideally every deed will contain all the information you need to continue
your search but that is extremely unlikely. The most common obstacle is the
failure in a recital to indicate the location of a previous deed. In fact, there is no
legal obligation to record deeds and many were not recorded, especially in those
days before the invention of the automobile when a trip to the courthouse might
have taken up too much valuable time. Nevertheless, in most cases this obstacle
can be overcome.

The two examples that follow refer to properties in Mifflinburg. However,
the techniques used apply equally to properties located in any town with
numbered lots and to a lesser degree to properties outside of towns.

Consider the Kuhns-to-Struble deed shown in Figure 1. The recital in the

fifth paragraph tells you that Raymond Bilger was a previous owner. Although
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that is not actually the case, let us suppose that when the administrator of Bilger’s
estate sold to Kuhns there was no indication in that deed telling how Raymond
Bilger acquired the property.

In this case the first option is to consult a Grantee Index. Since Bilger’s
administrator sold to Kuhns in 1936 Bilger obviously bought the property before
that so you would have to look at a Grantee Index that covers grantees whose
surnames begin with B and years prior to 1936. There are two of these, one
spanning the years 1813 — 1924 and one beginning with 1925 so you begin by
looking at the more recent one. (These indexes are shelved toward the back of

the Register and Recorder’s office on the left hand side.)

TO LOCATE NAMES IN INDEX

Determine the first key letter following the initial letter in the Family
Name for which you are searching. Find the section number in the
column. headed by said key letter, opposite the given name initial
desired, - Names not containing a key letter after the initial letter in
the Family Name, will be located under “Misc.” All names other than
those of individuals will be located under “CORPORA TIONS, ETC.”
Always omit the article “The.”

Given Key Letters and Section Numbers
Name

TInitials 1 “'m | n T t | Misc.
CABC. s e[z 137 14 [ 15 16
DEF 210422231724 ;28] - 26
GHI 311.32 |33 | 34 |35 | 36
Sa) 4t 42 143 | 44 457 46
KLMNO |514| 52 | 53 | 54 |55 | 56
POQRS 617,62 | 63 | 64 | 657 66
rovwxyz | 71" 2 73 74 |75 | 76 |

Figure 2

The first page of the index explains how to use it. (See Figure 2). Use the
Key Letter | since that is the first key letter in the name Bilger. Raymond Bilger’s
given name begins with R so going down the 1 column to the PQRS row you see
that you have to look at Section 61 in the part of the book that contains surnames
beginning with B. Figure 3 shows the top of the first page of Section 61 and you
quickly find Raymond Bilger’s name in the third row. You see that he bought a
property in Mifflinburg from Emerson Albright and that the deed was
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recorded in Book 55 on page 113. When you find that deed it is important that
you look at the description of the property to ensure that it is the same property
that his administrator sold to Kuhns. It is, but if it had not been, you would
continue looking in this Grantee Index or the earlier one for other properties that

Bilger purchased.

Using the 1868 Atlas

Now let us suppose that you could not find a previous deed by using the
Grantee Index. In that situation the 1868 cadastral atlas can be a very useful tool
although it is only useful when you have encountered an obstacle after that year
(1868). The atlas will enable you to determine who owned the property in 1868
and you can then attempt to trace the ownership forward. The first 15 pages
contains maps of the ten townships in Union County plus the six towns, viz.,
Lewisburg, Uniontown (Allenwood), Hartleton, New Berlin, Mifflinburg and New
Columbia, which were laid out in numbered lots. Properties in towns laid out in
numbered lots are easier to trace than others. The difficulties involved in tracing
farmland will be discussed later.

As an example let us assume that you have encountered an obstacle in
trying to trace ownership of a property on the southeast corner of 5t Street and
Green Street in Mifflinburg. When you find the map of Mifflinburg in the atlas
the first thing you notice is that the names of the streets have changed. 5t Street
was then called High Street and Green Street was called Thomas Street (See

Figure 4). The atlas indicates that the owners in 1868 were R. and U. Weirick.
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Figure 4

Now you can use a Grantor Index to try to determine when this property
was sold. The Grantor Index for this time period has a different system from the
Grantee Index you used earlier (See Figure 5). You are looking for a grantor
named Weirick. The first key letter in Weirick is r so you have to go to Section 4
under the letter W. The top of the first page of Section 4 is shown in Figure 6.
Here you see that the surnames beginning with W and having r as the first key
letter are sub-divided into five groups based on whether or not there are other
key letters in the name after the r. There are no other key letters in Weirick so
you find the name in the first column under R. The number 3 opposite the name
directs you to page 3.

In using this index there are three important things that enable you to use
it efficiently. First, the next to last column indicates the year when the
transaction was recorded (not always the same as the year of the transaction).

Since the Weirichs owned the property in 1868 you can quickly scan that column
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TO LOCATE NAMES IN THE INDEX

etermine the first Key-letter after the initial letter in" ‘the Sur-
| name. In the columd headed by the Key-letter in the name for
which you are searching, the number of the section is designated
where the name will be found. Surnames not containing a Key-
letter, are found in the sectiqn desagnated by the number in the .
column headed “Misc.” All names other than those of individ-
uals are found in the section designated by the: number m the
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Figure 6

and eliminate earlier records. Second, the grantors are separated into three
columns based on their given names. The third of these covers letters Q-Z so this
is the column you need to use in looking for names beginning with R or U.
Finally the last column gives the locations so you can ignore everything except
Mifflinburg. Thus, it is not until you get to page 4 that we find appropriate

entries (See Figure 7).
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Now you can begin looking at the deeds whose book and page numbers
appear in the sixth and seventh columns. There are six of them so you will have
to read the description in each one until you find one that matches the last deed
found earlier before you met an obstacle in trying to trace the property back in
time. You can continue to use the Grantor Index to trace the property forward in
time and hopefully reach the point where you had encountered the obstacle. For
example, in this case the correct deed is the third one. The grantee in that deed is
Ralph F Brown so you could now continue the search by looking for his name in
the Grantor Index.

After finishing the process you can then go back to the appropriate
Grantee Index and continue tracing ownership back in time beginning with the
Weiricks, using recitals when they appear. If all goes well you will reach a point
at which you find a recital to a sale prior to 1813 with a deed recorded in
Northumberland County. Then the search continues in Sunbury.

The Grantor and Grantee Indexes in Northumberland County use a
somewhat different system from those in Union County but with the experience
you have gained already you should have no problem figuring it out. Here you

will have to look in the original deed books that are stored in the basement. You
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can obtain a key to the storage rooms at the main desk in the Register and
Recorder’s office. The earliest deed books can be found in a second room to the

left after you enter. There’s a copy machine but you might have difficulty using it.

Properties Outside of Towns with Numbered Lots

Generally speaking, town lots are of uniform, easily described dimensions.
Other properties, especially farmland, are usually irregular in shape and
descriptions found in deeds are more complicated. Farmland has often been sub-
divided, either to divide it among heirs of the original owner or parts of it have
been sold off to create building lots of unusual shapes.

Farmland in Pennsylvania is generally described in deeds using the system
of “metes and bounds” which uses compass directions and distances along with
the names of adjoining landowners and sometimes geographical features. The
directions and distances are normally spelled out in words.

The following is an example from an 1843 deed for land in Hartley
Township. (To save space I have given the distances numerically and used the
abbreviations N, S, E and W for the directions and ° for degrees.)

“...Beginning at a post thence by land of Thomas Barber N 8° E 313

perches to a post thence by land of George Rhule S 64° W 67.3

perches to a post thence by land of David Stitzer S 3° W 69.2 perches

to a post N 871/2° W 44.5 perches to a post thence by land of William

Frederick S 2° E 85 perches to a post S 11° E 38 perches to a post N

79° E 12.6 perches to a post S 7° E 92.2 perches to a post thence by

land of John Shively S 83° E 29.5 perches to the place of Beginning

Containing 105 Acres...” (1 perch = 1 rod = 16.5 feet).

Software exists that can be used to sketch the outlines of properties like this.
Although it is time consuming you can also sketch it by hand using a protractor
and ruler using ¥2 mm = 1 perch as your scale. However, a sketch is not
necessary.

You can trace the ownership of farmland such as this using the same
techniques described above for town lots. Comparing the description from one
deed to another is more time consuming and there are a few problems that you
might encounter. You might notice minor differences in the number of degrees.

This is because compass bearings are based on magnetic north and the position
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of the magnetic pole shifts back and forth over time. You can ignore these minor
differences.

Another problem is that sometimes the clerk who recorded the deed made
an error and omitted one of the courses. Errors of this nature can be easily
spotted and ignored. You should also not be concerned about differences in the
names of some adjoining landowners since this is merely an indication of a
transfer of ownership.

Sometimes a new survey is made by going in the opposite direction around
the boundaries. That changes the compass bearings and reverses the order of the
courses. For example, using the tract in the example above the last course would
be first in the new survey and the direction would be N 83° W instead of S 83° E.
Similarly, the first course would be last in the new survey and the direction would
be S 8° W instead of N 8° E.

Virtually no farmland tract in Union County has remained intact from the
day it was first settled until today. For example, in the deed cited above the
description is followed by these words, “It being part of a larger tract of land...”
This is followed by a recital indicating the location of the deed that was executed
when that larger tract was sold. Reference to that deed enables you to continue
your search.

Finally, if your search has been successful you will eventually find a deed
that refers to a patent. In this context a patent is a deed that was executed by
either the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania or the Proprietors of Pennsylvania, i.e.
the heirs of William Penn as grantors and a private citizen as the grantee. Patents
can be found at the Pennsylvania State Archives in Harrisburg. You can also
obtain copies of original surveys and warrants, documents that gave permission
to have a survey made. For more information visit the web site by typing PA
Land Records and then click on Land Records — Home — Commonwealth of

Pennsylvania.

When was Your House Built?
If you are lucky your house might be one of the sites listed in Historic

Preservation Plan of Union County. This loose-leaf booklet is available for
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inspection at the Union County Historical Society. Most of these sites are in
towns and many are commercial properties but there are some farm houses. It
includes addresses, photographs and descriptions of hundreds of sites
throughout the county. The descriptions often include the date when the
structure was built, the names of the contractors and the person for whom it was
built, but there is no guarantee that this information is accurate.

The best way to determine when your house was built is to use tax records.
However, you first need to limit the search of these records to a time period that
you can determine using the deeds you have copied. The descriptions in the
deeds always refer to structures on the land if there were any. You need to find
the earliest deed that contains a reference to a house on the land and the previous
one which contains no reference to a house. The dates of these two deeds
determine the time period that you need to search. The name of the grantor in
the later deed tells you the name of the owner when the house was built.

The tax records are available on microfilm at the Union County Historical
Society. Depending on the time period you are searching you might encounter
two types of assessments. A part of the first page of the triennial assessment for

East Buffalo Township in 1814 is shown in Figure 8. All names of residents are
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Figure 8

listed in roughly alphabetical order by surname. If the occupant was a renter the
property owner is listed in the second column. The most important thing to

notice is in the fifth column headed “Buildings.” Here were listed any structures



51

on the property under the name of the owner. Note that the initials in “LL H and
Barn” means “log house.” Thus, you can see that Abraham Aurant owned a
property on which there was a log house.

Triennial assessments were conducted every three years. Assessments in
the intervening years do not contain references to buildings. The example in

Figure 9 is from White Deer Township in 1791. Using the triennial assessments
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Figure 9
you will be able to find two successive ones, the earlier of which does not list a
house while the later one does. There should also be a substantial increase in the
valuation of the real property from one to the next. This narrows down the time
period for the building of the house to three years. Now you can look at the
valuations in the intervening two years to determine exactly when the valuation
increased. The earlier of those two years will be the year in which the house was
built.

Unfortunately this is very time consuming. Each reel of microfilm
contains all of the municipalities in the county for each year covered by the film.
There are no page numbers and there is no index. Furthermore, the only pages
that indicate the name of the municipality are the first page for each one which
charges the assessor with his duties and the first page of the list of taxable
residents. Finally, it is important to remember that towns with numbered lots

will not be listed separately until the year in which they were actually
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incorporated, or at least well established. Thus in the earliest years Lewisburg
residents will be found in East Buffalo Township, Mifflinburg in West Buffalo
Township, etc.

Searching these records can be very frustrating but the rewards are worth
the effort. Good luck!
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