
 
 
 
 
 
 
Determining the history of a historic home can be a multi-layered process.  There 

is no single source of information you can consult to obtain the history of your home 
unless your home is already on the registry of historic homes or someone has already 
done the research.  Therefore, you will need to use a variety of resources to gather the 
history of your home.  This process can be time consuming.  Due to time and staffing 
constraints, archivists are unable to perform this search for individuals.  However, we 
are always available to provide assistance with how to use indexes or how to retrieve 
copies of your desired records.  What follows is a general guide to doing your own home 
research: 
 

The Deed Search 
You will need to base your research around the chain of ownership of the 

property, so the first thing you will need to do is establish this chain by doing a deed 
search.  Please see our Records page under Deeds for a glossary of terms. 
 

Some things to know before you begin your deed search: 
 

• In most cases a deed will NOT specifically mention or describe a house.  
Deed records will generally describe the land boundaries only. 

• Early domiciles did not have street addresses and house numbers as we 
do now (Except for the city and the boroughs where parcels often had lot 
numbers.) In addition, some house numbers and street names were 
changed after they were originally assigned. Therefore, it is not possible 
to look up deed records by street address.  You must use the owner’s 
names.  

• There was not always a requirement for deeds to be recorded. Many 
deeds did not get recorded immediately, or at all.  Original deeds were 
often passed through from owner to owner when a new sale occurred.  
Possession of a deed was all that was necessary to prove ownership of a 
parcel.  Therefore, at a certain point in your search, it is likely you will hit 
a roadblock and may not be able to progress your search back further 
using just the deed records.  This is where things can get more 
complicated.   

• The piece of land you are researching was probably once a part of a 
larger parcel which was divided off over time.  Your parcel is probably 
only a small portion of what was once a large piece of land.  This is also 
where things can get complicated. 

https://archives.yorkcountypa.gov/records/search/deed-books-1749-1912/


• Individuals often owned many different properties at the same time.  
Therefore, it is best to work backwards using a modern deed to ensure 
you are tracing the correct parcel instead of another parcel owned by the 
same individual.   

• Don’t let the deed index fool you.  Many deeds were recorded later in 
time, such as when the next deed transaction occurs.  The date in the 
deed index reflects the filing date, which is not always the same as the 
transaction date.  Land transactions occurring in the early 1800s can 
sometimes be found recorded as late as the 1900’s! 

 
Now that you understand those fundamentals, you can begin your search.  First, 

gain access to the most current deed for the property in question.  As stated, tracing 
deed records back through the modern deed will ensure that you are tracing the correct 
piece of property.  If you are not the current owner of the property, you can find the 
most current owner and deed reference by visiting the Assessment office website.   
 
Assessment York County Property Viewer  
 
Deed copies for deeds recorded after 1981 and having a reference such as 1234-2345 
can be obtained from the York County Recorder Office or by visiting 
https://www.landex.com/webstore/  
 
Deeds copies for deeds before 1981 and having a reference such as 12R-123 can be 
obtained from the York County Archives by e-mailing with the appropriate deed 
reference or by requesting directly through the website.  You may also use the following 
system to view the records at no cost.  York County IQS Search 
 
Once you have the most current deed, read through until you find the recording 
information for the preceding deed.  Make a master list of the date sold, the deed 
reference, and the name of the grantee and grantor.  Next, look up the preceding deed 
using this reference information.  Continue working backwards using this method until 
you have either reached a wall or have found evidence of an original warrant or patent 
being obtained.  Warrants and Patents establish the first ownership of property in the 
Commonwealth. 
 
Land Warrants, Patents, and Surveys were granted and recorded by the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania.  PHMC Land Records Overview 
 

Using Your Deed List 
 
Now that you have a master list of landowners compiled, you can then begin to do 
research on each of the previous owners using some of the following resources: 
 

https://yorkcountypa.gov/517/Searchable-Assessment-Mapping-Database
https://www.landex.com/webstore/
https://www.searchiqs.com/PAYOR/Login.aspx
https://www.phmc.pa.gov/Archives/Research-Online/Pages/Land-Records-Overview.aspx


• Early tax assessment records can be consulted to see if assessment values 
jumped radically, or if notations were made regarding structures or new 
buildings.  Each municipality has a tax book for each year, and these are not 
indexed.  You’ll need to search each book for the name of the particular owner 
for the year they owned the property.   

• Land sold by the sheriff to settle debts are indexed on our website.  Be sure to 
check there if you hit a place where you can’t find a recorded deed.  Sheriff’s 
deeds do often mention the structures on a parcel of land, so you might get 
lucky! 

• Aerial photos from the 1950s through the 1980s can be found on the York 
County Archives Website at https://archives.yorkcountypa.gov.  Aerial photos 
provide great information about which structures existed on property through 
time.   

• Real estate sold through an estate of a deceased person is often not recorded in 
deed books, but you can find details about property sold when looking at the 
administration account or some other documents within the estate file.  The 
York County Archives has estate files from 1749-1985.   

• Use all our other online indexes to search for the individual owner’s names.   
You may not find information directly related to the home, but this will help you 
discover details about the owners themselves.  

• Use the following websites to look at historic maps to determine an 
approximate location of the property.   

o 1876 https://alabamamaps.ua.edu/historicalmaps 
o 1860 https://www.phmc.state.pa.us  

 

It is likely that you will need to do research through other organizations to 
complete your research.  Each organization will have different collections, so be sure to 
visit their websites and online finding aids to learn about your options.  The following is 
a brief list of possible organizations in the area: 
 

• The York History Center 

• Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission 

• Adams County Historical Society (for homes located in what is now Adams 
County before 1800.) 

  
  

Blueprints are likely to be a rare find, but you might have some luck if you can 
look in the right place. They would have been a private record which would have 
remained in the possession of either the builder, architect, or the homeowner.   Other 
libraries or archives may have photos in their collections or private diaries of the 
homeowners which may give you clues as to when your home might have been built.  
Also be sure to check old newspapers for more information. 
  
Thank you.  Good luck with your research. 
 

https://archives.yorkcountypa.gov/
https://alabamamaps.ua.edu/historicalmaps/us_states/pennsylvania/AtlasYorkCoPA.html
https://www.phmc.state.pa.us/bah/dam/mg/di/m011/Map0044Interface.html

