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What Are Land Records?
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• Land records, property ownership records, often are the only records 
in which you will find your ancestors mentioned in some areas.

• Land transactions were carefully recorded and preserved due to the 
importance of proving one’s ownership of land. Even when a 
courthouse was burned or was flooded, attempts were made to 
recreate records.

• Sometimes they can even be used to locate an ancestor’s farm or 
original house, so that we can walk today where our family walked 
long ago.

• 4 Main Types of Land Records: Land Deeds, Land Grants & 
Patents, Mortgages, and Tax Records.



Land Deeds

No. 1
The most essential land record is the 
deed. Deeds document the transfer 
or sale of title, or ownership, of a 
piece of land or other property from 
one party to another. 

No.2
They sometimes contain explicit, 
direct statements of relationship 
between family members. They 
also may contain a will, chattel, 
and enslaved persons.

No.3
Many free adult males living in the 
US before the mid-1800s owned 
land. Deeds help locate a family in 
a particular time and place. They 
usually pre-date vital records and 
may pre-date census and church 
records in some areas.



“If you can film an idea in your mind, follow 
that film idea shot for shot, scene for scene, 

that idea is worth making. 

CRAIG MAPP

When the government sold property to 
an individual or a group of individuals, the 
purchaser received a land grant. An 
application to purchase the land, which 
may include biographical information, 
was filed at a land office or by a 
government official. A warrant was then 
issued which authorized the purchaser to 
receive the land and have it surveyed. A 
surveyor produced a survey of the land, 
which consisted of a legal description of 
the property including its boundaries. The 
purchaser’s name and the location of the 
property were recorded in a tract book at 
a land office or by a government official. 
The final document created during this 
process was a patent (also called a grant 
or first-title deed), which was issued to the 
new owner. The owner retained the 
patent, and the remaining documents 
were kept in case files and stored at the 
National Archives for federal-land sales or 
at state archives for state-land sales.

Land Grants

& Patents



Mortgages
• Other land records that might prove essential 

in solving genealogy puzzles are mortgages, 
which in some states were recorded locally 
earlier than deeds. 

• A mortgage is a promise by a borrower to 
repay a loan using real estate as collateral—in 
effect deeding title to the real estate to the 
creditor if the loan is not repaid. A similar 
instrument called a deed of trust, or trust 
deed, performs the same function with the 
exception that a third-party trustee takes title 
if the loan is not paid back in full.

•  In the early years, mortgages and trust deeds 
were usually contracted with private 
individuals, but as the banking industry grew 
in the United States over the course of the 
nineteenth century, they began to be taken 
out with banks instead of private persons.

• Old mortgages and trust deeds are some of 
the most underused land records in 
existence—yet they can sometimes be the key 
that unlocks the door to that next ancestor.



Hypothesis

Contoso’s technology helps people and 
businesses communicate 

efficiently through a virtual world.

Virtual communication will be more 

common in the next 5 years.

Tax Records:
One other land record that could crack the case is land tax 
records. Everyone who owned land had to pay taxes on it, at least 
in theory. Sometimes, land tax books include notations about one 
person inheriting land from another, or more commonly, the 
change in owner’s name from one year to the next can indicate 
inheritance of the land. The absence of a deed or will showing the 
transfer might be explained by checking the land tax books.



Where to Find Land 
Records

Deeds: Online-Family Search & Ancestry.com; Visit 
Courthouse or state archives.
Grants/Patents: Bureau of Land Management Site 
www.glorecords.blm.gov Case files and other related files 
are at National Archives.

Mortgages: Online-Family Search & Ancestry.com; Visit 
Courthouse or state archives.
Tax Records: Online-Family Search & Ancestry.com; Visit 
Courthouse or state archives.
*Check the FamilySearch Wiki to see what’s available!

http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/


How to Find Land 
Records

Search the Catalog in Family Search 

Search Card Catalog or by collection 
in Ancestry.com

Start broad and then refine your search. 
(State, then county, then record type).

FamilySearch has a camera icon if the 
record can be viewed online.



How do I search the FamilySearch Catalog for records?
Taken from Article Id: 1125 (FamilySearch)

The FamilySearch Catalog is a guide to many kinds of records that contain genealogical information. Records can be searchable online, 
or using physical materials at the FamilySearch Library.

Steps (website)
1. Sign in to FamilySearch.

2. In the menu banner at the top of the screen, click Search.

3. In the drop-down menu, click Catalog.

4. Narrow your search. You can use as many filters as you want.

• Place: As you type, the system shows possible matches. Click the one that matches the place of interest.

• If you do not see any search results for the city you are looking for, add more information. The system 
needs enough information to be able to isolate a place geographically. A city name, however unique, is 
not enough information. Adding a county or province is often enough information that the system can 
isolate the place. City and country can work if the country only has one city with the name.

• Camera icon: Browse a digitized film.

• Camera icon with key: Browse a digitized film, but viewing restrictions apply.

• Film reel icon: The digital images are not available online. A microfilm version exists.



















Key takeaways

Land Records can

BREAK through

brick walls!

Search Deeds first as 
they are the most 

ESSENTIAL land record.

Land Grants & Patents 
played an important 

role.

Don’t forget to check for 
tax and mortgage 

information.



Thank you

W e  a r e  h e r e  t o  h e l p !

Family Search

Center

Burley, Idaho


