Tracing Philadelphia Property Ownership

Using On-line Deed Recorsl
by J.M. Duffin

This guide provides an overview of the-lome Recorder of Deeds Deed Books that
document property ownership in the City of Philadelphia betvi€&&®and 1974. The
records are held and made available by the City of Philadelphia Department of Records.

When William Penn established the first set of laws for his colony in 1682 known as the
AGreat madea prokigon thatf a | | Deeds, greces oft Lsnd & Con v ¢
ewithin the said Province & made out of t |
registered within Six months next af'ter the
The Master of Rolls created and maintained books known as deed booksritzai

complete transcriptions of legal documents, primarily in the form of deeds, that
established ownership to landlhe Master b Rolls was a provincial officer who was

assisted bydeputy Masters of Rollsppointed to maintain the deed records for each

county. In 1715, the Recorder of Deeds Office was created and each county was given
complete controlover and responsibility for maintaining its own deed books. In
Philadelphia County, all the Master of Rolls recarelating to Philadelphia Countyere

integraed into theCount y Recor deford she seeaf Bhiladielphica deet

books that survive toddy.

The deed books provide a wealth of information regarding the ownemstipseof real
estate in Philadelphia. They are one of only two sets aitgaecords that survive in a
continuous form from the establishment of the county in £682e standard deed used

in Pennsylvania includes information on the date of the transaction, the names, residence
and occupation of the buyer and sellgrafteeand granto)), the sale price, a survey
description of the property usually with an indication of whether there is a building on the
property, a description, called a recital, of how the seller acquired the property.
addition to these documents, the déedks occasionallgontain copies of aariety of

other documentselating to property, such amortgage (before 18}, bills of lading,

bills of exchangeletters of attorneyand manumissions. The Recorder of Deeds also
maintained other books that has@pies of a variety of legal documents relating to fand.

! John Blair Linn,Charter to William Penn, and Laws of the Province of Pennsylvania, Passed Between

the Years 1682 and 1700 ,awsHr Forceertoendhe Wear 1676 koehe Wefar Yor k 6 s
1682, With An Appendix Containing Laws Relating to the Organization of the Provincial Courts and

Historical Matter, ed. Staughton George, Benjamin M. Nead, Thomas McCamant (Harrisburg, 1879), 118

19. Thislawacual |y conti nued an earlier |l aw for the region
September 1676 (Lin.aws of Pennsylvania, 234).

%1n 1953, the Philadelphia County Recorder of Deeds was merged with the Department of Records and the
commissimer of the department serves as the Recorder of Deeds.

® The other set of records, also related to property ownership, are the wills and letters of administrations
maintained by the Philadelphia Register of Wills.

* For a complete list of these records ethiare at the Philadelphia City Archives but not yet available on

line, seehttp://www.phila.gov/phils/Docs/Inventor/graphics/archser/S005.htm#5.1



There are two sets of records of the deed records that are currently avaithbée tre
Philadelphia deednd sleriff books and the deemhd sheriffbookindices. Using these
sourcest is possible to trace the ownership any property in Philadelphia from 1682 to the

Records Available Giline

present.This guide will focus on using the deed record sources prior t0°1974.

Philadelphia Deed Book Indices

http://philadox.phila.gov/phillyhistoricalindex/index.htmi

ThePhiladelphia Deed Book indices provide Key to locatingany recorded deed. With
the exception of the Exemplification Record book series, all deed book indices prior to
1977 are available eline for free through the Historical Index sectior? oT.he original

index books are available at the Philadelphia City Archives.

The deed book indices are grouped into two categories: grantor (seller) and grantee

(buyer). They are arranged by the first initial of the last name followed by the first initial

of the first name. For example, an entry for Benjamin Franklin would be found in the
Frankl in
Each index padeasthe date the deed was recorded, deed book series
design#on, the deed book number and pate lastnameand then the first nan the

grantor or grantee (depending upon which type of index iarg)Jthe name of thether

i ndex
Benjamin.

book

for t he

party in the transaction.
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Flgure 1 Detail of Grantor Index for 'F"
for 1683- 1800

® Deeds from 1975 to the present are fully index by the name of the buyer and seller and available through
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the subscription based service of PhilaDlott(://philadox.phila.goy/

® A full name index of the Exemplification Records series is available at the City Archives, Historical
Wle tovhe iPHhladelphia o f
Exemplification Records Series, Being True Copies of Philadelphia Land Records in the Master of Rolls
Office and its Successors, 16498 3 8 , 0
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Flgure2 Detail of Grantee Index for "L" for
1920. The deed bookesies, JMH, is at the top
of the page.
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The Philadelphia deed book seridssignationis conposed of a variety of letters
representing, after 1799, the initials of the name of the Recorder of Deeds. -I®9re
books are labeled witkimple letter designations of C, E, F, G, H, and | for deeds
recorded bere 1777 and the letter @r deeds rearded between 1777 and 179%ny

other letter combinations, except for X and M, found in the indices for this period
generally refer to deeds that were recording in the Provincial Master of Rolls records
which were copied into the Exemplification Rectabks in the 1830%.The X and M

refer to the first mortgagbook series which have only a handful of deeds recorded in
them by mistaké. For a complete list of the deed book series/sggendix A.

It is important to remember that the date in the indiges not refer to the date of the deed
but the datehe deedwas recorded. This is generally not a problem for deeds from
roughly the 1840s to the presevhich tended tdvave beemecorded not much more than

a month after the transaction. Prior to 184#0was not uncommonfor deeds to be
recordedseveral years, decades and even a century after the transActnen
searching for eighteenth century deeds, liteistto look through the indices up to 1890.
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Figure 3. Grantor Index for 'F" 1854 711857.
Note entry for deed from Benjamin Franklin to
Joseph Turner at Book No29 The actuatieed is
dated1755.

" If a property recital for deeds recorded between 1777 and 1799 dosgssignate the deed book series it

is often referring to the D series. The |l etter ADO
8 For a Ist of these records see page B&low.

° These mortgage books are at the Philadelphia City Arskine are not currently available-tme.

19 This applies primarily to coloniara deeds. The practice of recording older deeds (fifty years old or

more) to a property ended in the 1890s as title insurance companies made it unnecessary by offering
insurance to new property owners.
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Philadelphia Deed Books
http://philarecords.com/historicecords/web/

The Department of Recordifistorical Land andVital Records System has scansowér

18 million images fromthe microfilm of all the Philadelphia Recorder of Deedd
Department of Record$eed books from 1683 to 1974 and all recorded documents (such
as mortgages and assignments of mortgages) frd&df &®1974. Access is available
upon a subscription basis.

Searching for deeds in the o#dine deed book records is very similar to searching for

deeds on microfilm. The images are indexed only at the microfilmoll level which

means that the index hasan entry for only the first and last deed bookseries

number, and pagefor the entire roll of microfilm that was digitized. The search
interface allows the wuser to put i n any dee
book number and page and wiiturn a list of lilely Rolls that contairtheitem from the

search.There are generally only three and sometimes four deed books per roll

Query String Recorder = jmh and Book/Page is B: 843 P: 508

1 Total Hits, 1 Pages

Document Type Summary

Start Book/Page:B: 842 P: 202
Deeds End Book/Page:B: 844 P: 401
DOCCDEEDS3339 Roll Number:3339

Date:06/03/1920

Figure 4. Result of search for IMH 843/508.

The search resultsxample in figure 4 shws that the images scanned from roll 3339
contains all the images found between JMH 842/202 and JMH 844/401 and therefore
contains all of IMH 843 and that the recording date of the first image is June 3, 1920.

CAVEAT

The Land and Vital Records Systemedaot include images of the Philadelphia County
sheriff deed bookafter 1&2. The deeds to properties sold before 1905 as the result of a
court proceeding were recorded in the sheriff deed books for the court that issued the sale
orderand not in the County Recoad Deeds books The City Archives of Philadelphia

hasall the Philadelphia County couberiff deed bookand indicedor the period 1736

to 1905in addition tomicrofilm copies of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court Eastern
District sheriff deed books fahe period 1796 to 1878. In some cases the sheriff deeds
were recorded in the regular deed books but it was not a common practice.

" For a list of the Philadelphia County books see:
http://www.phila.gov/phils/Docs/Inventor/graphics/archser/S020.htm#20.16



SearchingDeeds

FindingDeeds in the Grantor/Grantee Indices.

The Historical Index section of PhilaDox has scanned is\afi¢ghe Philadelphia County
grantor and grantee indices from 1683 to 19¥fis section of PhilaDox does not require
a user to be registered and is available for free.

1. Go to the website:
http://philadox.phila.gov/phillyhistoricalindex/index.html

2. The Historical Index page is divided into three rectangular frames. The frame in the
upper left contains folders which expand and allow you to drill down the lists of what is
available.

= [ po mioow -

3. To access the Grantor/Grantee indices, click on the pludgithe either folder titled
AGrantoro or AGranteedo for the name you ar
the grantee is the buyer of the property.

I P re—

& Historical Index

8 Grantor
B 1600's
B 1700's
B3 1800's
B3 1900's

B Grantee

B Misc.
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4. Click on the plus sign by the folder for the century of date the deed was recorded.

e A | @ Treeview example
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5. Click on the link for the year of the date the deed was recorded. In this example, the
year 1777 was used.

Once the year is clicked, another list of folders will appear in the frame in the lower left

Ve | @ Treeview example
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corner. Scroll down the list until you fintle folder with the heading of the first initial of

the last name followed by the first initial of the first name and then click on the plus sign

by the folder for those initials.| n

Benjamin.
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6. To begin segahing for the index, click on the linked page numbers in the lower left
panel.

Bl 1m0
~la@ 1700 ]
H@ ET &
H@EV
E@ EW
B F
®3O FA
S FB
{8] /GRANTOR2/084
H@ FC
H@ FD
H@ FE
H@ FF
B@FG
B@ FH
=@ FI
=3 FJ v

Clicking on any link in this panel will open up tivelex page image in Adobe Reader in
the viewer pane on the right.

7. Using the Acrobat Reader todtszoom to the aa you want to search and locate the
deed citation.



