Tracing Philadelphia Property Ownership

Using n-line RegistryOffice Records
by J.M. Duffin

This guide provides an overview of tbe-line Registry Office sources that document property
ownership in the City of Philadelphtzetween 1865 and 1955 herecords aréneld andmade
available byhe City of Philadelphi®epartment of Records.

In 18650n the recommendation of the Mayor and Philadelphia City Catied Pennsylvania
State Legislature passed a law establishing the RegBffige under the Breauof Surveys for
the purpose otreatingmaps showing the precise &mon and dimensions of propertiaad a
record of allownersof real estatén the City of Philadelphia All currentproperty avners were
required to bring their deeds to the Régi©Office to have thdand plotted and registered aiadl
purchasersafter 1865 were required tabstract their deeds and have them reviewedhby t
Registry Office prior to beng recorded by the Recorder of Deed$he law also applied to
people who inheted land orwereawardedoropertyby a court order, such as an estate partition.
Beginning in 186the Recorder of Deeds was not allowed to record deedghey were first
registered.

The main purpose of the RegistBffice was to produce accurate listadaplansof current

property owners which sergteas the basis upon which real estates tawesild be assessed.

Prior to 1865 there was no way to determine who the current owner of a particular property was
without doing extensive searches in the deed reashitsh are indexed onligy the name of the

buyer andseller (grantee or grantorhot by location Tax assesserhad to rely on older
assessment lists and information supplied by the owners to determirghouid beaxed® The

new system allowed the &ssors to have an independent source of information which was based
directly wupon the very r ecoprapetyrightsaTodagthd abl i s
RegistryOffice records serve aslocation index to virtually all property ownership changes i

the City of Philadelphigincel86b.

Records Available Ofine
There are two sets of records of the Registry Office that are currently availabies:othe

Historic Registry Maps and the Registry Ledgelsing these sources, it is possible todrdme
ownership any given property in tty of Philadelphia fom 1865 to 1955.

'!"An Act to promote the more certain and equal assessm
This legislation was drafted by a special commission headed byirklPKice which had been authorized by a City

Ordinance of 26 November 1864 to look into the problems of taxation in Philadelphia.

%29 March 1867, P.L. 600.

% The special commission formed to study the problem found instances in which liens were entgrazbarties

sold for back taxes because the name of a former owner was being assessed to a property he or she no longer owned.
The new legislation had special provisions protecting property owners from municipal tax cases if they registered

their propety. For the report of the commission seairnal of Common Council of the City of Philadelphia for the

Year 1865Philadelphia: 1865), 1: 28B800.
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Historic Registry Maps
https://ework.phila.gov/parcelexplorerauth/

The key tousing the Registry Office records is the map and parcel number of the propady
searched The entire city of Philadelphiaas been mapped and assigregistry map number*
These maps can be easily searched ubmgubscription based system calRadcelExplorer.

The Historical Registry Maps divide the city into sections that are genénal to three city

blocks square in order to produce maps at a scale which can clearly show all the distinct property
lines. They are designated with a numibetternumber sequence, €2.S-20 or2S20, in which

the | etter i s eiliindibagng tha the afiedl covered is athrer ndr or south of
Market Street.

Figure 1 Map 2820 18th and Walnut Streets Figure 2. Detalil of Map 2520 Parcel consolidation
in which dderlot numbers are cesed ot

The Historical Registry Maps document the evolution of property lines the late nineteenth
century to the present. The parcel numbers were assigned in chronological order as the transfers
in ownership were submitted to the Registry Office for recording. The lower the number, the
older thespecificproperty is Thehigherthe rumbe, the more recent the property creation or
subdivision is. When older parcelere consolidated or reconfigured into new plots, the old plot
numbers werdeft on the maps and sometime®ssed ou{see Figure 2) The resulting maps

display multiplelayers of property lines that cover more than a century of changes on the urban
landscape.

* The only notable exception is for some areas of Fairmount Particularly East and West Park, which veer

acquired by the City while the registry maps were being created in the 1860s, 70s and 80s. Because these park
properties wald not be taxed, the Registryff@e probably saw no need to map the original properties lines. The
Fairmount Park Archives aselt as the City Archives have plans for many of the original property lines for these
missing areas.


https://ework.phila.gov/parcelexplorerauth/
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Carefully examining the parcel numbers on the maps frenhigphest to the lowest can provide
cluesto how and when blocks were divided or consolidated.
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Figure 4. Map 135N15 School House Lane to Midvale Avenue at Henry Avenue.
The numbers 7N-20, 74N-22, etc., refer to new Registry maps that weratei

for the subdivisions.
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A variety of insights into the development and subdivisions of different sections of the city can
beobserved from these map3¥he magdor apart of the East Falls shown in Figurervidesan
example of how th&egistry Office was required to create new mapkenthe originalsmalt
scaleplan forthis areahad to be broken done inseveral newargescale maps in ordéo show
newlot subdivisiondistinctly.
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Figure 5. Map 15S10 Example of older propertyneswhich donot follow the

The maps also reconld property lines that were obliterated when the grid pattern of center city
was extended @r the entire city.The scale of the Registry Maps often allows one to reconstruct
quite accuratelyhese losproperty lines relative to modern landmarks. Figure 5 one sees
number ofdiagonallines that do not match the grid. In this particular caseatigdedline
passingthrough the block between Passyunk Avenue and Juniper &trées remnanof the
original division line of theearly Swedishs e t ttractsrkmwin as Passyunk and Moyamensing
andof thelater township of the same names

Registry Ledgers
http://philadox.phila.gov/phillyhistoricalindex/index.html

The Registry Ledgers document peoty transfers beginning 1865and ending inll955. The
ledgers were created from the property transfer forms every new owmnealoéstatewvas
required to fillout prior to havinghis or herdeed recoreld or after receiving the propers the
resultof the probate of will or a court oder® The ledgers served the purpose of providing a
guick method to determine the name of the current owner of a pancagies of the pages can
be viewed for free on the PhilaDaebsite.

The 1865 enabling actreqi r ed t he Registry Office to prepa
and dimensions of each property therein with the city numbers thereof, and who are the owners,
with such succession of blank columns as will permit the names of future owners to bé entere

® These originaproperty transfer formstill survive and are available at the City Archives. They sometimes contain
more detailed information and notésn can be found in the ledgers. These sheets were microfilmed and inserted
into microfilm jackets that were maintained by the Records Department into the 1990s before the introduction of the
PhilaDox system.
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therein, with t R &heHoaksta weoefcreated mow fotfmeset of Registry
Ledgers available oline.’

The ledgers areorganized by Registry Map Numbesuch as 2S2Qyith sheets that list 75 lots
per page and read from left tigint chronobgically andcontinuously often over several pages,
until the last transfer of ownership befot955 is recorded. There are two types of standard
forms found in the books: original entry pages and continuing entry or transfer pages.

Original Entry RAges

Lists the date the plot was created and the ownership registered, the name of the owner,
the date of the deed, address of the house (rarely filled out on the forms), the street the lot
fronted, the frontage of the lot in feet, the name of the person from whefirghregistered
owner acquired the propertt hes e pages contain two sets of

Cc
ontherightt nd fn Tsbamthsleferhe A Tsoaonsefemns | i st the sub:
after the original entry.
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Flgure 7. Detall of Original Entry Page for Map 2S20.
®Section 2, P.L. 321
" The ledgers that wermicrofilmed are almost entirely copies dating from the 1920s and 30s from the original
ledgers which were pbably in poor conditiomlue to heavy use. These later cogieew signs of great wear and
tear. Somedof hem survive in the holdings of the Department of
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Though the Registry Office began recording ownership in 1865, it is not uncommon to find
entries for property transfers thaemtate 1865 because the ledgers record when the first owner
acquiredthe property. The Original Entry is the only place in which the name of theefor
owner, also known as the grantor in the deed parjancecorded in the ledgers

Continuing Entry or Transfersages

Lists the

lot numberthe name of the new ownand thedate of acquisitioror deed

Unlike the Original Entry pages, the name of the former owner is not noted but implied by the
entries in the columns to the left. All the Transféages and sectiomsad from left to right and

are arranged chronologicallyThere are as many Transdtages for each 75 parcel list as are
needed to list the changes in property ownership up to 1955.

TRANSFERS
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Figure 8. Contmumngntry or Transfers Page for Map 2520
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The Transfer#ages often include information on subdivisions. When the entries for a particular
parcel ends and the lot was subdivided, the cledfiksn noted the parcel numbers of the
subdivisions(see line for Parcel 1 in Figure.9)This can be @nfirmed by referring to the

Registry Map as well as looking for the name of the former owner in the Original Entry page
listing for the new subdivided parcel numbers. Transfers in ownership which were the result of
sheriff sales often have teot e hiflby 03 s omet hi ngnawa antheheswr not e
ownerand those which weitheresult of devisen a will often have the nofiby Will.o

CAVEAT

The images of Registry Ledgers pages that are availabieeowere scanned from microfilm.
Though the overall quality of the images is good it is dependant on how well the ledgers w
filmed and the condition of the original page&. commonproblem one encounters reading
parcel numbeentriesat the top and bottom of the pages where the original page wrasown
torn or the ink fadedOne can work around these problems by looking fiar [&ransfes Pages

for the same lot number and tracing the title backwards using ttieeodeed recordsr by
looking at the original Transfer Sheets at the City Archives.

If the lot number does not appear in the shéetsdoes on the Historical Retyis Maps it
generally means that the lot was created after 198% Registry records of ownership from
1955 to 1976 are available in the microfilm jackets arranged by Map and Parcel number
maintained by the Depanent of Records in City HallRecords tier 1976 are available through

the subscriptiofbased component of PhilaDox. Records of property ownership prior to 1865 are
found in the deed records on microfilm and in original form at the Philadelphia City Archives
and online with Philadelphia kktorical Land and Vital Records. There is no location index for
the prel865 deed records. One must know the name of the property owner to trace the title.

For further information on using City records for property and building research see:
http://mwww.phila.gov/phils/Docs/Inventor/deeds.htm

and J&erson M Moak, Architectural Research In Philadelphia: A Guide to the Resources
Available throughout Philadelphi@Philadelphia2002).



Searching Properties

To begin a property search, a person must have an established amodusiibscription to
ParcelExplorer. There are a variety of subscriptiotioop available on the web site (see
subscption section).

https://ework.phila.gov/parcelexplorerauth/

Locating the Registry Map and Parcel Number
The key to tracing the history of a particular property is to locate the registry plan and plot
number.

1. Logron to ParcelExplorer and either type in exact address or intersection (e.g™"18
WalnutSt.ir emembering to include }Jihthe saabchlboeorusat i on
the zoom tool on the overview map to locate the section of the city you want.

1 ehisdabbea 008 | Parcelticheres ¢ e dsktye Tk e

ParcelExplorer
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ParcelExplorer



https://ework.phila.gov/parcelexplorerauth/
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5. Click on the plus sign in thiHistoric Map® section.
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6. Click on the down arrow button in the Registry Maps section for get the selection of historic
registry maps that cover thesaryou are searching.
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7. Click in theradiobutton for the map that covers the area you want and then click on the Show
on Map button.

8 Fhiladekhia DOR | PercsExpirer 5 bogn - ety - Took- @ 7
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Legend

Mstoric Maps
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Now you are able to see the historical parcel numbers that are contained in thedaggamtel
157.

Finding the historyf ownership using the Registry Ledgers

After you have located the parcel numbers that you need, you can use the Registry Ledgers
found in the PhilaDox systemThe scanned images of the Register Ledgersndexed by the

Map Number only The user needs to browse through the pages to find the sheets for the
particular parcel being searched.

1. There are two waye go these pages:
Directly from ParcelExplorer:
1) dick on the PhilaDox link in the upper |efiand corner.
2) Read the accesstatement and click on thieAcknowledge button.
3)0On the i CRI'S Login Screen, <c¢lick on th
left.

Directly from your web browser.
1) Open a new window tab or another instance of your web browser and type in
the following URL.:
http://philadox.phila.gov/phillyhistoricalindex/index.html

N.B. It is highly recommended not to cldlse ParcelExplorerwindow or browsebecause you
may need to go back to the map to check parcel numbers.
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2. The Historical Index page divided into thregectangular frames The frame in the upper
left contains folders which expand and allow you to drill domenlists of what is available.

B o o & e e Tk e

Eagle Compater Systems.

Do @ vt Y

33.To access the Registry Bureau Ledge.r sPRl ansca k

& Treeview exanple
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A list of numbers will appear. These numbers correspond to the first number of the Registry
Map. All RegistryMapsare composed of combination of two numberd etteri A S0 aoar A NO
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4. Click on the number that corresponds to the foatt of the RegistryMap number as it
appears in ParcelExplorer, ignoring any leading zeros. In this example, 2 for 002S20

G-
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B3 Reg. Plans
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Once the number is clicked, another list of folders will appear in the frame in the lower left
corner. Scroll down the list uhyou find the plan number you are searching for and then click
on the plus sign by the folder for that number.
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REGISTRY PLAI
/REGISTRY PLAI

/REGISTRY PLAI+
< >

Done

N.B. If you do not find the plan number you are looking for, there are two options to locate the
images:
1) Look for other numbers whicmay be close. Almap numbers havéwo numbers
separatedbgn ASO0 or ANO but some of theN-AAFol der
11-A . l gnore all other | etters except nSo
relate to problem&om unclea markings on the original Regist@ffice Ledger sheets.
2) Look at the images for plans immediately before or after the plan number you want.
Sometimes these images were gexdynder the adjacent plan because the original pages
were not marked with thcorrect plan number. If yocompare the lot numbers and
address information in the ledgers you can verify that you have the right pages.
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A list of images of the ledger pages will appear. The list has all the ledger pages that exist for
that plan. It is often helpful before going through the list to expand the frame to see the entire
page image name so you can keep track of where you are on tee \m browse To expand

the frame, place the cursor over the vertical frame boundary that divides the two drathes

l eft from the single frame on the right,. Wh e
hold the left mouse button down and dragabkimn to the right until theufi file name appears.

e pmen e Tke e
Historical Index

Eagle Computer Systems

The Registry Ledger is indexed only to the RegiMap number level. All the individual pages

are arranged in parcel number order and then chronologically until all the transfer pages needed
for a particular parcel number sequence is completed to 1955. You will need to browse through
the images untiyou locate the Original Entry Page for the lot number you are searching for.

5. To begin searching for the ledger page that has the lot you want, click on the linked page
numbers in the lower left paneClicking on any link in this panel will open upe page image
in AdobeReadelin the viewer pane on the right.

e
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The first page usually contains lots 1 through 75. In order to find parcel 93, which is one of the
older parcel numbers for this site, you will need to browse through the images. igmalOr
Entry page for parcel 93 is found dREGISTRY PLANS/01/000697 Note that the highest
parcel number is 114 (all other parcel numbers were assigned after 1955).

6. To zoom in on the specific lot, use the navigation tools found at the topgythana minus
sign buttons) and the hand icon to move the image around.
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