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Researching Your Chester County Home 
  

Researching your home can be a very 

rewarding experience.   Getting started, 

however, can seem overwhelming.   It 

require s an understanding of the basic 

methods of historical research.   Knowing 

where the resources can be found and how 

to interpret them in your research is a 

fundamental part of the process.   The goal 

of this guide is to provide you with the 

tools necessary to  begin your research and 

to help you overcome the hurdles that will 

be found along the way.    

  

Think of house research as detective work.  You have to sift through the many clues left 

behind and reconstruct a probable chain of events.  It is unlikely that you will find a 

definitive answer to your question, ñWhen was my house built?ò  But you will likely be 

able to build a body of evidence that supports a probable date of construction.   

 

 

 
Residence of Ann D. Cope, Lincoln Village, Lower Oxford Township, 1896 (CCHS)  

Department of 

Assessment  

313 W. Market St.  

Suite 4202  

West Chester, PA   

19380 -0991  

610 -344 -6105  

www.chesco.org /ass

essment  
 

Recorder of Deeds  

313 W. Market St.  

Suite 3302  

19380 -0991  

610 -344 -6330  

www.chesco.org/rec

order  

 

Chester County 
Archives  

601 Westtown Rd  

Suite  080  

West Chester, PA  

19380 -0990  

610 -344 -6760  

www.chesco.org/arc

hives  

 
Chester County 

Historical Society  

225 N. High St.  

West Chester, PA  

19380 -2691  

610 -692 -4800  

www.chestercohistor

ical.org  

 
It is recommende d that 
you contact each office 

before visiting to 

confirm current hours 

and location . 

The Basics 
  

The following is a list of key places in the order they should be 

visited.   Be sure to take a notebook and pencil with you, as well 

as any documentation you  have on your home (such as your 

current deed, tax parcel number, etc).  

  

1.  Home and your local library  ï Look at the style of your 

house, both inside and out.   Take note of the 

architectural features and materials used in its 

construction.   Next visit your local library and consult 

books on architectural history.  

2.  Department of Assessment  (DoA) ï Here you will start 

building a chain of title using your current address or tax 

parc el number.   The information you obtain here should 

provide you with a current deed book and page 

reference.  

3.  Recorder of Deeds  (RoD) ï Once you have a deed book 

and page reference you wi ll visit the Recorder of Deeds 

and continue your chain of title until you have the deeds 

documented back to the early 20 th  century.  
4.  Chester County Archives  (CCA) ï Picking up where you 

left off at the Recorder of Deeds you will finish your chain 

of title here.   Using a variety of resources you should be 

able to document your home and the find information 

about the people who  lived there.  

5.  Chester County Historical Society  (CCHS) ï A visit to the 

Society will help fill in the details regarding your 
property, home and the individuals associated with it.  

 

http://www.chesco.org/
http://www.chesco.org/recorder
http://www.chesco.org/recorder
http://www.chesco.org/archives
http://www.chesco.org/archives
http://dsf.chesco.org/chesco/cwp/view.asp?a=1413&q=573709
http://dsf.chesco.org/recorder/site/default.asp
http://dsf.chesco.org/archives/site/default.asp
http://dsf.chesco.org/archives/site/default.asp
http://www.cchs-pa.org/index.php


Researching Your Chester County Home 
Chester Archives & Records Services, West Chester, Pennsylvania 

3 

Step One - Estimate a Date of Construction 
   

As with most research, you will begin your project at home.   A key element to dating 

your home is having a rough idea when the structure was built before you begin your 

research.   Consult books from you local public library on architectural history.   By 

examining the style, materials, and features in your home, the information obtained 

at the library can help you narrow down the possible date of construction.   Even if 

you are only able to narrow the time frame to a half century such as ñmid to late 19th  

century,ò this information will make your research easier.  Keep in mind that your 

house was probably altered and modernized by the families who lived there, so it is 

necessary to thoroughly examine your homeôs features.  Once you feel confident that 

you have your approximate date of construction you can take the next step and 

begin a chain of title.  

 

Step Two - Building a Chain of Title 
  

The chain of title is basically a list of all previous owners and the time period they 

owned your property.   Knowing  the names of the owners is the key which will unlock 

other useful resources.   This list is essential to your research and cannot be skipped.   

  
Department of Assessment 

  

You can now start at home by using  

the ChescoViews system found on  the 

Chester County Assessment Office 

home page : 

(http://www.chesco.org/1 99/Assessm

ent  ) . Select ñResearch Assessment 

Dataò to begin your search. 

   

The property information obtained at 

the Assessment Office will provide you 

with a current deed book and page 

reference.   Be skeptical of the  

construction date you find in the 

assessment information.   The dates 

were generally provided by the owner 

of the property when the information was gathered in the 1960s and 1970s.   Unless 

your home is of recent construction, the dates are often not correct.  

  
Recorder of Deeds Office 

  

You w ill find your current deed (or the deeds you found referenced at the 

Assessment Office) recorded at the Recorder of Deedôs Office.  The Recorderôs office 

houses current deed books.   While it is possible to trace your title back to the 18 th  

century at the R ecorder of Deeds Office, it is recommended that you proceed to the 

Chester County Archives when you reach the early 20 th  century.   Problems will arise 

that can only be solved utilizing resources found at the Archives.  

  

Deeds have fundamentally remained th e same since the first deed was recorded in 

Chester County in the late 17 th  century.   Understanding the basic structure of a deed 

  
 Detail of a 1969 tax parcel map  

http://www.chesco.org/199/Assessment
http://www.chesco.org/199/Assessment
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will help you to quickly extract the information you need to continue your journey 

back in time without getting lost in the le gal language  

 
Reading and Interpreting Deeds 
  

The first section of 

a deed contains 

the date, names 

and residences of 

the parties 

involved in t he 

transaction. The 

seller of the 

property is 

referred to as the 

Grantor and the purchaser as the Grantee.   Take note of the key phrases that begin 

each section, s uch as Between, Witnesseth, All that certain, Beginning At, 

Containing, Being the same.  

  

Nex t the amount of the sale will be followed by the location and legal description of 

the property.  
Tip  -  If there is a sizable increase in the purchase price between two 
consecutive transactions and the acreage and description of the 

property remains the sam e, this may indicate a major improvement 

was made to the property between the two transactions.  

  

Here you will find the key word ñmessuageò which means dwelling-place.   Unlike 

other portions of the deed which make reference to buildings or structures as part of 

the legal language, it is here that you can assume that a house (not necessarily 

yours) is on  the 

property being 

sold.    

Further resear ch is 

required to 

determine if it is 

your home.    

 

While it was common practice to include the word ñmessuageò when a dwelling-place 

existed on the property, you should understand that mistakes do occur in the 

drawing up and transcribing of deeds.   The abs ence or inclusion of this word isnôt a 

100% guarantee that there is or is not a dwelling -place on the property.   More 

recent deeds may use the phrase ñall that tract of land with buildings and 

improvements thereonò instead of the older term ñmessuage.ò 

   

The next section 

contains the lot or 

tract size and a 

reference to how 

the person now 

selling the 

property (the 

Grantor) received it, commonly referred to as the recital . 

  

 

 

 


