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Overview

Why research the history of a building?

Houses, commercial buildings, parks and gardens, roads, bridges, churches, and clubs all have a history.
You can find information that will help you understand when they were built and who occupied them.
Learning how the building or structure was used and valued in the past can help us appreciate our
communities, their growth and changes.

What sources are available for building history research?

Gather all the information you already have. If the building you’re researching is your own, you may
have documents such as deeds, tax assessments, articles, photographs, information from previous
owners and memories from neighbors. Make copies of important documents and keep your originals at
home.

Information about a building will be found in a wide variety of documents including secondary and
primary materials; in various formats including print, electronic, photographic, archival, oral history, and
even artifacts from the building itself. Historical records and materials are distributed among many
agencies in the area, and you may need to make multiple visits as you uncover new details about your
building. There may be classes offered locally that address areas of your research. Learning how to
access these records and how to incorporate the information into your research in an orderly manner
will save you time and improve your research.

Many good sources are available for free online, and many of these are listed in the Websites and Online

Resources section of this guide. In addition to these specific resources, general web search engines (e.g.,
Google) can uncover a wealth of information about buildings. Search for everything you know about the
building: the building itself as well as names of people associated with the building, nearby businesses,
streets, events, etc. As you discover more details throughout your search continue to search online to
uncover more.

Don’t be afraid to talk to people. In addition to formal records, residents and neighbors often know a
great deal about the history of buildings, some of which may not be written down anywhere. And don’t
hesitate to ask a librarian at any point along the way! Stop by the Seattle Room of The Seattle Public
Library during open hours or contact us with questions.

How to use this guide

This resource guide presents the basic steps for conducting research on buildings in Seattle and King
County. Each section contains tips and suggestions for different aspects in the process of building history
research. Resources are mentioned briefly in the text of the guide, and full descriptions of resources
with contact information and web URLs are contained in the Directory section at the end of the guide.
The directory is divided into three categories:


http://www.google.com/
https://www.spl.org/hours-and-locations/central-library/central-library-highlights/seattle-room
https://www.spl.org/using-the-library/ask-us

e Agencies: Local agencies with services or collections that are of use to building history
researchers. Contact information and websites are provided. Many agencies have excellent
websites, although in many cases, not everything will be available online.

o  Websites and Online Resources: Full addresses and descriptions of all websites mentioned in

this guide. Some agency websites that are particularly useful on their own are listed in both the
Agencies and Websites sections of the directory.

e Print and other Resources: Particularly useful print resources which can be found in local
libraries or other collections, with descriptions of where to find them and how to use them.

When an agency, a website, or a print resource is mentioned in the text of the guide, a link will take you
directly to the appropriate section of the directory. (In the case of websites, links within the document
will take you directly to the website; however, you may wish to view the directory entry for websites to
see the full URL and a description of what resources can be found there.)

Keeping records
Keeping accurate records of your research with full citations will make your work much more useful to
you—and to future historians of the building you are researching.

Workbooks and Checklists
The Workbooks and Checklists section of this guide has forms that will help you organize the

information you collect and help you use that information as you further your search.

Photograph Log

During the course of your research you’ll uncover (and possibly create) many interesting photographs
that you’ll want to consult. Having a “research” copy will help you go back and “look again” at an image
with new information you have uncovered. Keep a low resolution copy for this purpose and record the
full citation for the image.



Legal Records
Legal records are generated by government agencies during the course of their work. These records are
public documents, and can give you a good starting point for collecting information about a building.

Parcel Viewer (Seattle and King County)
The King County Parcel Viewer is an excellent place to collect some of the basic legal information about

a piece of property. Search by address, street intersection, or parcel number to bring up a parcel, and
select “Get Property Report” to view the property report with more detailed information. When the
property report loads, click “Property Detail” (top bar, right side) to show the detailed report. Several
key sections of the property report are particularly useful for building research.
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Parcel Number (0942000275 ) Reference Links:
Name | SEATTLE CITY OF SPL King County Tax Links
Site Address 11000 4TH AVE 98104 |

Legal BORENS C D ADD LESS POR THOF FOR 4TH AVE O3S, Tav ALl

) Washington State Depariment of
Revenue (External link)

Year Built 2004
Building Net Square 412000 o Washington State Board of Tax
Footage Appeals (External link)

: STRUCTURAL o
Construction Class STEEL Board of Appeals/Equalization
Building Quality |EXCELLENT Districts Report
Lot Size 55440
Present Use Govemmental iMap

Service
I Recorder's Office

Views N
Waterfront

Scanned images of surveys and other
map documents

| lScanned images of plats l

Example Parcel Viewer Property Report

1. Parcel number: This is the numeric identifier for the property. You need this (plus the legal
description) to get property records, including property record cards (1937-1972) and property
folios (1972- ca 2003) from Puget Sound Regional Archives, and tax records from the King

County Assessor’s Office.

2. Street address: This is useful for research in city directories and for finding your property on
maps. Keep in mind that the street address, street name, and street designations may have
changed over time—see the Street Names section of this guide for more information about
researching streets.

3. Legal description (a and b below can be found in “Property Detail”):


http://gismaps.kingcounty.gov/parcelviewer2/

a. Quarter Section, Section, Township, Range: The section- township-range system
describes land in relation to a specific baseline and principal meridian. The section-
township-range legal description is useful for finding early land records—such as survey
notes, donation land claims, homesteads, and early land transfers—prior to when
property became urbanized. The description on the Parcel Viewer example can be read
as “the southwest quarter of Section 32, Township 25 North, Range 4 East.” Townships
and ranges always have a directional designation, but land in Seattle will always be in a
north township and an east range, so these directions may be left off the descriptions
on the parcel viewer. One section is one square mile of land (640 acres). For more
information on understanding township-range descriptions, see About.com’s webpage

on land records, or E. Wade Hone’s Land and property research in the United States.

b. Plat Name, Plat Block, and Plat Lot: This is the more detailed legal description of
property as residential areas were developed. This description is important because
parcel numbers and addresses may have changed over time. You can use this
description to find your property on historic real estate maps and to obtain a property
record card (1937-1972) and a property folio (ca 1972-ca 2003) from the Puget Sound
Regional Archives. The plat name is the first part of the “legal description” on the

property report—in the example above, Boren’s CD Addition. The plat block and lot
numbers are labeled as such.

4. Year built: This is a good starting point for determining the date of construction. In many cases
this date will be accurate, but it may also be an estimate based on various factors. It’s always a
good idea to verify the year built using additional sources, such as Seattle city directories;
building permits; deeds and mortgages; Sanborn and real estate atlases; and tax assessment
rolls. Please note: No buildings are currently listed in the King County Assessor Parcel Viewer as
built in the 1800s. In 1999, in reaction to potential Y2K computer problems, the King County
Assessor changed all 1899 and earlier construction dates of buildings to 1900.

5. Scanned images of plats: This link located at the bottom of the right column will take you to the
King County Recorder’s Office’s digital image of the plat map for the location. Plat maps show
the date the property was platted, original street names, platted lot lines and names of the
plat/subdivision owner and developer.

Other helpful information accessible on the parcel viewer’s property report (but not pictured in the
above example) includes:

e Current (business & residential) and historic (primarily residential) photos

e Tax roll and sale history going back about twenty years, including names of property
owners/taxpayers

e Other property details, including square footage, zoning information, and basic floor plans


http://genealogy.about.com/cs/land/a/public_lands.htm
http://genealogy.about.com/cs/land/a/public_lands.htm
http://seattle.bibliocommons.com/item/show/1815254030_land_property_research_in_the_united_states

Other Records

Several other sources will help you find important property records beyond what the parcel viewer
covers.

Assessment Records of the Property (Seattle and King County)

The assessed value of the property is listed in the Assessment Rolls for the period 1891-1941, also on
property record cards for the period 1937 to 1972, and in the King County Department of Finance
Assessment Rolls and Tax Payments for the period 1974 to 2006, all located at the Puget Sound Regional

Archives.

King County Real Property Assessment and Tax Rolls (1891-1941) list assessments for every parcel of
land in King County for the following years — 1891 (incomplete), 1892, 1895, 1896, 1900, 1905, 1910,
1915, 1920, 1925, 1930, 1935, 1941. These records are organized by property legal description. The
Assessment Rolls were usually compiled in the spring and early summer. Each listing includes a legal
description, property owner, assessed value of improvements (buildings, docks, etc.), if any, who paid
the property tax and date paid.

Assessment Records from ca 1983 to present are available online through the King County Parcel

Viewer. Sales history is recorded on deeds at the King County Archives. The assessment history of a

property can be interesting; for example, a sudden increase in assessments may tell you the year the
building was built or when other significant improvements were made on the property. Probate records
for owners may also reveal other aspects of a property’s financial history including an inventory of
property owned at the time of death, rent payments, maintenance and building improvements during
the time the estate was being probated.

Building Permits and Plans (Seattle and King County)

Building permits are one of the best resources for documenting the construction history of a building.
Original building permits usually include property owner, architect (if one was used), builder/contractor,
permit date and sometimes building completion date. Later permits will document additions, remodels,
repairs, etc.

Seattle: The Seattle Department of Planning and Development (DPD) Microfilm Library has building

permits from ca 1895 to present which are organized by address. However, addresses sometimes
change. If a building permit is not listed under the current address of a building, for example 915 E Pine,
look at adjoining addresses (ie 911, 913,917, 919 E Pine). Also, if a building was originally on a corner
lot, lookup possible addresses which might have existed on the other street.

The pre ca 1974 permits are summarized on a permit history card, which is usually the first image on the
permit microfiche. The history card lists permit number, year issued and a very brief description of the
construction. Copies of the original permits can be obtained at the DPD Microfilm Library Counter.

A useful resource at the Microfilm Library Counter are the Building Permit Street Ledgers (1907-1951).
Street Ledgers list every building permit issued along a specific street for the period 1907 to 1951. The


http://gismaps.kingcounty.gov/parcelviewer2/
http://gismaps.kingcounty.gov/parcelviewer2/

permits are entered in chronological order listing street address and building permit number. There is
one series of ledgers for 1907-1930 and another series for 1931-1951.

For pre-1907 permits the Microfilm Library Counter has two fragile photocopied volumes of street
ledgers. These ledgers are organized by street names, but the listings are not well organized. A street
name might be listed on two, three or more pages throughout the volumes. Be aware the street names
may have changed since 1907.

They also have building plans of residences constructed after 1974. For commercial buildings and
apartments a few building plans exist prior to 1970 but nearly all exist after 1970.

Seattle building permits are published daily in the Daily Journal of Commerce (aka Daily Bulletin) (ca
1895- ). These listings will sometimes include the architect even if he/she is not listed in the original
building permit. If the original building permit is not located but the approximate construction date can
be established the building permit might be located in these listings. The periodical Pacific Builder and
Engineer (1904-1965) also lists building permits. Copies are available at the Seattle Public Library,
Central Branch and the University of Washington Libraries, Newspapers and Microforms.

King County: Unincorporated King County and each incorporated city retain their jurisdiction’s building
permits. Building permits for unincorporated King County exist starting in the late 1970s and are
organized by address. Contact the King County Department of Permitting and Environmental Review
(DPER) Records division. Earlier King County building permits may be listed in the Daily Journal of
Commerce newspaper and in the Pacific Building and Engineer periodical. DPER has building plans after
1987.

Other ways to Establish Construction Dates (Seattle and King County)

The King County Property Record Cards (compiled in 1937 and updated through 1972) almost always list
building construction dates. However, these dates are not entirely reliable for buildings constructed
prior to 1937 and should be confirmed using other resources.

King County Real Property Assessment and Tax Rolls (1891-1941) mentioned above in the Assessment
Records section can provide helpful information to establish building construction dates to within a five
year period (or less during the 1890s). Look for the five year period when the assessed value of the
improvement(s) increases from $0.00, which means the property is vacant, to some amount over $25 to
S50 which likely means there is a residence on the property. If the property is in Seattle look up the
owner/taxpayer name in the Seattle directories during that five year period to determine if, and when,

the owner first occupied the house.

City directories can be good resources for establishing building dates. If the original house owner
occupied the residence it would be possible to establish the construction date to within one year using
city directories. Polk directories were usually compiled in the later winter and spring of the publication
year. For a listing of available directories of other King County towns go to the Special Collections,
University of Washington Libraries website.
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Side sewer cards and maps listing sewer connection permits are located at the Seattle Department of

Planning and Development website. These permits allowed building owners to hook up to a sewer line.

If a house was constructed after sewers were laid in the street, the sewer permit may establish an
approximate construction date. Seattle Public Utilities Records Vault has records to establish the year

sewer lines were laid on specific streets.

King County Deeds and Mortgages (1853 to present) are located at the King County Archives. If the

building construction date is narrowed down to a three- to five-year period, deeds, mortgages, and/or
liens may help to establish the construction date. If the seller is a carpenter, builder, or contractor, he
may have constructed the house to sell. The seller’s occupation may be listed in the Seattle Polk
Directories or United States Census records. If the property purchaser obtains a mortgage, it may be to
finance the building construction. Liens might be placed by building contractors or sub-contractors on
the property during construction. The General Recordings Index (1853-ca 1971) indexes deeds,
mortgages and liens. Copies of documents can be obtained from the King County Archives.

Maps and atlases can help determine when a building was constructed. In particular, Baist and Kroll real

estate atlases, and Sanborn Fire Insurance maps show footprints of buildings over time. By comparing
maps from different years, you can see when a building first appears and help determine if building
additions have been added to the residence. A number of King County towns have Sanborn maps which
are listed in Maps and Atlases section.

Property Owners (Seattle and King County)
There are various sources you can consult to find the names of property owners:

e Property deeds and indexes are located at the King County Archives. There are two groups of

indexes, both organized by date. One series is organized by the seller’'s name and the other
series is organized by the purchaser’s name.

e Assessment records are also helpful, because the person assessed for tax is typically the
property owner: Assessment rolls (1892-1941) and property record cards (1937-1972) are held
by the Puget Sound Regional Archives. The Assessment Rolls, organized by legal description, list

the property owner and who paid the property tax. The Property Record Cards may not list
every owner.

e Seattle tract books (1907—ca 1990), also known as Property Abstracts, held by the Seattle
Department of Planning and Development list property sales by legal description. The Tract

Books are organized by Plat name and Block number, list ownership changes and provide deed
citations.
e Seattle City directories list residents, who may or may not be property owners. Beginningin

1938, the R.L. Polk added a new section to Seattle city directories — a reverse directory
organized by address that uses a circle-within-a-circle symbol to show that the building
occupant is the building owner.

e Census records (1860-1940) show occupancy but may also indicate whether the occupants are
renters or owners.

11


http://www.seattle.gov/util/engineering/records_vault/

e Real estate atlases and subdivision maps may tell you who owned larger pieces of unplatted

property at certain times. They do not provide owners of platted lots.
e Searching Bureau of Land Management (BLM) General Land Office (GLO) Cadastral Records by

section-township-range legal description will show you the first recorded private owners of a
piece of property, and how the property was obtained from the federal government
(homestead, donation land claim, cash purchase, etc.).

e The back side of Side Sewer Cards, available from the Department of Planning and

Development’s website, list property owners and the date when side sewers were installed or
maintained.

e Building permits often list the property owner at the time the building permit was issued.

e King County Archives has microfiche of an Excise Tax Index (1961-1976) organized by legal
description and a Sales History Index (1973-1981) organized by parcel number. Both provide
property sales references.

e King County Parcel Viewer lists property sales deed references from ca 1983 to present (not all

property sales during this period may be listed).

Real Estate Sales Price

Warranty deeds may include the real estate sales price. But, often deeds will list the price as $1.00 or
$10.00 and other valuable considerations, or similar language, which is not the actual price paid.
Following are some ways to establish the real estate sales price.

1853 to April 1935
a) The warranty deed may list the sales price.

b) A real estate contract will likely list the sales price although some contracts may not include the down
payment. After the real estate contract is paid off the seller will issue a warranty deed to the purchaser.

c) Mortgages may list the sales price but they may not include the down payment. When searching for
mortgages in the General Recording Grantee/Grantor Indexes be aware that the person receiving the
loan is the grantor and the person or lending company that is giving the loan is the grantee.

May 1935 to Present

The sales price can usually be established for real estate sales that occurred after May 1935 even though
the price is not listed on the deed by the following means:

Conveyance Tax (May 1, 1935 to April 30, 1982) During this period a real estate sales conveyance tax
was paid and conveyance tax stamps were placed on the deed. The tax rate was $1.00 per $1,000.00 of
value. Add up the conveyance tax stamps and multiply by 1,000. Please note: Do not include
documentary stamps which were used for filing and recording fees.

Excise Tax (April 1, 1951 to present) Excise tax affidavits list the real estate sales price. The affidavit
number is listed on the deed and start with the letter ‘E’. Copies of affidavits are available at the King

12
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County Archives for the period May 4, 1951 to February 5, 1952 and from January 1, 1961 to present.

(April 1951, February 1952 to December 1960) the amount of the excise tax is usually noted on the
deeds. For the period April 1, 1951 to June 30, 1982, multiply the tax amount by 100 to arrive at the
sales price.

Inherited Real Estate (1853-present) Since inherited property is not sold to the heirs no sales price can
be established. The appraised value of the property may be listed in the probate file of the deceased.

Land Records

The land on which a building sits also has a rich history that can be uncovered. Seattle’s landscape has
undergone enormous changes throughout its history. Many parts of the city have been raised, lowered,
or otherwise engineered to create more developable land. Questions to investigate include: What was
on the property before the building you’re researching? How has the land changed over time? How has
it been developed and divided?

Native American Settlements (Seattle & King County)

Most written records begin with cadastral surveys and donation land claims. However, Native American
settlements can be documented in this region and make an interesting starting point for land research.
Two sources for an overview of Native history in what is now Seattle and vicinity are Tom Dailey’s Coast
Salish Map and Coll Thrush’s Native Seattle which has a section titled “An Atlas of Indigenous Seattle”
(p. 209-255) Cadastral Survey Township maps and field notes (1855 and later) may reference Native
American trails.

Other Native American resources include:

e The Geographical Names Used by the Indians of the Pacific Coast at the University of
Washington Libraries. Much of volume 12 (April 1922) p. 175-194 relates to the Puget Sound
region.

e  Puget Sound Geography by T.T. Waterman is located at The Seattle Public Library, Seattle Room.

e The Duwamish, Lummi, Whidbey Island, Skagit, upper Skagit, Swinomish, Kikiallus, Snohomish,

Snoqualmie, Stillaguamish, Suquamish, Samish, Puyallup, Squaxin, Skokomish, upper Chehalis,

Muckleshoot, Nooksack, Chinook and San Juan Islands tribes of Indians, claimants, vs. the United
States of America, defendant. Consolidated petition. No. F-275 located at the University of
Washington Libraries.

e ACulture Native American Heritage Resources is a bibliography of books and periodicals relating

the Native Americans in King County and vicinity.

Cadastral Surveys (Seattle and King County)
Original cadastral survey plats maps (also called township maps) and field notes are available online
from the Bureau of Land Management and on microfiche at the University of Washington Libraries,

Newspapers and Microforms. The Washington Digital Archives also has digital images of some of the

Cadastral Survey maps. Survey plats are maps showing any land ownership occupants prior to at the
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time of the survey; survey plats use township-range designations. Field notes are what were used to
create the survey plats. Field notes show detailed information about the land prior to development: for
example, trees, some ground cover, creeks, other physical features, roads, Indian trails and existing land
occupants at the time of the survey. These are the best source documenting the pre-settlement natural
environment. The area within the current Seattle City Limits was surveyed from 1855 to 1862. The rest
of the county was surveyed from 1855 to the 1890s.

Transfers of Land and Property Sales (Seattle and King County)
The Bureau of Land Management General Land Office Records website allows you to find the original

transfer of land from the federal government to an individual owner or homesteader. The records show
how the land was first acquired and the date of legal transfer. Different types of transfers (e.g., donation
land claims, homestead grants, cash sales, and scrip/warrants) have different requirements and may
produce additional records. You can order the land entry case files or surrendered military bounty land
warrants from the National Archives using Form Number NATF 84.

The National Archives Pacific Northwest Region (Seattle) has the Bureau of Land Management General

Land Office (GLO) Tract Books which provide the date the homestead claim was originally made and the
date it was finalized. The Bureau of Land Management Land Patent website provides only the date the
homestead claim was finalized. There have probably been many transfers of land between individuals
since the original transfer of federal land. The For later sales the King County Archives has, on microfilm,

deed indexes and copies of deeds, which show land transfers, on microfilm. The Puget Sound Regional

Archives has original deed indexes, and the King County Archives has the original deed books. See
Property Owners above for other sources.

Recorded Plat Maps (Seattle and King County)

When areas started to become urbanized and residential areas were being established, land developers
created subdivisions and platted their land into small tracts or residential lots and laid out streets.
Scanned images of these plats are available online through the King County Parcel Viewer Property

Report. Copies are also available at the King County Recorder’s Office and the King County Archives. Plat

maps show the date of platting, original street names, and names of the property owners or developers
filing the plat.

Unrecorded Plat Maps (Seattle and King County)

Some plat maps were not officially recorded but may be referenced in deeds as unrecorded plats. These
plats are not available through the King County Recorder. Some unrecorded plat maps are available
through King County Archives.

Environmental Impact Statements (Seattle and King County)

Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) for nearby properties can provide a wealth of historical
information about land and property, if your property is near a project for which an EIS was generated.
The Seattle Public Library has many draft and final EISs regarding construction projects, and many can

also be found online by searching for the name of the project. Drafts often have more history than final
statements, so be sure to look at both if available. EISs are created when the use of a property is
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changing significantly—especially after the 1970s. Search for nearby properties such as parks,
redevelopment of industrial areas, cleanup sites, civic improvement projects, etc. Copies of some EIS
reports are also located at the University of Washington Libraries.

Maps and Atlases

Maps and atlases can tell you a great deal about your property and the surrounding area. Look at
changes over time, and different maps of the same property. Maps can show you clearly when street
names and addresses change, when buildings appear, and some information about construction. For
more information about maps and atlases and where to find them, see the Maps and Atlases section of

the Directory in this guide.

People

Buildings are more than just structures. From architects to builders to owners to residents to neighbors,
many people are associated with any building. As Kyvig and Marty put it in Nearby History: “People walk
around them, go into them, move up and down and about in them; look at them from the outside and
out of them from the inside; work, play, eat, sleep, relax, entertain, make love, worry, and squabble in
them. Buildings interact with the economic, social, aesthetic, and physical lives of those who use them.
People and buildings exist in an organic relationship.”

This section provides some tips and suggestions for tracking down the people associated with a building
and researching their histories. The genealogy librarians at The Seattle Public Library can also help you

with your research. Other area genealogical societies and libraries, such as the Seattle Genealogical

Society and the Fiske Genealogical Library, have additional genealogy and local history materials.

City Directories (Seattle)

The first Seattle residential directory was published in 1876. For the next decade a number of Seattle
directories were published locally. In 1887 and 1888 R.L. Polk & Co. issued a Puget Sound Directory
which included a Seattle section. In 1889 they started a Seattle directory which, except for some years
during the 1890s, 1940s, and early 1950s, was issued annually until 1996.

City directories typically include the names, occupations, and addresses of residents. Beginning in 1912
the Seattle Polk Directories started including the wife’s name with the husband’s entry. By scanning
through the other individuals with the same last name you may find other relatives living at the same
address. Starting in 1938, the Polk directories include reverse listings by address, making it relatively
easy to find out who was living at a particular address. For earlier reverse listings (the first in 1928) there
are “house and street” directories, which typically only include households with telephones. Cole’s/Cole
directories published from 1969 to date continue to provide reverse listings by address and later also by
telephone number. Seattle directories were generally compiled in late winter and spring of the
publication year.

Seattle Polk Directories (1889-1996) are located at The Seattle Public Library, Central Library; Special
Collections, University of Washington Libraries; Puget Sound Regional Archives, and located at the
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Bellevue College campus (earliest 1910, collection not complete). The Seattle Public Library online
collection has about thirty Seattle directories (1867-1940) that have been digitized, including a 1928
Reverse ‘house and street’ address directory.

Seattle directories were generally compiled in late winter and spring of the publication year.

City and Suburban Directories (King County)

Directories of most areas and towns in King County, outside of Seattle, were not published consistently
leaving many gaps in the date ranges covered. The Seattle Public Library, Central Library History desk on
level 9 has a list of their city directory holdings. Special Collections, University of Washington Libraries
webpage has a list of King County and Pacific Northwest directories in their collection.

Phone Books (Seattle and King County)

The Seattle Public Library, Central Library History desk on level 9 has an extensive collection of Seattle
and King County telephone books. Special Collections, University of Washington Libraries has a search
page to locate King County and Pacific Northwest telephone books in their collection.

Census Records (Seattle and King County)

U.S., Territorial, and State Census records for Washington, King County, and Seattle can provide useful
information about individuals and their families. The amount of information varies from year to year,
but typically includes names of everyone living in the household along with their occupations. Starting in
1880 the U.S. Census lists family relationships, parents’ birthplaces, and street names for urban
residents. Later U.S. Census records from 1900, 1910, 1920, 1930 & 1940 also provide the full street
address for urban residents. These records are available online through free (familysearch.org and the

Washington Digital Archives) and subscription (Ancestry Library Edition & HeritageQuest) databases and

are searchable by name, age, birthplace, etc. If you don’t have the name of the resident, you can
determine the Census Enumeration District for a particular address using the E.D. Finder search tool at
Stevemorse.org. You can then browse the U.S. Census by Enumeration District to find the street name,
address, and residents. It’s important to note that the street may be listed on multiple pages and even
and odd numbered houses are often listed separately. If you have the name of the owner/occupant and
are unable to find him/her listed, try searching using the Soundex Code or looking through the census
enumeration district that the house is located in (the occupants name might be misspelled or incorrectly
transcribed).

Death Records (Seattle and King County)

Locating the date of death for an individual is standard genealogy work. Official death records for Seattle
and King County start in 1881 and 1891, respectfully. Sometimes an individual is listed in both Seattle
and King County death ledgers. One of the ledgers may have information on an individual not included
in the other ledger. The records prior to 1900 are spotty and are not a complete list of deaths in Seattle
and King County.

These early death records are available in print, microfilm, and online depending on the time period.
From 1907 to the present, death records are kept by the state and can also be acquired through King
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County Vital Statistics. Indexes are available on microfilm and online. Once you have the date of death
you can request a death certificate, search for an obituary, and check for probate records, each of which
can provide useful information about an individual and his/her family.

Indexes (see Directory for full citations):

e 1881-1907. Seattle death records, 1881-1907, by South King County Genealogical Society.
Transcribed from the original volume which is located at the King County Archives. This

published volume contains some transcription errors.

e 1891-1907. King County, Washington deaths, 1891-1907, by South King County Genealogical
Society. Transcribed from the original volume located at the King County Archives. This
published volume contains some transcription errors. A digital version is available through the

Washington State Digital Archives.

e 1883-1960. Washington, Deaths, 1883—1960 — Ancestry Library Edition.

e 1891-1907. Washington, County Deaths, 1891-1907 — Ancestry Library Edition &
FamilySearch.org.

e 1907-1960. Washington Death Index — FamilySearch.org & Washington Digital Archives. Index
includes spouse and parents’ names when available.

e 1907-1964. Washington Death Index on microfilm. Separate films by decade or 5-year period.

Names are organized by Soundex Code and first name. (To find Soundex codes for particular
names, use RootsWeb’s Soundex Converter.)

e 1940-1996. Washington Death Index — Ancestry Library Edition . Index includes name, date and
place of death, age, and for later records Social Security Number. Index is missing most records
from 1955-1964.

e ~1962-Present. Social Security Death Index — Ancestry Library Edition & America’s Genealogy
Bank.

e 1965-2000; 2000-2003. Washington Death Index & supplement on microfiche. Names are
organized by Soundex Code and first name. (To find Soundex codes for particular names, use

RootsWeb’s Soundex Converter.)

Obituaries & News Articles (Seattle and King County)

If you know the name and date of death of an individual, you may find an obituary published in a local
newspaper within a week to ten days following the date of death. Obituaries often provide information
about an individual’s life, career, and surviving family members. News article obituaries (non-paid) or
other news items may be indexed in The Seattle Public Library’s Northwest Index and the University of
Washington’s Pacific Northwest Index. For a full text search of the Seattle Times you can check Seattle
Times Historical Archives or World Newspaper Archive, both of which include the Seattle Times from
1896 through 1984. For more recent obituaries from the Seattle Times, you can check Legacy.com,

which provides the date of publication along with the beginning text of the obituary. You can order the
full obituary directly for $1.95 or contact The Seattle Public Library to ask about getting a copy from
the microfilm. Historical issues of the Seattle Times and Post-Intelligencer, as well as a number of other
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historical newspapers, are available on microfilm on Level 9 of The Seattle Public Library’s Central
Library.

A digital version of the Seattle Times (1896-present) with full text keyword search is available

through The Seattle Public Library (for cardholders) and the University of Washington Libraries.
Search suggestions — search by address including variants (3225 N Union St; 3225 No Union, etc.);
names of occupants and/or owners (First and last name or initial & last name; Middle name and last
name, or initials & and last name; or variant spellings of last name, etc.). You can limit search by date

range.
The website Find a Grave can also be an excellent source for death information. In addition to death

dates and locations of gravesites, this website often includes photos and biographical information. Users
can add records and information to the site, so it is growing daily. The Seattle Genealogical Society

provides a local obituary search services for a small fee. The funeral home and cemetery may have
additional records in their archives as well.

Marriage Records (Seattle and King County)
There is no single comprehensive index of marriage records in King County. Various records are held at
the King County Archives, the Puget Sound Regional Archives, and the King County Recorder's Office.

The King County Archives has a helpful webpage on determining how to find different types of records

by date range. All King County marriage records are digitized and available online.

The marriages from 1855 to 1989 are available online through the Washington State Digital Archives and

the marriages from 1990 to present can be ordered through the King County Archives or the King County

Recorder’s Office. At the Washington State Digital Archives webpage, try the minimum number of

research terms and be aware that there may be transcription errors. The Seattle Public Library has a
statewide marriage index from for the period 1968 to 2003. The King County marriage returns that exist
are also available through the Washington Digital Archives. The Seattle Public Library has a statewide
marriage index from the period 1968 to 2003.

Familysearch.org also includes Washington State Marriage Records 1855—2008 (Incomplete, and does

not include King County).

Court Records, Including Divorce, Probate and Wills (Seattle and King County)
Civil, Divorce, Probate, and Criminal case files often have a wealth of information on individuals. The
King County Superior Court Clerk’s office has case files and indexes to all Superior Court cases. The

Puget Sound Regional Archives has indexes to all civil and probate cases from ca 1889 to ca 1972. The
Washington State Digital Archives has a database indexing all Territorial Court Cases (1854-1889) which
they call Frontier Justice. For information on ways to obtain King County Court records see the King

County Archives website on finding court and legal records.

Divorce Records (Seattle and King County)
For divorce cases in King County (1855-present), contact the Superior Court Clerk. For historical divorce

records in King County from 1854 to 1977 (index) and 1854 to 1971 (case files), contact the Puget Sound
Regional Archives. The Seattle Public Library has a statewide divorce index for 1968 to 2003.
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Washington Courts webpage has a statewide court case index from the early 1980s to present. For
additional information about online divorce indexes and searching tools see the King County Archives’
website on frequently requested records.

Probate Records and Wills (Seattle and King County)

Probate is the process of validating wills and distributing estates, when supervised by a court. Wills, if
they existed, would usually be filed with the Probate Case file. For historic and current Probate case
files, contact either the King County Superior Court Clerk’s Office (1854 to present) or the Puget Sound

Regional Archives (1853 to 1977). 73To access early probate records, you can check the Index of probate

court records, 1854-1917, King County, Washington published by the Eastside Genealogical Society. For

additional information on locating probate records, see the King County Archives’ website on frequently
requested records.

FamilySearch.org has digitized a selection of King County Probate Records from the mid to late 1800s

Locating Former Building Occupants & Their Relatives

Living descendants, relatives and neighbors can often provide a wealth of information about the people
associated with a building, from personal recollections to records and family histories. Some tips for
finding living people:

e Obituaries for surviving family members
e Wills and probate records for heirs

e The Reference USA subscription database, available to Seattle Public Library cardholders,

provides current listings by name, address, and phone number for the United States.

e Local telephone directories - The Seattle Public Library and the Special Collections, University of
Washington Libraries have extensive holdings of phone books.

e Local city directories - The Seattle Public Library and the Special Collections, University of
Washington Libraries have extensive holdings of directories. Long term nearby residents can be
identified by going through the reverse city directories.

e Old neighbors can be a good source of information. Look in the reverse address sections of R. L.
Polk and Co. Directories over a span of years to identify long term residents living near the
house. Contact them about neighborhood history and occupants of the house being
researched.

e Local Cole’s reverse directories with listings by address and telephone number

e U.S. Phone and Address Directories, 1993—2002 and U.S. Public Records Index sub-databases in
the Ancestry Library Edition subscription database provide information from directories and

other public records.
e Sound Politics Washington State Voter Database provides information on currently registered

voters.

e Finding birthdays & related persons in one step on the Stevemorse.org website provides a one-
step form for searching multiple online public records search databases. Most of the public
records sites charge a fee for a full report, but there are usually enough details provided for free
that will help you locate the people you’re looking for.
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e The King County Law Library has a public sleuthing webpage of links to public record websites.

e Searching on Facebook and other social networking sites can often turn up information about
living people—including contact information.

e If the house or building you are interested in is not your own, go talk to the people who live
there. Tenants, even, may know things, and certainly the building owners do. Likely they'll even
take you on a tour if you ask politely.

Structure and Style of the Building

Now you can take a closer look at the building itself. What materials is it made of? Are they original?
Does the building represent a particular architectural style, or is it a hodgepodge of different styles?
Understanding the details of the physical building is helpful both for historical context and for
preservation.

The Structure of the Building

Understanding the construction and materials of your building helps you get to know your building well.
Historical clues can be hidden within the physical materials. For example, bricks manufactured before a
certain date were often made locally, and may be stamped with the name or symbol of the producer.
Crawl spaces were often excavated after a house was built; over time, people brought bucketfuls of dirt
up through the kitchen. You may be able to find the actual soil in the backyard.

What to Look For

The building’s structure can help you to date the building and its component parts, and to understand
the methodology used to make it. What tools were used? What materials were available? Where did
they come from? What did builders have to do to make the building? Looking at the specific
components of the structure also helps you to develop a vocabulary when comparing your building to
others. For preservation and restoration work, familiarity with the physical structure of the building will
help you to decide whether to save, restore, or replace certain elements.

Every element of the structure can tell you something about the history of the building, and you can
learn more about each of them. Here are some suggestions for questions to ask and details to pay
attention to:

Construction

In the majority of residential buildings, there was no architect or design professional. So locating the
“original” blueprints for a house will be impossible. However, a close examination of the physical
structure can reveal a number of important details about the construction of the building. The
foundation materials may include brick, concrete, concrete block, or stone. The inside walls of the
foundation may contain clues about the uses of the cellar area as a food storage area or additional living
space. In some instances houses were built over a spring and supplied potable water for the household.
There may be water stains or marks in the basement indicating the possibility that the cold water from
the spring was used as an ad hoc refrigerator. The chimney most likely will originate in the basement
and may have been converted to a furnace heating system at a later date. The foundation may not be as
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large as the building above it and this could indicate an addition was constructed after the original
building. By comparing the location of the building with the diagram on fire insurance and real estate

atlases, you might discover if it had been moved on the site, perhaps reoriented.

Many houses in the Seattle area are framed in wood purchased from local mills. Commercial buildings
will most likely be made from brick, masonry, and stone with metal or wood framing. During a remodel
you might be able to find a mark or stamp on the wood that will give the name of the local sawmill or
dealer. In the case of a brick building, you might be able to find the name of the brick manufacturer. In
either case additional research can be done to learn more about these companies, such as where they
were located and how long they survived.

Most residential construction in this region uses “platform framing” in which shorter lumber pieces are
used to build each floor (platform) of the building. However, there are som