
HOMEWISE  Real Estate Tips and Advice

A home’s history can tell 
owners much more 
than its age. Old deeds, 

permits, maps and family 
records can show how a prop-
erty changed over time and 
help today’s buyers and home-
owners understand the place 
where they live. 

That knowledge can be prac-
tical. It can also add a sense of 
connection, especially in 
neighborhoods where houses 
have stood through decades of 
local growth and change.

Many clues begin in public 
records. County deed books 
can trace ownership, while tax 
records may show when a 
house first appeared on the 
rolls or when its value 
changed after an addition. 
Building permits, if available, 
can help identify when a 
porch was enclosed, a room 
was added or major systems 
were updated.

Previous owners can be 
another valuable source. 
Longtime residents often 
remember who lived in a 
house, what the yard once 
looked like or when a garage 
or sunroom was built. Family 
photographs sometimes cap-
ture details that no official file 
records, including original 
windows, paint colors or old 
fences.

NEIGHBORHOOD 
GROWTH

A home’s story also reflects 
the wider history of its neigh-
borhood. Sanborn fire insur-
ance maps, first published in 
the 19th century, documented 
building footprints and con-
struction materials in many 
American communities. 
Historic plat maps and city 

directories can also show how 
streets, lots and nearby busi-
nesses developed over time.

That context helps owners 
see whether a house began as 
part of a farm subdivision, a 
streetcar suburb or a post-
World War II expansion. In 
many towns, local historical 
societies and public libraries 
preserve these records and 

can point researchers toward 
reliable sources.

SIGNS 
OF CHANGE

Renovations can reveal 
changing tastes and needs. A 
kitchen may have been updat-
ed in the 1950s, a second bath-
room added in the 1970s or an 
attic finished as families 

sought more living space. 
Looking closely at trim, floor-
ing, foundations and hardware 
can help date those changes.

Knowing that timeline may 
also help with future projects. 
Owners who understand 
which features are original 
and which were added later 
can make more informed 
choices about repairs, mainte-
nance and design. Even for 
homes that are not officially 
historic, a documented past 
can guide thoughtful updates.

LOCAL 
CONNECTION

The research does not need 
to be complicated. A visit to 
city hall, the county recorder’s 
office, the library or a neigh-
borhood archive can uncover 
useful facts. Census records, 
newspaper archives and old 
real estate listings may fill in 
more details.

For buyers, this background 
can turn a house tour into 
something richer than a 
checklist of bedrooms and 
square footage. For owners, it 
can deepen pride in a proper-
ty and in the community 
around it. A home is often 
more than lumber and brick. 
Its history can make everyday 
living feel more connected to 
the American story.

Knowing Your Home’s History
How Records and Past Owners Can Add Meaning to a House
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Check Before You Remodel
Before changing older features, look for permits, photos and prior listings. A little research 
can help you keep useful details, avoid confusion about past work and make smarter update 
plans.

REAL ESTATE 101

HOMEWISE

 
Chain of Title: A chain of title is the documented history of a property’s ownership, usually traced through deeds and public records. It helps show who owned the property and 
when ownership changed.

HOMEWISE GLOSSARY

Real Estate Tips and Advice

AD SPACE

A home’s history can tell 
owners much more 
than its age. Old deeds, 

permits, maps and family 
records can show how a prop-
erty changed over time and 
help today’s buyers and home-
owners understand the place 
where they live. 

That knowledge can be 
practical. It can also add a 
sense of connection, especial-
ly in neighborhoods where 
houses have stood through 
decades of local growth and 
change.

Many clues begin in public 
records. County deed books 
can trace ownership, while tax 
records may show when a 
house first appeared on the 
rolls or when its value 
changed after an addition. 

Building permits, if available, 
can help identify when a 
porch was enclosed, a room 
was added or major systems 
were updated.

Previous owners can be 
another valuable source. 
Longtime residents often 
remember who lived in a 
house, what the yard once 
looked like or when a garage 
or sunroom was built. Family 
photographs sometimes cap-
ture details that no official file 
records, including original 
windows, paint colors or old 
fences.

NEIGHBORHOOD 
GROWTH

A home’s story also reflects 
the wider history of its neigh-
borhood. Sanborn fire insur-

ance maps, first published in 
the 19th century, documented 
building footprints and con-
struction materials in many 
American communities. 
Historic plat maps and city 
directories can also show 
how streets, lots and nearby 
businesses developed over 
time.

That context helps owners 
see whether a house began as 
part of a farm subdivision, a 
streetcar suburb or a post-
World War II expansion. In 
many towns, local historical 
societies and public libraries 
preserve these records and 
can point researchers toward 
reliable sources.

SIGNS OF CHANGE
Renovations can reveal 

changing tastes and needs. A 
kitchen may have been updat-
ed in the 1950s, a second bath-
room added in the 1970s or an 
attic finished as families 
sought more living space. 
Looking closely at trim, floor-
ing, foundations and hard-
ware can help date those 
changes.

Knowing that timeline may 
also help with future projects. 
Owners who understand 
which features are original 
and which were added later 
can make more informed 
choices about repairs, mainte-
nance and design. Even for 
homes that are not officially 
historic, a documented past 
can guide thoughtful updates 
for it.

LOCAL 
CONNECTION

The research does not need 
to be complicated. A visit to 
city hall, the county recorder’s 
office, the library or a neigh-
borhood archive can uncover 
useful facts. Census records, 
newspaper archives and old 
real estate listings may fill in 
more details.

For buyers, this background 
can turn a house tour into 
something richer than a 
checklist of bedrooms and 
square footage. For owners, it 
can deepen pride in a proper-
ty and in the community 
around it. A home is often 
more than lumber and brick. 
Its history can make everyday 
living feel more connected to 
the American story.
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