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Researching Your House’s History
A publication of the Palmyra Community Library, Local History Room
2020

Note: Appreciation is given to the Central Library of Rochester & Monroe County. Their
pamphlet, “Researching Your House’s History: Research Guide,” was used as a template for the
design of this pamphlet.

Overview

There is a plethora of information in Palmyra and Wayne County that can assist you as you
delve into the history of your house. The key is knowing where to look. This pamphlet is
designed to get you started. As you dig deeper you may find that it is not only your house you
begin to know a little better, but you might find yourself intrigued with those who once lived in
your house and the lives they lived. A house history often goes hand in hand with genealogy
research and you will find that to discover your house’s history you may also become a
genealogist. In fact, some have stated that you could interchange the words, “House History”
with “House Genealogy.” They both work.

You will find very few pictures of your home from long ago. Sometimes your top option is to
find pictures of street views, parades, etc. This works best if your home sits on a main street.
The Palmyra Community Library has pictures such as these in the Local History Room. More on
those resources later.

Have fun. Take a lot of notes and pictures if you can. Be gentle to the resources you are able to
touch. Respect the resources and the people who keep them safe. They have rules and they
need to be followed.

The Palmyra Community Library House & Building History Project

Over the past century, local historians have contributed to the Local History Room at the library
by collecting photographs, histories, scrapbooks and genealogical and family information about
Palmyra families. One of the most frequently asked questions the library staff receives is, “I
want to learn the history of my house.” Past historians and local history contributors did not
gather any of that information. The library has decided to make that one of the goals for the
library’s Local History Room from this year forward. We have established a House & Building
History Project that will build, with your help, a file of house histories for future generations. To
that end, a form has been included in your pamphlet that you can fill out at your leisure and
return to the library. We hope you will enjoy the process.




Why?
There could be several reasons why you want to learn about your house.

Historic preservation or designation

Curiosity about the architecture or structure

Curiosity about the people who lived there

Building date

e Ghosts or spirits — yes, some want to know, or believe their home may be inhabited by
ghosts or spirits and want to learn more about past residents.

e o e

Tips

Not until early in the 20th century were records typewritten. Many of our old homes predate
that so you can expect to see handwritten records in deeds, mortgages, minutes and all kinds of
things. Usually, handwriting was quite good, though not always. Additionally, some writing is
old style and it might be difficult to decipher at first. Keep at it. The more you read it the easier
it becomes. You can learn more by perusing these links. A glossary of select terms found in
deeds and other records has been included in this document to assist you.

Tips for Reading Old Handwriting (from Ancestry.com)
https://support.ancestry.com/s/article/Tips-for-Reading-Old-Handwriting

Old House Web: “Finding the History in your Home”

http://www.oldhouseweb.com/architecture-and-design/finding-the-history-in-vour-
home.shtml|

Terms to know

Deed: A deed transfers property from one owner to another.
Grantee: | Buyer.

Grantor: Seller.

Let’s Get Started
Note: House histories are public record and you can research any house you would like.

Sometimes it helps to talk with former owners, neighbors, and older residents of the town, if
possible, to gather an oral history. You can learn a lot just from having a conversation.



Start with you!

Begin with yourself as the current owner and work backwards. The best place to start is by
taking a look at your deed. If you don’t have it or can’t find it, you can locate the deed filed in
The Wayne County Clerk’s office.

Deeds
Deeds are located at the Wayne County Clerk’s Office in Lyons. (See Resources for this and
other helpful contact information).

Step 1
Locate the Index to Grantee/Grantor book that includes the letter of your last name and the
year your purchase took place. For example: Index to Grantee/Grantor H-L 1870-1910.

Step 2

Locate your name. They are listed in alphabetical order under the column, “Grantee.” Next to
that column is another column, “Grantor.” You are the Grantee as you were the purchaser. The
index lists the recording date of your deed and what Deed book and page number to look for to
find your particular deed. There is also an Index to Grantor/Grantee book so that if you only
know the seller but not the buyer, you can look there. All but the earliest indexes are
typewritten and easy to follow.

Step 3

Locate the appropriate Deed book and go to the correct page. Your deed will be there. Read
through it and use your worksheets to take lots of notes. Remember, NO PHOTOGRAPHY! If you
need a copy made, the staff is more than happy to accommodate you.

Step 4
Repeat this process to go back as far as you can or as you want. You should be able to follow
the deed back to the original land grant.

These steps build your Chain of Title.

The deed includes the buyer, the seller, property size and location, neighbors, and the cost,
among other items. In some cases a will might be referred to and you can look at wills, as well,
at the County Clerk’s office.

If a property was mortgaged, there will be a record of that in the County records. You will see
the grantor, the grantee, the terms of the mortgage and the amount of the mortgage.

Now What?

Perhaps you’re quite happy with finding your deed and tracing back to an owner or two.
Wonderful. Stop here. If you are like most people, though, you will want to know more.
Possibly one of the owners of your home had an intriguing name. Was it a single woman? Who




was she and how did she come to own your home? Was one of the owners a person of high
esteem in the town? Which owner made an improvement in your home that you especially like
and why? Was he a whaler? A doctor? A minister? A shop owner? Were there servants? Were
they farmers? Was your lot always that big or did the size change? Did the farmer grow crops,
raise animals, have an orchard? Was there a barn on the property? What was your old shed
used for?

This is where your search continues and at the same time you may learn a little more about
your house through the people who lived there.,

Nearby
The Town of Palmyra Assessor’s office can be a wealth of information and all it takes is a phone

call or a stop in the office, but please call ahead. Every property in Palmyra has a folder and in
that folder there is a gold mine of information relating to your house. You are welcome to stop
in the office and peruse your property file. If you need copies you can coordinate that with the
Assessor. What kinds of information will you find in your folder?

e Pictures. It's quite possible there are pictures going back a number of years, perhaps 30-
40 years or so. You may be able to see if your house was a different color, different
siding, etc. Any issued permits will be in there for such things as additions, remodels and
improvements, new outbuildings, swimming pools, and even the removal of such things
as barns. Assessment information is in there. Drawings, maps, property identification
information, a copy of your deed, approximate build date, a property description, other
buildings on the property, etc., might also be in your folder.

Other Resources

Federal Census Records

1850 and prior. There was no home-related information recorded. Beginning with the 1850
census, a column for “Value of Real Estate Owned,” was included. From this information you
get an idea of how wealthy or poor your property owner may have been.

In the 1860 census an additional column was added to include “Value of Personal Estate,”
which provides more information regarding wealth.

By 1880 the census includes street name and house number. This information will match your
deed. Remember, house numbers and street names can change over time.

The 1900 census identifies additional information such as whether the person is a renter or
owns their own home, if it’s mortgaged or if it’s a farm. If the property is a farm, another census
called the Farm Schedule, or Agricultural Census can be viewed beginning in 1850. This census



includes details such as acreage, the number and kinds of animals and crops a person may have
had and their value. A partial example of the Agricultural Census has been included in the
Samples section of this document.

Record all the information available from the census and other records you find for a property
owner.

By 1930, an additional column was included and that was whether or not the occupant had a
radio. That could be an indication of affluence.

The 1940 census includes where the occupant lived in 1935, a non-census year.

Maps

Compare one map of one year to another map of a subsequent year. Does your property have a
building on it? Example: A map of 1850 may not have a building on it. When you look at a map
from 1874 there is now a building on your property. Then you know some type of building was
added to your property between 1850 and 1874. That does not necessarily mean the building
you have on your property today is that same building. You will need to do further research to
answer that question.

Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps can be found on the Library of Congress web page at loc.gov and
type in Palmyra, New York and locate the maps.

Historic Palmyra — land maps and insurance maps.

Palmyra Community Library — land maps.

Wayne County Clerk’s Office — land maps.

Wayne County Historian —land maps.

Town of Palmyra (Clerk’s Office) — street maps and other maps. NOTE: You are able to view the
street maps but they are in fragile condition and require minimal handling. If you would like to
view one, contact the Palmyra Historian, via the Palmyra Town Hall who will coordinate usage.
The historian will assist and monitor any use.

Town and County Directories

These can be a wealth of information, especially for businesses and the people who owned and
ran them. Some directories list inhabitants, too. Check with the County Historian to view. The
library and Historic Palmyra, Inc. may also be able to help. Some directories may be online
digitally.

Newspapers
The library has many hardcopy issues of local newspapers dating back to the 1800s. They also




exist on microfilm and now are available digitally. To search the newspaper digitally, go to the
Palmyra Community Library’s web site: www.palmyracommunitylibrary.org and click on the
Local History tab. From there, scroll down and click the link that says, “Issues of Palmyra
Newspapers.”

Photographs

Chances are you will not easily find photographs of your property. If your home or its residents
were well known, then pictures are more likely to exist. Newspapers may have pictures of your
home (rare) or possibly the people who lived there. The Local History Room at the library has
Family Photo Files and also Genealogy Files. You are welcome to search those for photographs
or other information regarding your home’s prior inhabitants.

Also check:

e With the Palmyra Assessor to view your property file. There may be pictures of your
house in your folder.

e Historic Palmyra, Inc.

e Palmyra Historian (at the Town Hall)

Property Records

e Palmyra Assessor
e Wayne County Clerk’s Office

Town minutes
The town minutes are available on Palmyra’s web site at www.palmyrany.com and are
searchable.

Articles, People and General History and Information

Local newspapers:

Search digital newspapers online at: www.palmyracommunitylibrary.org/local-history then
scroll to the link “Issues of Palmyra Newspapers.” You will be able to search by keyword.

Ancestry.com
Ancestry.com is available at the Palmyra Community Library for free. You will not be able to
save your data but you can print and email the data to yourself.




Fees

Wayne County Clerk’s Office: You are not allowed to take pictures. However, you can ask that
the staff make you a photocopy of the pages(s) you need. Some very old books may be stored
offsite and they may not be able to obtain a copy for you at that time. They will send it to you.
Photocopies: $.65/page.

Palmyra Community Library: Photocopies and photographs (no flash) are allowed. The Local
History Room is available for research. You will need to sign in at the main circulation desk and
sign out when you leave. Note that you may be asked to have your bag looked into before you
leave. There is also a surveillance camera in this room. All materials are to be left on the table
after you use them for the staff to put away. No food or drink in this room.

Photocopies can be made by you if the item is not too delicate. If in doubt, please ask first.
Otherwise, the library can provide a photo or do the photocopying for you. This will depend on
the staff’s availability. Color copier. $.15/page, payable in cash or by check at the circulation
desk.

Publications of Interest and that are found in the OWWL library system. If you don’t have a
library card, stop at the Circulation Desk on the first floor to obtain one. They are free but do
require a driver’s license, identification or piece of mail with your current address on it for
proof of residency.

The Palmyra Community Library and the library’s Local History Room has numerous books of
regional interest.

175™ Anniversary Book. Palmyra, New York. 1964.

Cook, Thomas L. PALMYRA AND VICINITY. Palmyra, N.Y. 1980[1930]. Includes index.

Hayes, Bonnie J. PALMYRA: Images of America. Arcadia Publishing, SC: 2004.

Light, Sally. HOUSE HISTORIES: A GUIDE TO TRACING THE GENEALOGY OF YOUR HOME. Golden
Hill Press, Inc., NY: Spencertown, 1989.

Lotyczewski, Halina. A road to the past: Palmyra’s village streets in 1870. Hoffman Foundation

Essay. 2000. REF.

McAlester, Virginia Savage. A FIELD GUIDE TO AMERICAN HOUSES: THE DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO
IDENTIFYING AND UDNERSTANDING AMERICA’S DOMESTIC ARCHITECTURE. Alfred A. Knopf,
NY: 2015.

Morrison, W.E. MORRISON’S HISTORY OF PALMYRA WAYNE CO., NEW YORK.
W.E. Morrison & Co., NY: 1976[1877].




Olson, Erin. A picture perfect past: an architectural study of Palmyra 1840-1900. Hoffman
Foundation Essay. 1999. REF.

Troskosky, Betty. PALMYA—A BICENTENNIAL CELEBRATION. Historic Palmyra, Inc., NY: 1989.

Walker, Lester. AMERICAN HOMES: THE LANDMARK ILLUSTRATED ENCYCLOPEDIA OF
DOMESTIC ARCHITECTURE. Workman Publishing Co, NY: 1996.

Glossary

Deed: A deed transfers property from one owner to another.

do: same as the previous entry

et vir: and husband

et uxor or ux: and wife

Grantee: buyer

Grantor: seller

Liber: book

No or without issue: a person who has no living lineal descendants.
Rod: 5 1/2 yards or 16 1/2 feet

Chain: A chain (ch) measures 66 feet, or 22 yards, or 100 links.
Link: 7.92 inches

Local Resources

Palmyra Town Assessor
1180 Canandaigua Rd.
Palmyra, NY 14522
315-597-2184

Preservation Commission
http://www.palmyrany.com/government/village/preservation/home.htm

Historic Palmyra, Inc.

132 Market St.

Palmyra, NY 14522
315-597-6981
www.historicpalmyrany.com




Palmyra Community Library
402 E. Main St.

Palmyra, NY 14522
315-597-5276

315-597-1375 - fax

Palmyra Historian
1180 Canandaigua Rd.
Palmyra, NY 14522
315-597-5521

Wayne County Clerk’s Office

9 Pearl St.

Lyons, NY 14489

315-946-7470
https://web.co.wayne.ny.us/index.php/county-clerk/

Wayne County Historian

Wayne County NY Public Safety Building

7376 State Route 31

Lyons, NY 14489

315-946-5470
https://web.co.wayne.ny.us/index.php/office-of-the-county-historian/

EXAMPLES/SAMPLES/FORMS FOLLOW

1. Deed example.

2. Deed Log Sample

3. Deed Log Blank Form

4. Map Worksheet

5. Directories Worksheet

4. Agricultural Schedule/Census Information

5. Palmyra Community Library House & Building History Project Form
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CONSIDERATION, $1200,00.
- Gonveys, ALL THAT TRACT OR PARCEL OF LAND, mituate in the
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besinning Sontaining Twelve & 7iftv nine hundredths Acres of

¢ Land,
it
4

56 0555 e 5 1 0 S 300 SR 1 0 5 0 0 o SR SR S SR SRS
In the matter of the Last Will and % Will, Dated May 1,

‘ 1896, Probated Jan.

| Testament, £ 16, 1899. Recordsd
t Jan. 28, 1899 at 9
of % A. M,, in Book 1&1
: of Deeds at page 189
"homas Bvers, deceased. ¥
u i‘é?'%"h"‘é'-w"‘“—%:‘f-‘v%ﬁé**—é>i~9r%—)‘-%§(~'>.$#%%%%****%%i@%%ﬁeﬁ%%
i
i ) : : )
{ Said Will recites among other things as follows:-

| second:- All the rest, residue and remainder of my property,
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AGRICULTURAL SCHEDULES: 1850 TO 1900.

Page No, ———-~,

Sermpuin 8.—PRODUCTIONS OF AGRICULTURE IN ————
; ENUMERATED BY ME ON THE

47

Page No, —.

, IN.-THE QOUNTY OF —— , IN THE STATE OF
DAY OF — e , 1870, ,
- oy Assistant Marshal,

Post-office: —
ACRES OIf I'IESENT E,gls 1 N¥ 1, 1870, ¥ .
e oastvizun| #5 LIVE STOCK, JUNY 1, 1870, PRODUCE DURING THE YEAL ENDING JUNE 1, 1870.
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\ ‘8
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4 Bdl 8 8| & || A B Q& |&|E|&|8|S g |&|&
No,| No. | No, Dol‘]u. Dolls.f| Dolls, |[No.| No, | No. | No, | No. [No, [No. [Dalls.|Bush,|Bush,jBush, [Bush.|Bush./Bush,|Bush.) Lbs, {Lbs,
1 2 3 1 b 4 7 & 0 1011|1211 || 16 ff I0 17 18 10 20 21 2 23 | 24
S, - e

! TOTAL

PRODUCE DURING TIH YEAR BHDING JUNE 1, 1870—continuoerd, VALOR
Tolatooy, § 1)n.1ry'pm(1uutu. L seed, sng, ' Boees, é ; .""5 gé"’;
=] =)
. d L
En ) g g@" a':-'u
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: g o g |34 wofl & M
-8 E i i 5 |88 89 'a,;zi'g
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1 APV IAE A %82 | Ak
- & -1 % . £ i} ] ! o w® =]
AHEEE I R RHEHBOHHEE G A
8k |& G| |E|&|a|8 | d || ERE ElR|® |5 |8
Bules, ' . TThds
ﬁ-;lﬁu) Ths,| Bu, | B, | B, [Dolls,| Galy, [Dolly,| Lby, | Lhy, | Guls, | Tonw,| Bu. | Bu. { Lbs, {Tony, [Tk [ Bu,|Lbs| Lbg. (ﬂ})ﬂ? @als, {Ths, | Lbw. {Dolls,|Dells.| Dolla, anolla.
18, R. ‘
o5 | 6| 27| 28| 20| 80| BL| B2 ®R| W w5 uo| 7| oe| 80| dofdnaz|as| ad| 0] 40 7 | 49| 60| Gt B2

17This will includo only snch cheese as is made upon the farm,  Milk sent to ohoess factorics will he zogarded ug milk sold off the farm.

- 1880.
SCHEDULE 2 (7-306) —AGRICULTURE.

% ¢Tarms,’ lor the purpose of the agricultural sched-
ule, include all considerable nurseries, orchards, and
market gardens, which are owned by separate parties,
which are cultivated for pecuniaxy profit, and employ
as much as the labor of 1 able-hodied workman during
the year. Mere cabbage and potato patches, family
vegetablo gardens, and ornamental lawns, not con-
stituting o portion of a farm for general agricultural
purposes, will be excluded. No farm will be reported
of less than 3 acres, unless $500 worth of produce has
been actually sold off from it during the year. The

latter proviso will allow the inclusion of many market
gardens in the neighborhood of large cilies, where,
although the aren is small, a high state of cultivation is
maintained and considerable value produced.

“A farm is what is owned or leased by 1 man and
cultivated under his cave. A distant wood-lot, or sheep
pasture, even if in another subdivision or district, is to
be treated as a part of the farm; but wherever there is
o residefit overseer, or & manager, there a farm is to be
reported. ,

“The amounts of the various crops will be estimated
according to the best judgment of the propriefor or
manager where no exact account is kept.”

[7~30064)
. : Nora A.~The light dotted perpondicular lines, which divide the spaces intended fornumbera on this schedile, are
gﬂgg\'j\‘igur’s district: No } intended to uagmrnl.‘te the units, tens, ete,, from ench other, nnd the e%lmomw:‘ should be earaful that
Enumeration district: No. the figures are written within the smal! space so formed, thus: | @) the units in the right-hand

smaell spacos,

B -

Norm B.—Muke an afiirmative entry by aslanting lno (Phum 4) in one of the three columns B,ha, and 4, according
a8 0

the fuct 1sin the cnseof ench farm—ina
3, if he is the tenant at o fixed money rental; in colun 4, 1

3f theoecupieris the ownur of the farm; incolumn

amn
£ ha conducts i€ for a sharo of tha product,

Nore O.—Entmeratorawill observe that there ave 100 questions relating to ench farm, which are arranged in four
successlye divisions of ench sehedule page.
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SOHEDULE 2.—PRODUCTIONS OF AGRICULTURE 1IN —~—————, IN THE COUNTY OF -
ENUMERATED BY ME THE

STATISTICS OF AGRICULTURE.
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SOHEDULE NO. 2.—AGRICULTURE.

‘¢ Parms,’ for the purposes of the agrieulttral sched-
ule, include, besides what are commonly known as
farms, all considerable nurseries, orchards, and market
gardens owned by separate parties, which are cultivated
for peeuniavy profit, and employ as much as the labor of
1 able-bodied workman during the year. Mere cabbage
and potato patehes, family vegetable gardens, and orna-
menta} lawns, not constituting o portion of a farm, for
general agricultural purposes, will be excluded. No
farm will e reported of less than B acres unless §500
worth of produce has been actually sold from it during
the yenr. The latter proviso will allow the inclusion
of many market gardens in the neighborhood of large
cities, where, although the ares is small, a high gtate of
cultivation is maintained and conmdemble va,lueq are
produced.

“A farm is what is owned or leased by 1 man nnd
cultivated under his cave. A distant wood-lot orsheep
pasture, even if in another subdivision or distriet, is to
be treated as a part of the farm; but wherever there is
o resident overseer, or a manager, there a separate farm
ig to be reported.

“The amounts of the various crops may be estimated

[

according to the best judgment of the proprietor or
manager where no exnot account is kept.

#Bpeoial instructions as to certain inquiries are con-
tained on the schedule. , Those instructions and the
following additional explanations should receive the
caraful attention of all enumerators,

“ Improved or unimproved land should be carefully
noted. All land once plowed is mproved wnless after-
wards abandoned for cultivation, like the ¢ old fields’ of
the South, Western enumerators will pay especial
attention to this instruction, and not be guided by local
customs. Rocky, hill, and mountnin pastures are nod
smproved, but fields used for pasture as a pm-t of a
rotation of crops wre improved.

¢ Weels of hired labor should be obtained by adding
together the number of. weeks ezod individual of the
help employed was at work, thus: 1 man hired by the
year should be counted as 52 weeks; another man for
96 weeks as 26 weeks; 2 wen in hay and harvest, each
6 weeks, as 12 weeks; and 1 women in the dairy for a
year as 52 weeks; making n total for that farm - of 142
weeks of hired labor.

“ Farmers should be encoumged o gwe ag full and
complete answers to the varions questions as possible,
and the fact should he 1mpressed upon them that they,
above all others, are interested in having the returns of
the census ag neayr the truth as it is possible to get them,”






Palmyra Community Library House & Building History Project (established 2020)

About: The Palmyra Community Library, 402 E. Main Street, Palmyra, NY has a Local History Room which
includes maps, scrapbooks, genealogical files and photographs, newspaper indexes, local history books, regional
and community interest holdings, files and other information that relates to Palmyra’s rich history. One of the
questions the staff gets regularly is, “How can I find out more about my house?”

The library has established a Palmyra House & Building History Project, where histories of properties in Palmyra
are collected and preserved. Space in the library’s local history room has been created to hold these histories.
An associated pamphlet, “Researching Your Property’s History,” is a how-to guide to assist you and is available
to photocopy. See the circulation desk.

How: Fill out this form and return it to the library. This will become a public document and by submitting this
form you agree and understand this.

Your House or Building (PLEASE PRINT ALL INFORMATION)

1 Address (current. Include house or building #): Name of property, if applicable:
Address (if ever known by another address):
Parcel ID# or Map#, if known:
) Name of Owner (current. Last name 1%): O Residence
QO Business
O Barn, etc.

(O Building, other

If you are not the current owner, did you ever own this property? YES NO

Years you have owned this property: Known or estimated year built:

Architectural style, if known:

Names of any previous owners, if known:




“Address (current):

Any interesting architectural features about this property?

Any known additions or subtractions from this property?

Any historical or interesting FACTS about your property? Add additional pages, if necessary.

Any folklore or unproven anecdotes or interesting stories about your property? Add additional
pages, if necessary.

Return to:
ATTN: Local History
Palmyra Community Library 402 E. Main St. Palmyra, NY 145220r fax to: 315-597-1375




