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Basic Deed Research for House History 
 
Finding the date a house was built is fairly straightforward these days with so much 
information available online. Briefly, tracing the ownership of a property involves first 
finding the Book and Page of the current deed.  
 
Starting at the Medford Online Assessment Database, type in the address of the property 
you are researching and you get a sheet describing the property. 
 

 
 

 
 
Look for the Book and Page of the property. This is where the deed is located at the 
Registry of Deeds in Cambridge. 
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Then visit the online website of the Middlesex Registry of Deeds and select Search 
Criteria at the top.  
 

 
 
You will then see a drop-down list of various kinds of searches you can do. Under 
Recorded Land on the left, select Book Search and enter the Book and Page number you 
had gotten from the Medford database.  
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When you hit Search, you will get a listing of the relevant documents. 
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Select the document you want to view (there may be more than one) and a new screen 
with more details appears.  
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Then select View Images and you will get a new page view showing the deed you want 
to see. 
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Then it is a matter of looking at that deed and seeing if it describes a parcel of land “with 
the buildings thereon.” Find the reference to its prior deed by book and page, often 
referred to as Grantor’s Title, or sometimes with the phrase “For my title, see …” 
 

 
 
Then repeat the process with this new deed Book and Page, going back in time to a point 
when there was no building listed as part of the property description.  
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As you go back in time with the deeds, they become a little more difficult to read. Before 
there were the typed structured format deeds like the ones we have just seen, there were 
typewritten deeds in a long, run-on narrative. Careful reading should uncover the 
references to the property description and to the prior deed, as shown here. 
 

 
 
When you go further back in time, the deeds were hand-written and unless you are able to 
read 19th century cursive, these may be difficult to decipher. 
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And when you go way back, to the mid 1600s as shown here, the writing gets quite 
tough. Beautiful, but sometimes hard to read. By the way, this was part of the transaction 
when Richard Russell sold most of Medford to Jonathan Wade in 1661. 
 
Usually there is a point where a property was sold as an empty lot only, and then a few 
months later sold or mortgaged with a building on the lot. This gives us the time-frame 
when the house was built. In the late 19th century it was quite usual for houses to be built 
in 3 to 4 months, and even over the winter months. 
 
If a house appears to have been put up after about 1893 or so, it is quite likely that a 
building permit is available for viewing at the Building Department at City Hall. Just ask 
to see the folder for the address you are researching.  
 

 
 
The early building permits were on 3x5 index cards and listed the owner, sometimes the 
builder, the date, and often a construction cost estimate. Remember, however, that houses 
built before 1896 had different street addresses than today – all the addresses in the entire 
city were renumbered that year. This can lead to some confusion when researching that 
period. 
 



 10 

 
 
The process I have just described is generally pretty easy. This applies to so-called 
Recorded Land for the vast majority of property transactions. There are also Registered 
Land transactions that have gone through Land Court for various reasons. These are a 
little harder to follow and pretty much require going to the Registry in Cambridge in 
person. 
 
Some deeds also have a reference to a map or plan stored at the Registry. Some of the 
more recent plans are available through the Registry’s web site, but older plans, say 
before 1928, can be found in the large Plan Books at the Registry in Cambridge. The 
Medford Historical Society hopes to make electronic versions of these earlier plans 
(going back to 1700) available to researchers at our headquarters. 
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Some Resources Helpful in Researching House Histories 
 

• Medford Property Descriptions at Medford Online Assessment Database: 
https://gis.vgsi.com/medfordma 

• Deeds online at Middlesex South Registry of Deeds: 
https://www.masslandrecords.com/middlesexsouth/ 

• Middlesex Grantor (seller) and Grantee (buyer) index of deeds at FamilySearch.com 
(Massachusetts Land Records 1620-1896) 

• Medford Building Department at City Hall (building records from about 1892 to 
present – no building records before Medford became a City in 1892) 

• Plans and maps at Middlesex South Registry of Deeds (some on-line, most early 
plans stored at Registry of Deeds in Cambridge) 

• Medford Directories at MHSM, Medford Public Library, and Ancestry.com: 
https://medfordhistorical.org 

• Medford Town Annual Reports at MHSM and Medford Public Library: 
https://medfordhistorical.org 

• Medford Tax Lists at MHSM and Medford Public Library: 
https://medfordhistorical.org 

• Boston City Directories 1789-1900 at Boston Athenaeum Digital Collections: 
https://www.bostonathenaeum.org/digital 

• U. S. Census Listings at Ancestry.com 

• U. S. Newspapers at Newspapers.com (subscription) 

• 19th Century U.S. Newspapers from Gale Primary Sources through Boston Public 
Library Online Resources 

• Massachusetts Digitized Real Estate Atlases at State Library of Massachusetts: 
https://archives.lib.state.ma.us/handle/2452/127850 

• Vital Records of Massachusetts to 1850 (births, deaths, marriages):  
https://ma-vitalrecords.org 

• Medford Historical Register Online at Medford Public Library: 
https://medfordlibrary.org/resources/local-history/medford-historical-register/ 

• Medford Historical Maps on MHSM website: 
https://www.medfordhistorical.org/mapping-medford/medford-historical-maps-online/ 

• Medford Historical Maps at HistoricMapWorks.com 

• Medford and Massachusetts Historical Maps online at the Norman B. Leventhal Map 
& Education Center at Boston Public Library: 
https://www.leventhalmap.org/ 

• Sanborn Insurance Maps of Medford at Library of Congress: 
https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-
maps/?fa=location:massachusetts%7Clocation:middlesex+county%7Clocation:medford 
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• Family Histories and Connections at FamilySearch.com 

• Genealogical Research at Ancestry.com 

• Charles Brooks “History of the Town of Medford, Middlesex County, Massachusetts, 
from its first settlement in 1630 to 1855” – Revised, Enlarged, and Brought Down to 
1885 by James M. Usher: 
https://archive.org/details/historyoftownofm00broo_0 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This document was prepared by Will Tenney and was a handout at a lecture entitled 

“House Histories and Fascinating Finds” given at the Charlotte and William Bloomberg 

Medford Public Library on Thursday, January 12, 2023. 

 




