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A GUIDE TO RESEARCHING OLD BUILDINGS IN ALABAMA 
Alabama Historical Commission Staff 

 

This guide is intended to acquaint the serious researcher with the various sources available for 

uncovering the history of an old building in Alabama. The goal of the research is to document the 

history of the structure for use in local surveys and National Register nominations. 

 

Although secondary sources, such as recent newspaper and magazine articles, family traditions and 

local histories, are useful as general guides, they were usually written by someone who was not present 

at the time of the event and should be used with caution. Most local histories contain valuable 

information about public buildings, but if the sources of information are not footnoted, the researcher 

must verify the information through original research. 

 

Serious research begins with a careful study of documents which date from the time of the event. 

These are called primary sources and include deeds, wills, state records, early maps and newspaper 

accounts contemporary with the event. 

 

Elizabeth Gould of the Mobile Historic Development Commission has developed an excellent system for 

dating the buildings of that city. Her methodology involves systematically searching all available 

documents, carefully copying and noting all sources checked, and preparing a summary table which 

organizes the data into a chronological sequence beginning with the earliest records and proceeding to 

the most recent. She makes extensive use of deeds, tax records and city directories. These sources, 

however, are not available for every section of the state. Courthouse fires have destroyed deed and tax 

records for the early years in some counties. And smaller towns did not print city directories until the 

latter part of the 19th century. 

 

Consequently, the first task of the researcher is to make a careful survey of the material available in 

the city or county in question. Using this booklet as a general guide, search the courthouse files, the 

city records, the holdings of the local library and historical society, as well as the Alabama Department 

of Archives and History and local colleges and universities. 

 

Whichever sources are used, it is important to carefully copy them and retain this information in the 

research file. Preparing a chronological table of the data will assist in organizing the material and in 

establishing the date of the structure. It also allows others to evaluate the research. 

 

I. CHAIN OF TITLE 

Research should begin with tracing the ownership of the property from the present owner back to 

the first land transaction. This is known as a title search and is only a record of the land 

transactions. It will rarely mention a building, but large jumps in the price of the property may 

indicate an improvement on the land. Likewise, a mortgage may indicate an improvement to a 

building. 

 

A construction date cannot be determined just from the cost of the transaction, however. 

Inflation, recession, speculation or tragedy can affect price changes. Or, a jump in price may 
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indicate the construction of an earlier house. For instance, one house was dated as having been 

constructed in 1845 because of a $5,000 increase in price. The tax records, however, proved that 

this was a frame structure and not the brick house in question. It was not until 1870 that a brick 

house was taxed. 

 

A completed chain of title gives the researcher a documented basis from which to continue the 

investigation of the building. It should be recorded and balanced with all the other factors in the 

research. 

 

1. In order to trace the ownership, you must first obtain the name of the current owners and the 

property address. 

 

At the local Tax Assessor’s Office, obtain the legal description of the property from the plat 

maps. This will include the block, square and lot number for city properties; the section, 

township and range for rural properties. 

 

Examples: Isaac Marx House-Block 340, Square 43, Lots 14, 15 

Glenville Plantation – NW1/4 of Section 21, Township 3 North, Range 5 East 

(NW1/2, S21, T3N, R5E) 

 

2. With the legal description established, the next step is to trace the title. 

 

If the owner has an abstract, it will show the owners in sequence and the cost of the various 

transactions. This is a quick and convenient way to trace the title. However, abstracts 

frequently do not include all of the information the researcher may want and often have some 

inaccuracies. Information on the abstract should be checked. To do this proceed to the Probate 

Office. 

 

There are two methods of tracing the chain of title. One starts with the original land grant and 

traces the title down to the current owners. The other starts with the current owner and traces 

back to the original land grant. It is easier to start with the current owners and work 

backwards. 

 

With the name of the current owner and the legal description of the property, ask to see the 

Deed Indexes. Locate and copy down the property transaction which include the name of the 

current owner as GRANTEE (this is the buyer of the property). If the owner has purchased 

several pieces of property, his name will appear several times. For each transaction also copy 

the name of the GRANTOR (the seller of the property) and the references – Deed Book 215, 

page 406. 

 

Ask to see Deed Book 215. Page 406 will have a copy of the deed which will refer to the 

particular piece of property involved in that transaction. If the legal description matches that 

of the property in question, then the person listed as grantor is the previous owner. A note of 

caution – the transaction may include more land than your property, so look carefully to see if 

your property is included in a lager transfer. 

 

In recording the deeds it is important to carefully copy: 

 

a. The book and page (usually abbreviated as BK. 215/406) 

b. The date of the transaction 



 

 3 

c. The grantor and the grantee 

d. The type of transaction: warranty deed (W.D.), quit claim (Q.C.), deed of trust (D.T.) or 

mortgage (mtge.) 

e. The property description, noting the exact footage and directions given in the description. 

If there is a mention of a structure (appurtenances thereon), this should be recorded. It 

may be the structure in question. 

 

Out of courtesy to the current owners, it is customary not to record the value of the 

purchase or tax records of the most recent owners, unless their permission is given. 

 

Using the name of the grantor obtained in the most recent transaction, go back to the deed 

indexes and look for his name as grantee. This process should be repeated until you have 

worked back to the original land grant. Some structures unquestionably date from the late 

19th or early 20th century, and it will not be necessary to carry the title all the way back to 

the early 19th century. Caution should be exercised. Many two-story Victorian houses began 

as one-story cottages in an earlier period. 

 

3. Wills and Court Cases 

 

If any will or court case has been indicated in the deed books, it should be copied if there is a 

reference made to real property. If there is no such reference, a note should be made that it 

was read so that future research will not necessitate this check. 

 

On occasion, wills will include an inventory of all property owned, including household goods. 

This information can provide an excellent picture of the life of the owner. The reference 

should be copied or a note made of it. 

 

II. TAX RECORDS 

With the names of the owners, proceed to the Tax Assessor’s Office and ask for the old tax records. 

Although many counties have maintained their old records, others have transferred them to 

another location. The tax records will list the owner’s name and all his property, both real and 

personal. In some counties, the list will include the location of the various lots or buildings that the 

owner possessed and the value of each possession. In others, the lots will be lumped together with 

a single composite value. 

 

While tax records are most useful in determining the existence of houses on specific pieces of 

property and the value of the property from year to year, note should be made of personal 

property, as a large purchase of household furniture may indicate a new house. 

 

It is worth noting that improvements are usually made at the time of purchase and are reflected 

most accurately in the tax records. Tax records usually reflect the evaluation for the previous year. 

 

The following should be copied: 

1. The year of the book and the page, if given 

2. The name of the owner 

3. The description of the particular property – vacant lot (v.l.), brick house (br. h.), frame house 

(fr. h.), etc. 

4. The tax value 

 

The tax records should be arranged in the same sequence as the deeds. 
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III. CITY DIRECTORIES 

 

A city directory is a list of the people who work and live in a certain city. Early directories are 

usually arranged alphabetically by name; later directories by street addresses. Directories will 

often contain the names of city officials and other information about the city. One Montgomery 

directory lists all of the buildings constructed in the past year with the name of the owner, 

contractor and cost of the structure. 

 

For larger cities, directories date back to the mid-19th century, but smaller towns frequently 

did not publish directories until the latter part of the century. Directories can be located in 

city libraries, historical society libraries and the State Archives. 

 

Check the owner’s name in each directory available and record the following information: 

1. Name 

2. Occupation 

3. Address of the place of business, if given 

4. Address of the residence. This may be very general for early directories. If the directory 

uses the abbreviation “bds”, this means that the person is a boarder 

 

If no owner is listed as living elsewhere, this should be copied. It may mean that there is no 

house on the lot yet, or that the property in question is rental. 

 

Keep in mind that street addresses may have changed over the years. 

 

IV. MAPS 

 

Old maps are very useful documents. Particularly valuable are the Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps 

which date from the 19th and early 20th century. 

 

A careful search of the county records, the local historical society or the State Archives may 

turn up local maps and surveys which will be of value. Snecdor’s 1850s map of Greene County 

shows buildings and names of owners. Family papers occasionally contain surveys of the 

property, showing the main house, outbuildings and orchards. 

 

Sanborn Maps. The Special Collections Library at the University of Alabama has a large 

collection of Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps. These maps show all of the structures in a given 

area and are color-coded to indicate whether the building is brick or frame. The maps show not 

only the location but the dimensions and number of stories for each structure. The maps date 

from the 1880s to the mid-20th century and were updated every few years. Consequently they 

serve as an excellent source for dating construction and additions from the late 19th century. 

The Alabama Historical Commission maintains a list of the maps available at the Special 

Collections Library. 

 

V. OLD PHOTOGRAPHS, DRAWINGS AND BIRDSEYE VIEW MAPS 

 

Old photographs, drawings and birdseye view maps may be very helpful, but only if they 

accurately dated. Artists often utilized a freedom of expression, so keep this in mind. 
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Several cities have well-maintained photographic collections. Some in public possession, others 

in private collections. Don’t forget to check the negative files of local photographic studios. 

Family descendents often have saved scrapbooks with photographs of the house. Neighbors, 

too, may have useful snapshots. If at all possible, the photograph should be copied and a note 

made of the location of the original. If this is not feasible, note the existence of the 

photograph and the features which differ from the present appearance of the building. 

 

VI. BUILDING CONTRACTS 

 

For public or religious buildings, there are sometimes building contracts in the city, county, 

state or church archives. These will give the dates, name of architect and/or contractor and 

the cost of the project. Frequently specifications will be included. 

 

VII. BUILDING PERMITS 

 

Starting in the late 19th century, many cities required building permits. Check with city hall or 

the planning office. 

 

VIII. NEWSPAPERS 

 

Newspaper articles which date from the time under consideration can be excellent sources of 

information. 

 

If you have narrowed the date of construction down to a period of a few years, reading the 

local newspaper for those dates can sometimes turn up a notice of the completion or initiation 

of construction, particularly for public buildings, or notable homes and stores. Papers usually 

followed the progress of construction for these buildings and frequently give the name of the 

architect, the contractor, the cost of construction and, on several occasions, the 

specifications. 

 

Advertisements for commercial establishments often give addresses and notice of new 

construction. Social notices can also aid in establishing the presence of some buildings. 

 

IX. PRIVATE AND PUBLIC COLLECTIONS 

 

Collections containing manuscripts, diaries, brochures, old letters and advertisements are also 

fertile ground. These materials often contain clues or precise information about buildings. 

Minutes of a club, church or corporation may contain data about the construction of a building. 

Planter’s diaries will generally include information about new construction. 

 

X. OTHER SOURCES 

 

City Prospectuses, published by business groups, often contain valuable information on 

commercial establishments and public facilities. These brochures were written to attract 

businesses, so look out for hype. 

 

For industrial buildings such as mills and factories, the Census of Manufactures (State Archives), 

Corporation Books (County Courthouse), and newspaper articles dating from the period are 

particularly helpful. 
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Published genealogies and marriage records can provide useful clues. Homes were frequently 

built for newly-weds and additions made as the family expanded. Census records can indicate 

when a family moved into the state. If older children were born in South Carolina and younger 

children in Alabama, a likely date for the move can be established. 

 

Local and state chapters of the American Institute of Architects sometimes maintain files on 

early firms and plans. 

 

Finally, use your imagination and hunches. Longshots are always worth a try; when they pay 

off, they often pay off very well. Don’t hesitate to contact members of the family or old 

neighbors. Mention your project to everyone, particularly people who may be doing research in 

the same records you plan to use. 

 

XI. COMPILING THE RESEARCH 

 

When all of the sources have been exhausted, the data should be organized into a time 

sequence beginning with the earliest records and proceeding to the most recent. All data and 

notes, as well as Xerox copies of maps and photographs, should be maintained in the research 

file. 

 

A careful examination of the material gathered should provide a reasonably accurate date or 

very short time span for the construction of almost any building. 

 

XII. CONCLUSION 

 

The narrow goal of the research is to determine the date of construction, the name, 

occupation and status of the first owner and subsequent occupants. But dates and chains of 

title do not equal significance. 

 

Biographical data on the builder, later owners, the architect and contractor should be 

included. If important events took place in the house, they should be recorded and 

documented. If the owner was involved in important events, a summary of his involvement 

should be given. A brief summary of the particular period of the history of the town is also 

helpful. If the building was the result of a housing boom caused by the location of a new 

industry or other economic or social force, some indication and information should be included. 

The construction of numerous new commercial buildings often give clues to the economic 

propriety of the town in a given time period. 

 

An architectural evaluation of the building should be sought from a competent architectural 

historian. Is it a particularly fine example of a type? Is it the only existing example of a once 

common style? Does it represent new trends in style or new methods of construction? 

 

A statement of the relationship of the building to the political, economic, social, technological 

and aesthetic forces of the period places it into historical perspective. The ultimate goal of the 

research is to tell us what this building has to say about our history. This, not the recitation of 

past owners, provides us with a rationale for preservation. 


