Researching your historic building
Researching the history of a property can be a daunting task, especially to novice researchers but it can also be a very interesting one that leads the researcher in directions they never would have imagined.  Uncovering the history of your building can, not only, reveal an interesting story of the structure but of a neighborhood, family, or business as well. 

There are several steps a property owner must take while researching their building and while at first it may seem overwhelming following these basic steps will help make the process an easy and exciting one. First, begin by taking a good look at your structure and ask these basic questions:

· When was the structure built? 

· Who was the architect? The builder? 

· What style is it? 

· What did the building look like originally? 

· Who was the original owner? The original occupants?  The original use?

· If it’s a house, who has lived in the house since it was built?

· If it’s a commercial building, or property with mixed use, how has the building been used throughout its years?

· What is the lot number associated with the property and on file at the county courthouse?

Some of these you may know answers to right away and others will require research.    Below are a few tips on uncovering the history of your historic building, start with these and you will be well on your way.

Architectural Style

Architectural styles date buildings so by determining the style of your property, an approximate age can be established.  For example, in America, if you see a Prairie Style home most likely it was built in the early 1900s, if you see a Gothic Revival then the 1830s, a Federal Style, the late 1700s to early 1800s.  The same rule applies to your building.  Take a look at the basic style and that will give you a clue as to its age.

Physical Evidence

This step is easy enough, you look at the evidence everyday as you walk down the halls.  By looking the physical evidence, the walls, the plumbing, the wiring, etc, a lot can be learned.  Clues such as plaster vs. drywall, the size of the rafters, and the foundation being poured concrete rather than concrete block, help you find your building’s age and also help you determine what’s original and what isn’t.

Title Research

From this research you can find a great deal of information such as liens, judgments, mortgages, taxes, and any recorded item connected to the property.
Ask Around

Doing this homework can be fun.  Talk to neighbors, previous owners, and relatives of previous owners; anyone who might know something about the history of the structure.  Maybe the ninety-year-old man down the street has lived there his whole life and will be able to provide some information as to who or what has occupied your building over the years and what structural changes have been made.  Also, maybe the previous owners did a little research themselves and can share with you what they found, saving you lots of time and energy.

Visit your Assessor’s Office

At the assessor’s office you will find a variety of information.  This source will tell you who previously owned the building and will provide the value of the property.  The property value should climb at a steady pace, if you notice a large increase it means, normally, that work was done or that may even be the year the structure was built on an empty lot.  

Check Deeds

Doing this legwork will require another trip to the Courthouse.  By leafing through the Grantee/Grantor indexes you can find all the names of previous owners, purchase prices, lot descriptions, and possibly even plat maps.  

· To use the Grantee/Grantor indexes, look up the name of the family you bought the building from; the index will list the deed book and page, head to that location and follow those steps again until you get to the beginning of the line.

Do your research

One of the first steps that should be taken is to determine if your building is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, either as an individual listing or as a contributing structure in a historic district.  If it is, you can request a copy of the nomination from your local State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO).  This document will provide information such as either an individual history, if registered as an individual listing, or a neighborhood history if within a district.  It will also give you a general architectural description of your building and an estimated age.  

There are sometimes other sources for building histories.  Go to your local library, historical society, etc. and see if there is some information pertaining to your building or neighborhood that would have been covered in newspapers, local histories, neighborhood histories, or architectural histories of your town.
