
Warrants & Patents & DeeDs, Oh My! 
PresenteD by Dr. Daniel hubbarD, PersOnal Past

What Might You Find in Land RecoRds?
1. Family members (sales stated or implied to be within the fam-

ily)
2. Given name of a wife
3. Neighbors
4. All or part of a chain of title
5. Associates (for a person-to-person sale, at least the other party to 

the sale)
6. Land location and boundaries
7. The grantor’s and grantee’s residences
8. The grantor’s and grantee’s occupations

the PRocess:
Think about the process behind land ownership.
1. How did your ancestor acquire the land and what documents should have been produced?
2. The process was different depending on the time and place and also depended on whether or 

not the land was acquired from a government or a private entity.
3. What documents might have been produced while your ancestor owned land? Mortgage? 

Neighbors’ surveys, grants, wills or deeds that mention your ancestors land?
4. What documents should have been produced when your ancestor sold, gave away or be-

queathed the land? Perhaps only one document but it still might reflect a process. A woman 
often only appeared in land records in a single part of the process, relinquishing dower rights 
when the land was sold by her husband.

FRoM WaRRant to Patent:
1. A warrant (sometimes called a grant) gives a person the right to a certain amount of land 

within a specified area.
2. A warrant could either be bought or be received as a reward for public service. Unused war-

rants could be sold by the person who had the warrant.
3. When federal land was to be made available, the first step was to survey the land. In other 

areas the survey was not performed until a person with a land warrant identified land they 
wished to obtain and that could be claimed based on the warrant.

4. The final step was to receive the patent on the land, which meant full title to the land.

don’t FoRget “otheR” RecoRds:
1. Probate may document a land transfer that does not appear in other documents.
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2. Property tax records can provide evidence for land ownership.
3. Plat maps show land ownership and other maps can show residence , which can be a clue 

about ownership.
4. Agricultural censuses can tell you how much land was owned.
5. In areas where metes and bounds was used, court records may contain information about law-

suits due to overlapping patents.

ReFeRence Books:
• Patricia Law Hatcher, Locating Your Roots Discover Your Ancestors Using Land Records (Baltimore: 

Genealogical Publishing Co, 2016) 
• E. Wade Hone, Land & Property Research in the United States (Salt Lake City: Ancestry, 1997) 
• Christine Rose, Military bounty land, 1776-1855 (San Jose, CA: CR Publications, 2011)

exaMPLe’s oF Books With data:
• Nell Marion Nugent, Cavaliers and pioneers : abstracts of Virginia land patents and grants 

(Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1977-1979)
• Lloyd DeWitt Bockstruck, Revolutionary War bounty land grants : awarded by state governments (Balti-

more: Genealogical Publishing Co, 1996)

WeBsites With RecoRds:
Example document types are listed in parentheses. Sites may have additional types.
• familySearch.org (Deeds, probate, property tax, tract books, New England town records)
• ancestry.com (Probate, some property tax, some deeds) 
• glorecords.blm.gov (Federal warrants, surveys, grants)
• fold3.com (NE Homestead papers)
• State Archive sites (Warrants, surveys, patents) examples: NC (http://digital.ncdcr.gov), KY 

(https://www.sos.ky.gov/admin/land/) , PA (https://www.phmc.pa.gov/Archives), VA (vir-
giniamemory.com) all have good info and scanned documents online

WeBsites FoR ReFeRence:
• Principle Meridians Map (www.blm.gov/or/gis/geoscience/images/InitialPointsAndBase-

lines.jpg)
• Specifications for Descriptions of Tracts of Land (www.blm.gov/or/gis/geoscience/files/

Land_Descriptions.pdf) Chapter 3 contains definitions and abbreviations
• Beginning Land Platting (metes and bounds system) sos-tn-gov-files.tnsosfiles.com/forms/

Plat_Basics_Handout_Form.pdf
• From Grant to Patent (The grant process in Canada) (http://www.archives.gov.on.ca/en/ac-

cess//documents/research_guide_215_grant_to_patent.pdf)
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Land MeasuRe coMPass:

The outer ring of numbers is the standard angles used in math, 0° to 360°. The inner ring shows 
the angles as specified in metes and bounds surveys. Survey angles will be specified as North, 
South, East or West if that is sufficient. Other angles are specified as [North or South] angle num-
ber [East or West]. The angle number should always be greater than 0° and less than 90°. 
Example: The direction “South 40 West” can be found by looking for the “40” on the inner 
ring of numbers that is between the S and the W.

N

S

EW

80

70

60

50

40

30

20
1010

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

80

70

60

50

40

30

20
10

80

70

60

50

40

30

20
10

10

20

30

40

50

60

70
80100

110

120

130

140

150

160

170

190

200

210

220

230

240

250
260 280

290

300

310

320

330

340

350

© Daniel Hubbard 2019
3   



suRveYing gLossaRY:
Distance:
Perch = rod = pole = 16.5 feet
Standard/Gunter’s chain (the word “chain” on its own normally refers to this type)
Chain = 66 feet = 100 links
Link = 7.92 inches

Ramsden/Engineer’s chain
Chain = 100 feet = 100 links
Link = 12 inches

Rathborn chain
Chain = 33 feet = 10 primes = 200 links
Prime = 39.6 inches
Link / Second = 1.98 inches

Wing chain
Chain = 33 feet = 40 links
Link = 9.9 inches

Area:
Perch = rod = pole = 1/160 acre (0.00625 acres)
Rood = 1/4 acre

Metes and Bounds:
Bound- boundary defined to follow streams, roads, walls, etc
Call- a specification of a mete, bound or corner found in a legal description of the land
Corner- a place where the survey direction changes. Often specified by a tree, rock or other 
marker that is expected to remain in place
Metes- straight lines of a given length and direction

Public Land Survey System:
Baseline- an east-west reference line
Congressional township- a square area of land 6 miles on a side
Principle meridian- a north south reference line
Range - a number specifying a congressional township’s position by counting the number of 
congressional townships east or west of the principle meridian
Section - a 1 mile by 1 mile (80 chain by 80 chain) piece of a township
Township- a congressional township, or a number specifying a congressional township’s position 
counting the number of congressional townships north or south of a baseline
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