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Gathering the facts• Set the general period in 
which the building was 
constructed using visual 
clues and general sources.

• Consult city directories 
and early maps to 
determine ownership 
history and a probable 
date of construction. 

• Look at deed and real 
estate tax records for 
more detailed ownership 
information.

• Revisit sources and look at 
databases after you have 
learned more about the 
property and the early 
owners.  
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Don’t reinvent the wheel
• Check existing research, including National Register 

nominations and architectural surveys. All or most of 
those done in Columbia are available online. Property 
abstracts can also be a great resource. 
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The City of Columbia also 
maintains an online list 
of Columbia’s Most 
Notable Historic 
Properties.
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195 properties  
101 of those are houses
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Getting Started
Take a photo or two 

of the house at the 
beginning of your 
research and keep them 
with you. It is impossible 
to remember every detail 
about a building, no 
matter how well you 
know it.

Also, you may run 
into someone who might 
know about the building 
at the courthouse or 
historical society.
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Find a legal 
description  

This will include 
either Township Range, 
and Section for rural or 
formerly rural 
properties, or Lot, Block 
and Subdivision for 
those in the city.  

This will be on the 
deed to the property, 
your tax bill, or online 
with the County 
Assessor or Recorder’s 
Office. (The recorder’s 
office will show only a 
summary.)

Assessor Records also have estimated 
construction dates—those are only a rough 
estimate. 
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Abstracts
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Real Property Search—Boone County Recorder

Link to 
info 

about 
the plat
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Start a written 
chronology of 
events.

• Include general city 
and neighborhood 
history as well as 
specific information 
about your house.    

• Be sure to cite your 
sources as you go.
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Include the legal 
description and 
early address on 
your working 
timeline and 
leave space to 
add info as your 
do your 
research.
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Legal 
Description:
Kelly’s Addition, 
Block 2
Lot 6.

Find your 
property on 
an early map.
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1875 Boone County Atlas.  Key to Township, Range, and 
Section numbers, which are used for rural properties.

Section 4 Township 51N, Range 11W
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Atlas Maps

1898 Boone County
Atlas Map

Columbia is 
covered in 
1875, 1898 
and 1917 
Atlas Maps 
of Boone 
County.
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Northwest 
Quarter of 
Section 22

Now 1601 Stoney
Brook Place.
Columbia Most 
Notable list 2008

Your house could 
have been in the 
country when it was 
new!
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Stadium

Chapel Hill
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Google Earth can help place a rural (or formerly rural) property within a larger 
parcel. This image includes the option to show the grid. 
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How old is the neighborhood?

If your house is oriented to a street that was created in 
1920, think twice about claims that it was built in 1890. 

Plat for the 
Grasslands 
Neighborhood.  

Subdivision 
Plats are 
available 
online from 
the Boone 
County 
Recorder’s 
Office
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1917 Atlas Map

Now 
Stewart 
Park
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Columbia 
Missourian, 1925
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Sanborn Maps Available online through Ellis Library and 
the Library of Congress
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22
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Address 
changes—

the old 
number is 

on the 
outside 

here.

Caution!  Street addresses change. 
If possible, review Sanborn maps to be sure you know all 

possible addresses and record any address changes over the 
years in your chronology. 
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Census 
records 
sometimes 
have 
addresses as 
well. 

Street name

House 
numbers
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Niedermeyer Apartments
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Niedermeyer
1883
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Original part of 
the building
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How old is my house?

31



Look at Construction
Materials and 
Methods

For Example: 

Foundations—Stone 
and brick foundations 
were rarely used after 
the 1910s. 

Nails –Wire nails with 
round shafts became 
common only after 
about 1870.

Howard, Hugh.  How Old is This House?  
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1989.)

This Dutch Colonial Revival style 
house was built ca. 1906 for 
Arthur and Susie Buchroeder.
A Columbia Most Notable 
Property in 2013.  It has a stone 
foundation. 
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To ca. 1800

1790-1825

1880-present

1825-1890
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What style is your house?  

When was that style popular in Columbia?

Greenwood
Federal Style 1827-1836

Hindman House
Mid-Century Modern 1963
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Craftsman Style--Popular Nationally and in Columbia 1905-
1930. From McAlester, Virginia Savage. A Field Guide to American Houses and the 

Register nomination for East Campus Historic District, by Deb Sheals. 

Roughly a third of the Most Notable mouses in Columbia have 
Craftsman styling, and most of those are Bungalows. 
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1925
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Queen Anne Style—
Popular Nationally  1870-
1910.  Only 3 Queen Anne 
Most Notables in Columbia: 
1895-1910.
From Massey, James C. and Shirley 
Maxwell. House Styles in America.

Above, example from House Styles.  
Left, Judge J. A. and Clara Stewart House 
on West Broadway,  built ca.  1908. 
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The Paper Trail

Once you 
have a 
general idea 
of date, 
consult 
primary and 
secondary 
sources to 
get more 
specific 
information.
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Who lived in my house?
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City Directories

• Street guides
• “White pages”
• Business listings

Check all three

Hard copies are available at the 
Columbia Public Library and the State 
Historical Society, and digital files are 
on Ancestry. 
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Street Guides, available after 1909 or so. 
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Real Estate Tax Records
• Identifies owner 

name and indicates 
construction dates. 

• Look for increases 
in value to indicate 
construction or 
improvements.

• Look at values for 
other properties 
nearby to gain 
perspective and 
identify across the 
board increases.

Available on microfilm at the Boone 
County Assessor’s s Office
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Most early books are organized by county 
properties, then cities. Cities are 
organized by subdivision/addition/lot and 
block, so you need that info before you 
begin. 
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Real Estate Tax Records
Owner Name Lot Number

Assessed
Value
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Deed 
Research
Deed records 
and abstracts 
can help pin 
down a 
construction 
date and 
identify early 
owners.
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Abstracts
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• Caution: Don’t 
assume your house 
was built in the 
1830s just because 
the abstract 
includes deeds that 
go back that far. 
Deeds and 
Abstracts record 
land ownership, not 
specific buildings.

• Only rarely will a 
deed include 
specific reference to 
a building. 
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Start with the "Abstract and Index of 
Deeds“ at the Recorder’s Office.

Direct Index--alphabetized by seller's 
(grantor) name. 

Inverted Index--alphabetized by buyer's 
(grantee) name.  

The indexes cover certain time periods, 
for example Index A will cover 1850-1875, 
Index B, 1875-1900, etc.  The entries are 
broken down alphabetically, but only partly.  
In other words, all the "Bs" will be together, 
but they will be in chronological, rather than 
alphabetical, order.  The deeds are filed 
separately; the index will list the basic facts 
about a transaction and give the deed book 
and page number where the deed itself is 
recorded.  

Deed Research
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• It is best to have a 
rough idea of when 
the house was built 
when you start deed 
research, to save 
having to go through 
too many indexes. 

• Look for the date the 
instrument was 
made, as well as the 
date it was recorded. 

• Look for changes in 
sale price in deeds 
made within a short 
amount of time. 
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Types of Deeds

Warranty Deed (WD)--The most common deed in early 
years; it is a deed which warrants that the seller has 
the legal right to transfer the property.

Quit Claim Deed (QC)--A simple transfer in which the 
seller transfers only such title as he or she may possess. 
These are usually used to clear up previous dealing. For 
example, the heirs to a property sell their parents’ 
house, but one sibling gets left out of the transaction. 
That sibling can later claim partial ownership of the 
property and may be paid an additional amount to 
“quit” their claim on the property.

Deed of Trust or Trust Deed (DT)--Seen more often in 
later years, these indicate that a loan was taken out to 
purchase or improve the property, using the property 
as collateral for the loan. The lender is the beneficiary, 
the person borrowing the money is the trustor, and a 
third party who holds the deed until the loan is paid off 
is the trustee. Look in the margins for notes about 
when the deed was released, or paid off. 
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GRANTEE GRANTOR
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Type of 
Deed

Property Description

Book & 
Page
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Deed Books
• Deeds are 

recorded in 
separate books 
stored near the 
indexes. 

• Identify the book 
and page for the 
deed you want in 
the index, then 
find the correct 
deed book. 

• Deeds may span 
multiple pages, 
and early deeds 
are handwritten.
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Deed Books
• Deeds generally include sale 

prices into the early 1900s. 
Make note of those; big 
increases in sale prices can 
indicate construction or other 
improvements. 

• Later deeds will generally just 
list the sale price as 
something like “ten dollars 
and other valuable 
consideration.”  

• You will also see the phrase 
“along with any and all 
appurtenances,” which is a 
generic term for buildings and 
structures that might be on 
the land. 
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What were 
those early 
residents like?

Now that you 
have a name and 
a date, learn more 
about the people 
who once called 
your house home.
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• Newspapers

• City Directories and 
Phone Books

• Historic Visitor 
Guides or Souvenir 
Photo Editions 

• Census Records

Primary Sources

Columbia Public Library, 
Boone County History and Culture 
Center,
State Historical Society of Missouri,
Missouri State Archives
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Online Resources

• Ancestry.com

• Heritage Quest

• Columbia Library 
Genealogical Page

• Family Search

• Newspapers.com

• Missouri Digital 
Heritage
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Columbia Public Library
• Online resources
• Reference materials for 

architecture as well as 
local history 
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State Historical 
Society of Missouri

• Atlas Maps

• Newspapers

• Oral History Collection

• Newspapers.com
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Newspapers
Some issues of the Missourian 
are on all these sites:
• Newspapers.com
• Newspaper Archive.com
• State Historical Society of 

Missouri (through Missouri 
Digital Heritage)

Issues of the Tribune from its 
inception in 1901 to 2020 are 
available on microfilm at the 
library. The library also has the 
Tribune online in their Newsbank
database, from 1998 to present.  
The Newsbank database is 
available on the library’s 
Genealogy Topics page. 

The full Tribune archive should also 
be at Boone County Historical 
Society in the future.
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Census Records

Watch for changing spouses, 
especially wives.  Cross reference 
children’s ages and names if one 
family member name changes. 
Ages can vary a year or two 
between census cycles. E.g. 40 in 
one cycle 52 in the next, 61 in the 
next,
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Cross check references  
Look up spouses and children, look in census 
records for neighbors, etc.  Don’t forget 
addresses change. 
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Secondary Sources
Look at published sources for information about 
the property owners, as well as what was 
happening in Columbia when your house was 
new. 
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Historic Photos can help date 
the house and identify 
changes that have taken place 
over the years.

The Boone County History and Culture 
Center and the State Historical Society of 
Missouri both have very good historic 
photo collections.  Ancestry profiles also 
sometimes have member-submitted 
photos.
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Cars are a good way to date 
20th century photos. (And 
therefore conditions of the 
house when the photo was 
taken.)
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Your house may not be the primary subject of the photo! 
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Ca. 1902 with Dan 
and Joe
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1901 Columbia City Hall 
North Tenth Street
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Twelker House, Franklin County, 1871 
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Remember
• Cross-check sources and maintain a bit of skepticism. Try to get two 

references for everything. 
• Make notes about your references as you go so that it is easy to go 

back if you need to.
• This is a circular process. Revisit sources after you have learned more 

about your house and the people who lived there. 
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Questions?

Deb Sheals
Building Preservation, LLC

Buildingpreservationllc.com
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