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Forward 

This is the third of a series of Parks Canada 
booklets designed for those directly involved in 
classifying heritage buildings. The first booklet 
of this series The Buildings of Canada is a concise 
guide to Canadian architectural styles. The 
second booket The Evaluation of Historic 
Buildings presents guidelines for the evaluation of 
historic buildings. This third booket deals with 
the problems of researching heritage properties. 

These booklets have been prepared under the 
sponsorship of the Canadian Inventory of Historic 
Building which was established in 1970 and 
subsequently developed into a major heritage 
resource centre. 

This series is available, free of charge, by 
writing to the Canadian Inventory of Historic 
Building, Les Terrasses de la Chaudière, 10 
Wellington Street, Hull, Quebec, Canada 
K1A 1G2. 
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Introduction 

This booklet has been written as a very basic 
guide to building research in Canada. It outlines a 
method for performing the research, and 10 of the 
most commonly used sources in Canadian building 
research today. It is intended as a starting point 
for the new researcher who is interested in 
learning something about the history of a specific 
building. 

The information this booklet contains only 
touches upon a much larger subject area. 
Researchers who want to locate "everything that 
is available" will not find their answers here, nor 
will those with special problems. Such 
researchers should refer to M. Carter, How to 
Research a Building in Canada (Ottawa: Parks 
Canada, manuscript on file) for a more complete 
guide. Nevertheless, this booklet will provide the 
basics. 

Tracing building research activities from the 
beginning to the end of a project is a relatively 
simple task. The researcher begins by asking 
questions about the building, then he locates 
historical sources and searches for answers. Once 
he has found the information available he analyses 
and evaluates it to produce a history of the 
building. With this completed, he writes a report 
on the findings. Each step of the process is 
described in this booklet. 
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Questions 

The first step in researching a building is 
to decide what the researcher wants to know 
about the building. As this will affect how 
much time he spends doing the research and 
where he goes for answers, it is a very 
important stage. Most people are interested 
in researching buildings they know: buildings 
they own, live in, or grew up in, or buildings 
that are important in their communities. In 

each case, the building means something 
special to the researcher, and that 
"something" usually initiates questions about 
the building's history for which the researcher 
wants answers. 

Some of the questions commonly asked are 
given in the list below under the general 
headings used for all building research. Once 
he has reviewed these, the researcher could 
choose some relevant questions and use them 
as a base to develop any special interest he 
has. 

Commonly Asked Questions 

Date of Construction 
When was the building built? 
Why was it built when it was? 
What problems were encountered while 
building it? 

Alterations 
How has the building's appearance changed 
since it was built? 
When was each change made? and what 
was it? 
Why were these changes made? 

Allocation of Space 
How did various owners and occupants 
arrange the interior space of the building? 
What did it look like when it was 
"furnished"? 

Architect, Builder, and Craftsmen 
Who designed the building? 

. Who built it? 
Why were these people chosen? 
Did they have any particular skills or 
training? 
Does the building show any evidence of 
their skill or lack of skill? 
What other buildings did they work on? 

Style 
Where did the person designing the building 
get his idea for the design? 
What factors were important in choosing a 
design for the building? 
Does the building look like another 
building? 

Owner 
Who was the original owner of the 
building? 
Who were the later owners? 
How long did each of these people own the 
building? 
Who were they? 
Why did each of them choose to own this 
particular building? 

Materials 
What materials were used to build the 
building? 
What materials were used to alter the 
building? 
Where did they come from? 

. What did they cost? 
Why were they chosen? 

Occupants 
Who lived or worked in the building? 
For what time periods? 
Why did each of them choose this building? 

Construction Techniques 
Is the building assembled in an unusual 
way? 
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Use 
How did different owners and occupants 
use the building? 
What served this function before this 
building was built? 

Site 
Is this the building's original site or has it 
been moved? 
Were there other buildings on the same 
property? 
If so, what did they look like? 
Did the property have any special features 
that affected the design of the building? 

Area 
What was the neighbourhood of the building 
when it was constructed? 
How has it changed? 
Is the building like any other building in the 
neighbourhood? 



List of Canadian Archives 

Public Archives of Canada 
395 Wellington Street 
Ottawa, Ontario 
K1A 0N3 

Provincial and Territorial 

Provincial Archives of Newfoundland 
Colonial Building 
Military Road 
St. John's, Newfoundland 
A1C 2C9 

Public Archives of Prince Edward Island 
P.O. Box 1000 
Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island 
CIA 7M4 

Public Archives of Nova Scotia 
6016 University Avenue 
Halifax, Nova Scotia 
B3H 1W4 

Provincial Archives of New Brunswick 
Box 6000 
Fredericton, New Brunswick 
E3B 5H1 

Archives Nationales du Québec à Montréal 
100 est, rue Notre-Dame 
Montréal, Québec 
H2Y ICI 

Provincial Archives of Manitoba 
Manitoba Archives Building 
Section B 
Main Floor 
200 Vaughan Street 
Winnipeg, Manitoba 
R3C OPS 

Saskatchewan Archives Board, 
Regina Office 
University of Regina 
Regina, Saskatchewan 
S4S 0A2 

Saskatchewan Archives Board 
Saskatoon Office 
Murray Memorial Building 
University of Saskatchewan 
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 
S7N 0W0 

Provincial Archives of Alberta 
12845 - 102 Avenue 
Edmonton, Alberta 
T5N 0M6 

Provincial Archives of British Columbia 
Parliament Buildings 
Victoria, British Columbia 
V8V 1X4 

Provincial Archives of the Northwest 
Territories 

Natural and Cultural Affairs 
Government of the Northwest Territories 
Yellowknife, Northwest Territories 
X1A2L9 

Ville de Trois-Rivières 
C.P. 368 
Trois-Rivières, Québec 

Ville de Montréal 
Division des Archives 
275 est, rue Notre-Dame 
Montréal, Québec 
H2Y 1C6 

City of Ottawa Archives 
174 Stanley Avenue 
Ottawa, Ontario 
K l M 1P1 

City of Toronto Archives 
City Hall 
Toronto, Ontario 
M5H 2N2 

Borough of Scarborough 
Central Records 

Scarborough Civic Centre 
150 Borough Drive 
Scarborough, Ontario 
M IP 4N7 

Borough of York Archives 
2700 Eglinton Avenue West 
Toronto, Ontario 
W6W ICI 

City of Winnipeg Archives 
Archives and Records Control 
380 William Avenue 
Winnipeg, Manitoba 
R7N 2K3 

Archives nationales du Quebec 
C.P. 10450 
Sainte-Foy, Quebec 
G1V 4N1 

Yukon Archives 
Box 2703 
Whitehorse, Yukon Territory 
Y1A 2C6 

City of Edmonton Archives 
Edmonton Parks and Recreation 
10105 - 112 Avenue 
Edmonton, Alberta 
T5G 0H1 

Archives Nationales du Québec à Trois-
Rivières 

140, rue St.-Antoine, Suite 408 
Trois-Rivières, Québec 
G9A 5N6 City 

Vancouver City Archives 
1150 Chestnut Street 
Vancouver, British Columbia 
V6J 339 

Archives of Ontario 
77 Grenville Street 
Queen's Park 
Toronto, Ontario 
M7A 2R9 

Archives de la ville de Quebec 
C.P. 37 
Hôtel de ville 
Québec, Québec 
G1R 4S9 

Victoria City Archives 
613 Pandora Avenue 
Victoria, British Columbia 
VSW 1P6 

National 
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Where to Go to Find Answers MUSEUMS AND HISTORICAL SOCIETIES 

A creative researcher can find building 
information in many places including govern­
ment offices, older residents of the 
community, businesses, industries, and the site 
of the building itself. More formal research 
collections are held by archives, libraries, 
museums, and historical societies. As the 
second group deliberately collects sources 
useful for building research, a researcher is 
well advised to begin there. 

ARCHIVES 

Archives are depositories created to hold 
papers from an earlier time. They may be 
operated by religious organizations, cultural 
groups, city or local governments, regional 
institutions, private foundations, universities, 
businesses, or provincial and national 
governments. Each of these archives was 
created to hold papers of a particular type; 
however, many of them contain related 
materials as well. Their specific holdings are 
outlined in Robert S. Gordon (dir.) and E. 
Grace Maurice (éd.), Union List of Manuscripts 
in Canadian Repositories (Ottawa: Public 
Archives of Canada, rev. 1975 and up-dated 
1976, 1977-78). 

The list opposite gives the addresses of the 
national, provincial, territorial, and city 
archives in Canada which act not only as 
major depositories but also as clearing houses 
for archival information in their own 
geographical areas. 

LIBRARIES 

Although no list of Canadian public 
libraries has been published, these can usually 
be found in a telephone directory in the area 
concerned. Libraries with special research 
collections or particular types of holdings can 
be located in either the National Library of 
Canada's Federal Government Libraries in 
Canada: A List (Ottawa: Library 
Documentation Centre, 1977) or the National 
Library of Canada's Canadian Library 
Directory: University, College and Special 
Libraries (Ottawa: Library Documentation 
Center, 1976). These works contain both 
addresses and descriptions of the general 
contents of collections, and notations of 
published collection guides. Copies of these 
catalogues are available in the reference 
sections of most libraries, large and small. 

Museums and historic sites organizations 
provide a focal point and often a headquarters 
for the activities of many historical societies. 
At the local level, museums and historical 
societies are the agencies most immediately 
interested in historical matters and artifacts 
in their neighbourhoods. They frequently have 
the best collections of local books, papers, 
photographs, and other artifacts. Citizens 
with knowledge and interest in the history of 
their communities are usually active in these 
groups and can be contacted through them. 

The best index of museums and local 
historical societies is published by the 
Canadian Museums Association on a biannual 
basis. It is called the Directory of Canadian 
Museums: Répertoire des musées canadiens 
and is available in most public libraries. 

What to Look For 

Information on buildings is available in a 
wide variety of forms. It can be written, 
visual, verbal, or physical. No matter what it 
looks like, anything that provides evidence 
about some fact or event is called a "source." 
Ten of the most common sources used in 
Canadian building research are discussed on 
the following pages. They include directories 
and gazetteers, tax or assessment rolls, land 
titles, local newspapers, personal papers, 
historical visuals, fire insurance plans and 
atlases, bird's eye views, building plans and 
elevations, and datestones. They have been 
chosen because they contain information on 
most types of buildings across Canada. The 
researcher should not despair if he cannot find 
enough information in these sources, for many, 
many more exist. 

The researcher is a "detective" who must 
not only locate information, but must also be 
able to evaluate it. One important factor in 
making this evaluation is the proximity of the 
person giving the evidence (i.e. writing the 
letter, or the book) to the event. If, for 
example, the researcher is using the daily 
diary of the head of a building committee to 
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obtain information on the construction of a 
church, the evidence should be very reliable. 
Not only was it prepared by a person who 
witnessed the events that occurred at 
committee meetings, but the diary entries 
were written daily as the meetings happened. 
Such a diary would be more reliable than, for 
example, a "memoir" or book written by the 
same man many years later, for he may have 
forgotten some details in the intervening time. 
On the other hand, both of these would 
probably be more trustworthy sources than an 
account written by a church historian at a 
50th anniversary celebration, for his account 
would necessarily be second-hand. 

The "proximity" rule has to be applied with 
care, however, for the head of the building 
committee might have had opinions that no 
one else on the committee shared. The church 
historian may have investigated the other 
members of the committee and his account 
might better reflect the opinions of the whole 
group. In such a situation, the researcher 
must check all the sources used by the church 
historian - not only the diary of the head of 
the building committee - to see what evidence 
exists. Whenever possible, evidence that a 
researcher presents should be supplied by more 
than one source. More importantly, each 
piece of evidence should be assessed for 
credibility against its contemporary milieu. A 
researcher's ability to do this depends on his 
knowledge and understanding of the history of 
the time period and the subject area he is 
working in; this can only be gained by 
experience, reading, and training. An 

awareness of the limits of the source 
materials being used is also an asset, and so 
wherever possible, these are given in the 
summaries on sources that follow. Common 
sense is also a great help. 

Whatever sources are used and whatever 
information is found, it is always important to 
remember that sources containing more 
accurate evidence may yet be discovered. 
This is a simple fact of research. Any piece of 
research is only as good as evidence provided 
by sources available at the time the research 
was conducted. For this reason, it is 
important to include footnotes, endnotes, or 
references in the text of any work that is 
prepared to indicate the origin of each piece 
of evidence. Although a researcher can be 
criticized for ignoring material available, he 
cannot be held responsible for missing 
evidence in sources undiscovered or 
inaccessible. Consequently, it is also 
important to date every piece of work that is 
completed. 

The researcher might find it useful to 
develop a method of noting the title and other 
reference information (see "Writing") for each 
source as he performs his research. 

DIRECTORIES AND GAZETTEERS 

Directories and gazetteers are yearly 
publications produced to allow people or 
businesses to locate one another with ease. 
The most common type of directory or 
gazetteer was published for a town or city, 
although specialized versions were also printed 
for businesses, rural areas, or within a 
province or portion of a province. These 
works were usually compiled by private 
companies and sold either to subscribers or on 
the open market. 

To some extent, directories did act as a 
vehicle of local boosterism. As well as giving 
the precise geographical and postal location of 
each centre they described, they usually 
contained information about the centre's 
founding, population, and economic 
development. Frequently, they identified the 
location of major public buildings in the areas, 
and they almost always described the 
construction of new public buildings in detail. 
Rural directories often printed maps which 
located land-owners on township plots. Most 
directories and gazetteers published local 
advertisements which are helpful in 
determining the type of construction materials 
or manufacturing facilities available in a 
neighbourhood. Many also included business 
listings by type of business enterprise. These 
provide a ready list of architects, construction 
companies, and building supply retailers, 
wholesalers, and manufacturers. 

Most city or town directories and many 
gazetteers also contain detailed listings of 
residents by surname, address, and occupation. 
Although many omit either the address or 
occupational category, details from directory 
or gazetteer listings can be analysed to 
provide extremely useful information. When 
addresses are given, for example, it is possible 
to determine how many people are living in 
one building - in other words, a list of its 
occupants. This is also true of businesses 
occupying common quarters. Address 
information gathered from a series of 
directories over a number of years can permit 
the researcher to establish a clear pattern of 
building occupancy over a long period of time. 
It can also be used to establish a rough map 
outlining the use of buildings in particular 
parts of the town or city, for the information 
a directory contains will allow a researcher to 
"populate" a street survey map. The 
appearance of a new building can also be 
detected through the use of addresses. 

Occupancy listings compiled from a 
directory can provide a socio-economic 
picture of the residents or businesses 
occupying a particular structure. A detailed 
breakdown of the information contained in 
such listings will also reveal the size of a 
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304 HALIFAX. 

H. SCHAEFER, 
Dealer in Watches. Jewellery and Silver-Plated Ware, 

HANUFA€ïURÏHG JEWELLER, 
149 BARRINGTON STREET, 

HALIFAX, H.S . 

Jewellery carefnlly i^ejjcttred. 

HIGHEST PRICES PAID FOR GOLD. 

J6T Orders respectfully solicited and promptly executed. 

Ryerson Margaret, wid Henry, b 30 Argyle 
Ryuies James, seaman, h 29 Gerrish 
Rynhall Frederick, laborer, h Campbell road 
Saddler Clement, laborer, b 50 Summer 
Saddler Sopbia, variety, 58 Duke, h do 
Suddler William, laborer, 58 Duke 
Sage James, clerk control department, b i l l Gottingen 
Sage James, clerk, b i l l Gottingen 
Saint Julia, seaman, b Kavanaugh's lane 
Salem church. Argyle 
Sailis Isaac, liquor. 52 Duke, h 50 do 
Sdmou Charles, engineer R.N., h 249 Creighton 
Salt and Grain Measurer's office, Market wharf 
Salter Arthur F., clerk, b 185 Pleasant 
S A L T E D B E N J A M I N \V., agent 0 . M. I . association, 4S Bedford 

row, h 185 Pleasant * 
Salter John, barber, h 8 Duke 
Salter Thomas, stevedore, b 78 and 80 Grafton 
Salter William, master mariner, b S Duke 
Salter William, jun., clerk, h 185 Pleasant 
Salter William, jun., fireman tug Wbitney, h Argyle 
Salterio James, of lîuggles À Salterio, b 9 Granville 
Silterio Thomas A., soliciting agent, b offl91 Lockman 
Salterio Thomas L., bookbinder, b 187 Lockman 
Sampson William, seaman, h 194 Creighton 
Samson Samuel, shoemaker, b i s 101 Argyle 
Sander.-on Emma, wid I I . P. , h 117 Pleasant 
S A N F O K D G E O R G E A., N. S. Steam Marble works, 82 to SG 

Argyle. b 38 Sackville 
Sargent Mary, wid John, b 194 Lockman 

J. L. French, Carpenter & Undertaker, Buckingham, cor. Grafton St. 

This page is taken from one of the most useful types of city director ies . It lists each person, 
giving his occupation, name, and address. Other directories may give only occupation or address, 
or simply an alphabetical list of names. (McAlpine, Everett & Co., pub, McAlpine's Halifax City 
Directory, 1874-75 (Montreal: Love», 1874), p. 304, Public Archives of Canada, C 114590.) 

7 



business by supplying a list of its employees. 
Such a list can be extremely useful in determi­
ning the allocation of interior building space. 
Specific occupational listings will allow the 
researcher to trace quickly the career of an 
architect, builder, or craftsman within a 
centre - indeed a compilation of listings within 
one directory will provide a useful outline of 
the size of the building industry, and these can 
be compared from year to year to determine 
its composition. The same technique can be 
used for building material suppliers and 
manufacturers. 

Despite all of the possibilities given above, 
the simplest and most useful application of 
directories and gazetteers remains the facility 
they provide researchers who are trying to 
track down "a name." "Names" can be easily 
located by the simple search for an 
alphabetical entry, and once they have been 
found they link the person with one or more 
buildings. This is the purpose for which 
directories, and gazetteers were designed, and 
they serve it admirably. 

Limitations 
Despite their obvious virtues, there are 

some research problems inherent in the use of 
gazetteers and directories. Some of them, for 
example, contain only the names of residents 
with no accompanying addresses or 
occupations. Other problems are not so 
readily apparent. The first is that such works 
were published once a year: this means that 
the information they contain was gathered at 
one point in time, and is only good for the day 
or series of days on which it was collected. 
Changes that occurred during the year were 
not recorded as they happened. The second is 
that information was often gathered at the 
end of the preceding year: this means, for 
example, that information for a city directory 
for the year 1865 was probably collected in 
November or December of 1864. It may not 
give an accurate picture in 1865 at all. 
Another limitation is caused by the fact that 
directories were not published as public 
services, but as commercial enterprises, and 
often people had to pay a subscription fee to 
have their names entered on the record. If 
they did not pay, they were not included, and 
therefore the record the directory gives is not 
complete. Even if inclusion in the directory 
itself was free, businesses usually had to pay 
to be listed in the business directory section 
for the year; consequently, the researcher will 
probably find more buildings of a particular 
use-type (e.g. sawmills) by flipping through the 
regular listing pages than by looking in the 
classified "business" portion at the back of the 
book. Householders also may not have been 
home the day the collector appeared to record 

the necessary information, and as a result 
their names could be missing. 

Another frequent omission is secondary 
buildings such as commercial warehouses 
where no one lived or worked on a regular 
basis. If a resarcher compiles a detailed 
"map" of town space allocation and growth 
entirely from directory listings, there will be 
empty lots in crucial areas. Comparisons of 
such compilations with historical photographs 
for the same year reveal that "empty" lots 
were occupied by commercial warehouses or 
similar buildings. Furthermore, any 
researcher using a sequence of directories to 
trace a building should realize that street 
names and numbers frequently changed 
without notice. In such a situation it can be 
safer to rely on the names of the occupants to 
establish continuity than to depend on building 
addresses, although even this method is 
subject to error. When attempting to date a 
building using a directory or gazetteer, it is 
often a good idea to work backward from a 
certain date obtained from another source 
(e.g. a photograph) and use data on neigh­
bouring buildings to double-check the findings. 
Frequently, historians will check directories at 
5-year intervals for the consistency of building 
listings, then concentrate a more precise 
yearly search within the 5-year time span 
when changes occurred. 

Dorothy E. Ryder has recently published a 
Checklist of Canadian Directories 1790-
1950/Répertoire des annuaires canadiens 
(Ottawa: National Library of Canada, 1979). 
It lists all of the directories for Canadian 
centres known to be held in major Canadian 
libraries and other holding depositories. 

TAX OR ASSESSMENT ROLLS 

Tax rolls are the yearly accounts kept by 
the local clerk recording taxes levied and paid 
in this area. The clerk may be an agent of a 
town, city, township, or county - whichever is 
the lowest unit legally entitled to levy taxes. 
As municipal or city tax rolls are the most 
common form of assessment roll used in 
building research, and also the most 
complicated type of tax roll in the information 
they list, they have formed the base of the 
information given below. Tax rolls kept by 
other levels of government contain the same 
type of information in less detailed form. 

Assessment rolls usually contain the name 
of the building's owner, often identified by an 
"F" for "freeholder" or an "O" for owner. They 
also give his address and/or occupation -
information that is particularly useful in a 
case where the owner lives in a different city. 
If the building is run by an agent, is in an 
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executor's hands, or is occupied by an 
agreement in which the mortgagor pays the 
taxes, this person or agency is listed as well, 
usually identified by a "c/o" which indicates 
that tax bills are to be submitted to the 
second person. In situations where a building 
is leased to a party who is responsible for 
paying the municipal taxes, the name of the 
responsible party is listed as well as his 
address and occupation. Sometimes, however, 
there is nothing to indicate that this person is 
a tenant: if the researcher has reason to 
suspect this might be the case, tax rolls should 
be cross-checked with land titles to determine 
ownership. On the other extreme, some 
municipal tax rolls include a complete list of 
building tenants and their occupations in 
addition to land-owners, whether the tenants 
pay taxes or not. 

In such situations, tenants are often 
identified by a "T." It is often possible to 
determine the building's occupancy status and 
use more precisely from assessment 
information. 

Tax rolls usually contain a column listing 
figures for any or all of the following 
categories. 

Value of land - Assessed value of the land or 
physical space which the site occupies. 
(This is usually not the same as market 
value - a separate scale is established by 
the local government.) 

Value of buildings and improvements - The 
value of the buildings on the land which is 
assessed according to assessment criteria 
stipulated locally (number of storeys, etc.). 

Value of personal property - The value of the 
additional property the owner or tenant has 
on the land (furniture, machinery, etc.). 
This, too, is assessed according to a scale 
set by the local government. 

Value of accessible income - This is the value 
of the taxable income of the owner that is 
related to his activities on the property. It 
does not appear in tax rolls after the First 
World War, when personal income taxes 
were introduced. During the time when 
this was a factor on tax rolls, however, 
tenants in industrial and commercial 
buildings are always listed. 

Mill on the dollar - This is the percentage of 
tax paid on each dollar of assessed value. 
A mill is 1/1000 of a dollar, and each of 
the "values" listed above (land, 
improvements, personal property, 
accessible income) is usually taxed 
according to a different mill rate. 

Description of the land - This is usually given 
in the terms in which the land is registered 
in the land title - by cadastral number, or 
survey, lot, and block number. 

Some tax rolls are organized by section, 
block, and lot number within city boundaries, 
and others contain listings by cadastral, or tax 
roll number. Still others disregard property 
entirely and are organized by an alphabetical 
listing of the people taxed. The type of 
information contained in tax rolls in different 
communities can vary substantially. The one 
point they have in common is that separate 
rolls or accounts are kept for each year, and it 
is by comparing tax roll entries for one 
property in a chronological series of 
assessments that the researcher is able to 
draw his information. 

The chain of ownership that can be 
established through this practice is evident. A 
more detailed yearly chain of occupancy can 
also be traced through tax roll entries if 
lessees are listed. Likewise, tax assessment 
records can be used to establish the date of a 
building's appearance, for an appreciated (or 
higher) cost appears in the column listing the 
value of buildings and improvements for the 
first time. 

Monitoring changes in the value of 
buildings and improvements column can be an 
effective way of obtaining information. If the 
assessment remains steady, it is reasonable to 
assume that the land and its building(s) remain 
in relatively the same condition. In a case 
where the assessment of a specific property 
jumps while that of its neighbours remains 
consistent, there has been a major change on 
the property. This could be either an addition 
to an existing building or a completely new 
building to complement or replace an earlier 
structure, or to occupy a vacant lot. In a case 
where the assessed value of buildings on a 
property falls, the cause could be the 
destruction of one or all buildings on a 
property by fire or demolition. Alternatively, 
it could mean that deterioration or down­
graded zoning of a building has led to a lower 
assessment. If the latter is true, the same 
decrease will be seen in the taxes of 
neighbouring buildings. 

Tax rolls will register when a building has 
been abandoned, and they will also note when 
taxes on a property have not been paid. As 
the property reverts to the local government 
"in lieu" of taxes, tax rolls will provide 
evidence that this has taken place before such 
evidence can be found in land titles. Indeed, 
as the more immediate overseer of local 
events, tax rolls often contain changes of 
ownership before they are registered in land 
titles, particularly in parts of the country 
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These pages are from the assessment rolls of the city of Lachute, Argenteuil Co., Quebec, 1891. 
They are organized by cadastral number. (Public Archives of Canada, MG 8 F 136, p. 14.) 

where land transactions are not always carried 
out on a formal basis. 

It is important to remember that when tax 
rolls record the appearance of a building on a 
lot, they do not describe the building. The 
building may be a new one, but it could just as 
easily be an older structure moved onto the lot 
from another location. Furthermore, tax rolls 
do not include information on buildings owned 

by agencies that do not pay taxes such as 
churches or governments (of all levels). 

Assessment rolls are local government 
documents; consequently, they are usually 
found at the municipal (township or county) 
clerk's office where the record originates. 
Current information in these files may be 
considered confidential. Old tax rolls may 
have been buried in dead storage areas where 
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they are forgotten - or destroyed. If a city 
archives, museum, or public library exists, old 
tax rolls may also have been deposited there. 

LAND TITLES 

Land titles are the legal record of the 
ownership of land that has left the public 
domain (or government hands). Whenever one 
person transfers a piece of property to another 
by sale, lease, or inheritance, or whenever a 
mortgage agreement is made, both parties or 
their representatives have a legal obligation to 
register this transfer with the government. 
Land titles are the record of these 
registrations. 

Each land title gives the legal description 
of the property, recording its shape, size, and 
often the nature of the buildings located upon 
it. The name of the previous owner is given, 
as is the name of the buyer or future owner. 
The occupations and places of residence of 
both parties are also given. In addition, the 
type of transfer is specified. If the land has 
been sold by one party to another, the 
purchase price of the property is usually 
listed, and the conditions of purchase are 
given. If the land has been inherited as part of 
an estate, the pertinent conditions of the will 
should be stated. If the property has gone into 
receivership or "the mortgage has been 
defaulted, this will also be covered by a 
transfer of land ownership containing the 
circumstances. Any mortgages, liens, or 
rights of way affecting the land are also 
registered and duly noted on the registry 
record of the property. The information 
contained in a single land title allows the 
researcher to learn the state of the property, 
its ownership, value, etc. at a particular point 
in time - the time of the transfer. Land titles 
do not account for changes in the property 
while the property is held by the same owner; 
however, the changes that have occurred 
under one owner can be evaluated by a 
comparison of two land titles - one when the 
original transfer to the owner is made, and a 
second when he transfers the property to the 
next owner. Indeed, a review of a "chain of 
land titles" or list of the contents of all land 
titles for a particular property can give an 
overview of its development. Subjects that 
provide a base for such comparisons are 
property description and land value. A 
discussion and explanation of the most 
common variations in these areas follows. 

Property description - If dimensions of a 
property change from one land title to 
another, more land may have been added to 
the original lot by an owner, or the land 

itself may have been subdivided. 
Descriptions of the buildings on the 
property might likewise vary, suggesting 
the construction of new structures and/or 
removal of old ones. (Not all land titles 
describe buildings.) If the property 
description in the second title varies 
substantially from the first description it is 
important to verify that the same piece of 
property is indeed under discussion. In 
areas where land is registered only by 
county, general description, and owner's 
name, it is quite probable that the listing is 
for another piece of land. If the property 
is identified by survey numbers, verify that 
the numbering system in the area has not 
been changed or misapplied, and that no 
copying errors have been made. If the 
transactions survive these tests and the 
researcher is still convinced he has the 
same piece of property under discussion, it 
is important to check into other 
contemporary sources to determine when 
and (if possible) why these changes 
occurred. Clearly if they are recorded in 
the land titles they did happen between the 
dates of the two titles identified. 

Land value - The selling price of the property 
can also be an excellent indication of 
change. This works particularly well in a 
chain of titles in which the selling price of 
the property remains consistent for a long 
period of time and then either drops or 
rises. If the value drops, it is possible that 
a principal building that had existed earlier 
is no longer there. If the value rises 
substantially, this could be an indication 
that an existing building was improved, or 
that one or more new buildings were 
constructed. A change in price could, 
however, also mean that the property itself 
was subdivided or expanded, for this too 
would account for a change in value, and 
the property description should be checked. 
It could also mean that the owner was 
forced to sell the property at a price far 
below what he paid for it, or that a buyer 
wanted a property so badly he was willing 
to pay more than its value to obtain it. 
Inflation or deflation may also have 
occurred so that the price paid in fact had 
the same value even though the figures 
look disproportionate. Land values may 
have fluctuated in a similar way. The only 
way to cross-check either of these 
explanations is to check surrounding 
property values to see if the same 
conditions existed. As land titles do not 
give a running record of changes, but only 
conditions (and by comparison changes) 
that existed at the time of land transfers, 
chains of titles are often a useful way to 
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isolate the time periods when changes 
occurred. When data remain consistent, 
change is unlikely. Periods where data 
have altered should be investigated more 
thoroughly in other sources. 

Limitations 
Land titles are an excellent source of 

information for research on privately owned 
buildings, but they are useless for public 
buildings because government property is 
usually held through the original reserve. This 
is often true of religious property located on 
original clergy reserves as well. 

Even then, land titles are only successful 
as a source of building information when the 
owner has "played the game," i.e. registered 
the amount he actually paid for the property, 
or indeed registered the property at all. 
Canadian "handshake" deals were a common 
means of land transfer agreement outside (and 
even inside) many urban centres. As a result, 
Crown grants for property may exist, then no 
land titles will be registered for the next 50 -
100 years. Large gaps in titles may be found 
where one transaction is recorded naming two 
parties and another transaction appears 50 
years later identifying the land clearly, but 
giving two completely different names as 
participants in the transaction. Once the legal 
thread has been dropped, it is possible for a 
person to obtain clear title to a piece of 
property by fulfilling some pre-conditions; 
however, these vary under different land 
jurisdictions in Canada. 

How to Search Land Titles 
Land is a provincial responsibility; 

consequently, land registries are located and 
kept according to provinciaily organized 
systems. Fortunately, the system used by the 
federal government to register territorial land 
does not differ substantially from that applied 
in some provinces. As a result, Canadian land 
registry systems can be subdivided into three 
general types, and each is handled below under 
the areas within which it applies. 

British Columbia, southern Ontario, Nova 
Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward 
Island, and Newfoundland - As the registry 
of land in each of these provinces was a 
county responsibility while the province 
was still a colony under the British 
government, land titles are found today in 
county registry offices. (These are usually 
located in or near the county court-house, 
and listed in the local telephone directory. 
In some areas, land titles have been 
microfilmed by the Mormons and are 

available in provincial archives.) In the 
early days, not all counties within a single 
colony (or province) elected to record the 
same information in the same way; as a 
result land titles can vary substantially 
both in the type of information they 
contain and the way in which that 
information is filed. Fortunately, 
researchers have adopted a general method 
for working with these problems. In some 
provinces (and in some areas of provinces) 
titles have to be traced from owner to 
owner. In such a system, the researcher 
has to begin with a recent owner and work 
backwards looking for the previous owner 
cited on each title he finds. A researcher 
working within such a system must be 
extremely careful to check the property 
description to ensure that the same piece 
of property is concerned in each 
transaction, for a single owner can own 
more than one piece of land. Once the 
inquiry has "gone astray" in such a system 
the researcher can become hopelessly lost 
as files are often kept by transaction 
number without any regard for year. In 
some cases, it is possible to recover from 
such a tangle by locating the name of the 
original grantee of the property as he is 
named in the Crown grant. The first 
subsequent owner is then traced by 
thumbing through all of the land 
transactions bearing the "grantee's" name -
a lengthy process if he is a developer -until 
the correct property description has been 
located. The researcher then works 
forward from this point using the name of 
each new owner. The same general system 
can be used in other provinces that file 
transactions according to property 
descriptions. These can be traced through 
indexes listing the names and numbers of 
the transactions concerning a particular 
piece of land. 

Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, northern 
Ontario, Yukon, and Northwest Territories 
- As all of these areas except northern 
Ontario either are or were once 
administered under the Northwest 
Territories Act, they all evolved from the 
same basic system of organization 
established by the Canadian federal 
government. The government of Ontario 
also followed this framework in northern 
Ontario. The system itself divides the area 
into administrative districts; consequently, 
land titles can be located at the District 
Registry Office (this can be easily located 
by asking a local lawyer or consulting the 
directory for the central town in the area). 
Although systems of filing may vary 
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