
 

Sleuthing in the Vault: 

Detective Work in Historic New England Land Records 

 

 A confession: in my four decades as a scholar, I spent little time in archives. My 

academic work involved reading secondary sources (critical articles) about primary sources 

(published literary works, mostly memoirs or other personal narratives), all of which were 

readily available on library shelves or online. I rarely delved into biography or areas that required 

me to investigate materials held in archives: letters, diaries, notebooks, photos, manuscripts, 

maps, or other documents. I never relished the prospect of searching and sifting among original 

documents in musty archives, and I managed to avoid it while publishing widely.  

So, in retirement, I have been surprised to find myself enjoying archival research.  

My current research, however, has nothing to do with the study of memoir; rather, it has 

to do with land records—deeds and titles. 

Why land records? In retirement I volunteer for a local preservation group, New London 

(Connecticut) Landmarks, which, among other things, authenticates historic buildings for 

plaques that display the name of the original owner and the date of construction. Other towns’ 

programs supply additional details: nearby Mystic, for example, indicates the occupation of the 

first owner. The plaques also bear the name and/or symbol of the sponsoring organization. New 

London Landmarks plaques sport a blue profile of a whale, in honor of the town’s prominence as 

a nineteenth-century whaling port—at one time the busiest in the world after New Bedford, 

Massachusetts. In New England, many towns document only the oldest buildings—those from 

the colonial period, say. Our program is open-ended: we will research any structure older than 

fifty years, regardless of condition or “historical significance.” 

 

When I was first asked to help with this project, I was willing but wary, hardly eager. I 

wasn’t sure I would have, or acquire, the necessary skills or would find it engaging. As it turned 

out, I have found it very gratifying, and I have become adept at it. Spelunking in the vault, as one 

colleague refers to it, has become a major retirement activity for me.  And while it had nothing to 

do with my primary area of expertise, it engaged my long-standing interest in early American 

architecture, predating even my PhD in American Civilization (Brown 1977). And it deepened 

my understanding of American society in unanticipated ways. 

These days I find myself spending time in the vault of New London’s City Hall—a 

fireproof room, 20 by 15 feet, lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves that hold the town’s land 

records from its founding in the 1640s. Research requires physical agility and strength: access to 

the upper shelves is via rolling library ladders, and the volumes are heavy enough to require both 

hands to lift. New London is not unique in having an intact set of records but, having been 

founded relatively early (by British colonial standards), it can claim a significant historical 

patrimony. Before the English arrived, led by John Winthrop, Jr., son of the leader of the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony, the land was Mohegan territory, a fact I have begun to note in every 

title search report. 

With these records, one could, in theory, map the town’s development lot by lot from its 

Puritan proprietors to the present. In fact, a retired surveyor attempted just that. He died before 
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he could complete the job but left maps, notes, and narratives that offer a sketchy depiction of 

the town’s first 150 years. 

In the vault, I am not the typical researcher. On the contrary. The others are mostly 

performing title searches for pending real estate transactions. When you buy a house, you are 

required to buy “title insurance” to protect your purchase, to ensure that no one can challenge 

your ownership. So buyers hire lawyers, who pay researchers to trace the title of the property in 

question. These people are trained professionals; I am an amateur and a volunteer. While I was 

shown the ropes by a pro, I’ve mostly had to learn by doing. But my task is actually more 

demanding than the pros’. Theirs is to ensure that a title is valid--not fraudulent--and “clear”—

not encumbered by covenants or liens that might be inconvenient if discovered later. To do that, 

they generally do not need to trace titles back very far. If the title was clear, say, four 

transactions ago, they can focus on recent decades. I, on the other hand, need to trace the title all 

the way back to the erection of the building in question. Our plaque applications typically 

involve buildings that are older than a century. The further back, the harder the search. In five 

years, most of the one hundred searches I’ve done have been for the nineteenth century, the era 

of the town’s greatest prosperity, but I have reached back into the 1700s a couple of times. My 

personal record is the 1740s. 

A significant event in New London’s history—perhaps the best-known outside the town--

is relevant here: the burning of waterfront property in 1781 by British troops led by Benedict 

Arnold in retaliation for privateering, which cost the British much shipping. In memory of this 

event, the lobby of the City Hall displays a large painted mural of the town before the arson. 

Created around the time of the Second World War, it shows every building and the name of its 

owner. Although we don’t consider it authoritative, the mural is useful in locating early 

properties and providing a framework in which to place later buildings. Because of Arnold’s 

raid, not many pre-Revolutionary buildings remain in New London and, when frustrated by a 

title search for an early property, I’ve been known to mutter, heretically, “Thank you, Benny!” 

 

At first glance, title searching may seem straightforward. All land records are bound in 

numbered volumes (recent ones are also scanned, digitized, and available online). The volumes 

differ in color and size from era to era, but all are constructed so that they may be opened to 

allow pages to be extracted for photocopying. The transactions are also indexed in large volumes 

by grantor and grantee for time spans that get shorter as they approach the present. Thus, New 

London’s first index covers the years 1646 to 1800 (from colony to statehood); the next covers 

the 19th century; the next 1903-1922; the most current volumes cover as little as twenty years. 

You begin with the latest deed conveying the property, which lists the current owner 

(grantee) and the seller (grantor). In a search, you alternate between grantor and grantee 

volumes.  From your first deed, you learn who conveyed the property to the current owner; you 

then look for that grantor’s name in the grantee index to find the deed in which they acquired the 

property. That index sends you to the proper volume and page. If you don’t find it in the same 

index, you look in the previous index. And so on, back through the years. Sometimes you luck 

out, and a deed will refer to the property as “being the same, and all the same, as” property 

conveyed in the previous deed and cite the volume and page, in which case you can skip the 

index. 
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Sound like a cinch? Sometimes it is. But there are numerous possible snags. For starters, 

properties may change over time; they are usually divided into smaller lots, but they can grow, 

too, with the addition of abutting land. So you need to check the property description in each 

deed against its predecessor. In one odd and tricky case, 40-42 Blinman Street (the double 

number should have been a red flag), a property got smaller and larger. How so? In tracing the 

title of this symmetrical, six-bay double house, I found that the two halves had been owned by 

separate parties in the mid-1800s. The house was divided along a central party wall; the lot was 

similarly bisected. So one title search generated a second search. 

 
 

Fortunately, the title chains converged, because before that, both halves had had a single owner. 

Furthermore, I learned that it had been built in stages. According to historical records located by 

my colleague, one side predated 1754. (It appears as a single unit on the map in the lobby of City 

Hall.) The other, its mirror image, was added about a century later. The house turned out to 

belong to a significant colonial family, the Starrs. This search stumped me for a long time; 

unfortunately, by the time we had solved it, the absentee landlord had dropped out of sight, and 

we were unable to affix the plaque. But the documentation is on file.  

There’s another potential snag having to do with changes in property—not in their size 

but in their address. In contemporary deeds, properties are often identified by street and number 

(e.g., “29 Maple Avenue”), and lot boundaries typically are streets or roads. However, in a town 

as old as New London, street names can change over time. One major thoroughfare, now known 

as Ocean Avenue (because it leads to Ocean Beach, which is actually on Long Island Sound), 

was previously (before beach-going became a thing) known as Town Hill Road (because it runs 

from a hill in town to the water); and before that, it was called Quanapoxet Road, a name the first 

Europeans adopted from the Mohegans. If you aren’t aware of these changes, you will come to a 

dead end, so to speak. Fortunately, the vault contains “street indices,” which list street names in 
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alphabetical order and indicate when they were officially accepted by the town, and also when 

they might have been renamed. The trick is to know when to consult them. In addition to names 

of entire streets changing in this way, the names of stretches of road may change as they are 

assigned to roads they connect with—often, counterintuitively, at right angles. Period maps can 

help sort out this confusion, and the City Clerk’s office displays framed maps of downtown New 

London from the 1850s and the 1880s. Other maps can be found online and downloaded. My 

computer and phone have become small libraries of such resources. 

It isn’t just street names that change; the numbers do, too: New London addresses were 

renumbered in 1905. And if you don’t know that, again, you are lost.  

As you go back in time, other factors complicate the seemingly simple notion of location. 

The very outline of New London today is much different from what it was when the Puritans 

arrived. Located on both river and sound, its boundaries have shifted. Several coves on the 

Sound have been filled, making the shoreline shorter and straighter. In researching the J. Starr 

house (see map below), I was puzzled, and momentarily stumped, when a property that had been 

bounded by other land appeared in an earlier deed to have a cove as one boundary. I thought I 

was looking at the wrong property, but as I learned from my maps, the cove had been filled in, so 

it didn’t appear in later deeds.  

 
What had been waterfront property was no longer.  

 

Another search arrived at a dead end: the chain of possession simply ran out with a deed 

of 1901. I could not find that deed’s grantor in a previous grantee index, but the house was 

obviously built earlier than 1901. I didn’t know that the neighborhood of this house had been 

part of a neighboring town from 1800 to 1900, so this property in effect had moved towns! The 

New London city clerk, new to the job, didn’t know this either. But reading a history of the 

bordering town (in which I happen to live), I happened upon the fact. To pick up the trail, then, I 

had to visit the neighboring town’s land records. Et voilà. 
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Lot descriptions sometimes also use compass directions; you have to have a mental 

map—or refer to a printed one—to make sense of them. It also helps to be able to translate 

surveyor’s terms: N 15 ͦ E, for example, means 15 degrees east of north. With the more complex 

ones, I resort to paper and pencil to sketch them.  

And, of course, whereas today deeds are typed, as you move back in time you encounter 

hand-written documents; although the penmanship is usually good, making out words and names 

can be a challenge. Ditto abbreviations: “Sd.” for “said”—meaning, referred to earlier, or 

“Decd.” for “deceased.” Names may be spelled inconsistently. And in the first couple of 

centuries, a few families owned lots of real estate; the indices can have pages of these family 

names. And unfortunately, families also recycled given names from generation to generation, not 

always distinguishing them with “Jr.” or “3rd.” The very earliest deeds are so fragile that each 

page is kept in a separate plastic sheath. The sheathing preserves them, but though transparent, 

the plastic is highly reflective; to read the deeds you have to dismantle the volume’s binding and 

remove the fragile deeds from their sheathes. A magnifying glass comes in handy. Despite these 

difficulties with legibility, you learn to appreciate the accuracy and neatness of the scribes. (No 

Bartlebys here, apparently.) In my years of work, I have come across only a handful of errors: 

occasional transpositions of numbers or reversals of direction (e.g., northeasterly for 

southeasterly).  

 

One search that particularly intrigued me involved a small wooden house that had a 

curved wall on one side. It is prominently located on a main Street, called Bank because it ran 

along the bank of the Thames River. (Note to visitors: in New London, we pronounce “Thames” 

the way it is spelled. When in old London, I have to be careful not to sound like a bumpkin.) I 

had passed this rounded house often over the years and had always wondered why anyone would 

build a house that way; it’s obviously more difficult than making a straight wall. Local children, 

I learned, called it the “ship house.”  

 

 
By chance, forty years after first noticing this oddity, the title search was assigned to me. 

I traced it back to the 1830s and discovered that the original lot boundary on that side of the 

house was the centerline of a brook that passed through a culvert under Bank Street and into a 

large cove on the opposite side. Fortunately, the City Clerk’s office 1850s map shows the 
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property and the line of the brook (even though the building, labeled “store,” is represented as a 

rectangle.  

 

 
 

That cove had long since been filled in, and the brook diverted underground, so there is 

no longer any evidence of the geography that had dictated the original lines of the house, which 

had been built to maximize interior space on a small lot. 

My remit for the program is limited to the title search: I am responsible solely for the 

information that goes on each plaque. My report consists essentially of a list of deeds in reverse 

chronological order--the chain of possession--leading back to the ur-deed, followed by a short 

justification for the determination of the date. When I ’m done with that, I pass it on to a 

colleague, Mary Beth Baker, who does extensive research on the original owner and any 

significant later ones, putting flesh on the bones of the title chain. Using Ancestry.com and other 

online resources, as well as local histories, she often generates richly detailed accounts of the 

building’s owners and/or occupants, sometimes for generations, and situates them in the context 

of larger historical trends. 

In the case of this oddly shaped little house, I learned that it had been built for Antone 

DeSant, a man of African descent who’d come to the United States from the Cape Verde Islands 

on a whaler in the early nineteenth-century, served on a number of whaling expeditions, then 

settled in as a grocer. The house remained in the family for decades; one of his daughters married 

William Herbert Bush, an accomplished organist who played regularly for a white congregation 

and even performed for Andrew Carnegie and Mark Twain. With the help of Fred Calabretta, 

Curator of Collections at the nearby Mystic Seaport Museum, Landmarks presented a program 

on local whalers of color. In the audience were several direct descendants of these whalers. The 

oddly shaped building proved to be the tip of a historical iceberg. So, although I said earlier that 

my current research has nothing to do with my academic field, “life writing,” I have come to 
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think of what my colleague and I do as a kind of life writing, urbanography—writing the life of a 

city, lot by lot. We generate microhistories that together provide a pointillist, time-lapse portrait 

of the city. 

 

Another snag: as you get into colonial deeds, property descriptions increasingly rely on 

markers that may no longer exist— “a crooked apple tree” (is there any other kind?), “a large 

ledge” (oh, that one!), “a pile of stones,” or “a rock marked H.” And the units of measurement 

change from feet and yards to rods and links. (The unit of the rod, 16 and a half feet, is also often 

used in house construction; many colonial houses are 33 feet in length. The unit is thought to be 

about the width of a team of oxen.) And lots can be large, sometimes over a hundred acres. By 

tracing certain eighteenth-century properties, I learned that the street plan of parts of the town 

today is largely determined by “the first division” in the early eighteenth century, when the first 

“proprietors” divided among themselves what had been land held in common as private property. 

Perhaps naïve about this aspect of New England history, I found the size of some of the land 

holdings of the first generations of settlers astounding. Admittedly, the land was initially 

“unimproved,” but by British standards, these settlers had struck it (land) rich.  

 Then there is the matter of foreclosures. When someone buys a house that has been 

foreclosed, the grantor is not an individual but a bank. And when you look up the foreclosing 

bank in the grantee index, you may find pages of entries under that bank’s name. The indices 

have a column for the property’s location, but it is not always filled in. So if a property is bought 

after foreclosure, the search for the party foreclosed upon can be tedious.  

But assuming you don’t lose the thread, you “just” follow the chain of possession back to 

the date when the building was erected. How do you know when you’ve got there? Typically 

deeds convey land and “all buildings thereon,” so one looks for a deed that doesn’t mention 

buildings. That should give you a date after which the building was put up. How much after? 

Before the next transaction—the first to mention buildings. Those two transactions bracket the 

time slot during which the building was evidently built. The narrower this window of time, the 

better.  

To determine the date within that window, you need to consult other records. New 

London has annual city directories--lists of residents with their street addresses--going back to 

the 1850s. (Think phone books before the telephone was invented.) So you begin with the 

directory for the year of the land-only deed and consult the successive books until the address 

appears. Unfortunately, until 1900 the street directories are indexed only by names of residents, 

who are not necessarily owners, so the name on the deed will not necessarily lead you to the 

address. After 1900, the directories are also indexed by street and number: a section provides an 

alphabetical list of streets and, for each street, a list of occupants in order of the address number. 

These indicate that the property is inhabited, so you can infer that it was erected in that year or 

the preceding one.  

New London also has records of water and sewer connections; these are kept not in the 

vault but in the Water Department, so you can’t access them directly, but you can ask for that 

information by phone. This information is useful because these utilities are usually connected at 

the time of construction. Of course, sewer and water records are available only once these 

utilities were supplied by the city beginning in the late nineteenth century. 
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Finally, City Hall also has annual “tax abstracts” from the 1850s forward. These record 

the “grand list” of the tax base in two parts: resident taxpayers and non-resident taxpayers. 

Indexed by last name, the abstracts list houses, lots, and other taxable properties, like mills, 

stores, and livestock (“neat cattle” [i.e., domesticated] being my favorite). So, again you start 

with the earliest year of your time slot and work your way forward, looking for a name and a 

property to appear. If you’re lucky, your presumed first owner will appear as the owner of just 

one property. Relying on these various resources, you can often determine the year of 

construction, with a margin of error of a year, for houses dating as far back as the mid nineteenth 

century. Before that, it gets trickier, and you may have to resort to a date preceded by “circa”. 

(When I first shopped for a house in the area in the late 1970s, a real estate agent asked if I was 

interested in looking at “circa” houses. I’d never heard the term used to indicate a category for 

real estate.)  

 

Another complication occurs when houses are moved from one lot to another, a 

procedure far more common before telephone and electric poles than now—an expression of 

Yankee thrift, perhaps. How do you even know that this has happened, to begin with? Deeds 

never refer to moving, and oddly (it seems to me) the sale of a house without land does not 

warrant entry into the land records, though presumably such a sale would entail a deed. As I’ll 

show, the clue is a discrepancy between the date of the earliest deed and the style of the house. 

In such cases, one consults Sanborn Fire Insurance maps. The Sanborn company 

published these maps for insurers from the 1880s to the 1920s. For New London, maps were 

issued every four to fourteen years--in 1884, 1891, 1896, 1901, 1907, and 1921. Each edition 

consists of numerous maps—from seven for 1884 to 65 for 1921; the area covered by the maps 

expands as the city develops. The brevity of the intervals greatly facilitates dating buildings 

between 1884 and 1921.  

In hard copy, the lithographed maps are large, about three feet long by two feet wide, and 

the volumes are heavy and hard to handle. Fortunately, they have been digitized. The Library of 

Congress has a complete set that is available online. You click on the year, then go to the first 

page, where the whole town is divided into areas mapped individually. An index of streets and 

“specials,” like churches and schools, lead you to the right map.  
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You then page through to your desired map, which is zoomable, to find your building.  

On these maps, the footprint of each building is outlined in color: yellow for frame, red 

for brick, and gray for stone. A building’s use is often indicated (for instance, D for domicile). 

The kind of business might be named. The street numbers are written adjacent to each (but 

remember, these changed in 1905). In addition, letter, number, and graphic codes indicate the 
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number of floors, the fenestration and other details of interest to a fire insurance company, such 

as the location of hydrants. These maps are extremely valuable to urban geographers and 

historians.  

 

 
In one instance, I traced a title back to a land-only deed from the first decade of the 20th 

century, but I knew from the appearance of the house that it must have been built earlier. Since 

this house appeared in a newly developed area, it could not have been moved within the 
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immediate neighborhood; it must have come from another older part of town, which meant that I 

could not easily focus my search. Fortunately, the house had a turret that projected on one side 

and a wrap-around porch in front, which gave it a distinctive footprint. Because of its late 

development, the neighborhood of this house does not appear in a Sanborn map until the 1921 

edition, when it was sufficiently dense to warrant coverage. But there it was: 

 
My task was to match the footprint of the house with a footprint from an earlier map and 

hope that that footprint would not appear in the next map in order. I started with the 1907 maps 

(of which there are 42), and eventually I spotted what I thought was the same footprint. (It has an 

annex on the rear, which seems to have been left behind, possibly moved to another closer lot.) 

 
I shifted my title search to that property, and I was led back to a land-only deed from 1877, a 

period that fit the Victorian style. In 1911, the house had been moved two-thirds of a mile along 

the shore. In these cases, the plaque signage becomes more complicated: we list the date of the 

house and its original owner, followed by “moved to site” with the date and name of the owner at 

the time.  

 

 I’ve even come across the opposite scenario: a house assigned a date earlier than was the 

case. This house was one of several on a stretch of Pequot Avenue (formerly Harbor’s Mouth 

Road) developed by James O’Neill, father of the famous playwright Eugene. My attention was 

first focused on this block by a request for a plaque for a simple gable-roofed house, which I 

dated to the mid-1700s. Then I was asked to do a plaque for a gambrel-roofed house next door 

that also seemed very old. It already had an unofficial plaque heralding it as Eugene O’Neill’s 

childhood home, and the new owners were eager to have its history documented. I spent an good 

amount of time on this but could never trace its title further back than the 1820s, though the 

house seemed older; the owners in fact, believed that it was at least as old as its mid-18th century 

neighbor. I admit to becoming mildly obsessed with the early history of this part of New London. 

I never did solve that puzzle, but as it turned out, no plaque was necessary: finding pervasive rot, 

the owners razed the house and built a colonial-looking but larger cottage on its footprint. 

In the process, however, I got interested in what I think of as “O’Neill Row,” these two 

colonial houses and the next two down the block, which appear to be Victorian. The next lot is 

the site of a building that bears a Landmarks plaque dating it to 1829. The person who researched 

this title did a wonderful job with a tricky property, but she inadvertently carried the chain of 
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possession further back than she should have: a map of 1868 shows a school, not a house, on this 

lot.  

 
 But she wasn’t entirely wrong. Though vaguely Victorian in appearance, the house does not 

conform to standard period styles in massing or façade; that’s because it was not built but 

assembled in the late nineteenth century. It seems that in 1886 the O’Neills (James’s wife Ella’s 

name is on the deed, too), purchased this lot, moved the school to the neighboring lot, purchased 

a gambrel-roofed house probably built circa 1800 with two “shed” (i.e., flat-roofed) dormers; 

moved it to this lot, raised it on a rectangular first floor base (possibly also recycled from another 

house) with an off-center Victorian double-door entry, then added a wrap-around porch and 

second-story covered balcony—giving it the Victorian look. It’s a mish-mash, put together from 

local vernacular elements, then gussied with Victorian detail to obscure the boxy massing. I love 

it, myself, now that I understand it for what it is.  

 On the neighboring lot sits what is now known as Monte Cristo Cottage, where the 

O’Neills lived when Eugene was an adult. The name comes from Eugene’s father’s success 

acting the role of the Count of Monte Cristo in a stage adaptation of the Dumas classic; though 

James O’Neill found it stifling to perform the part literally thousands of time, it made him a 

fortune, much of which he invested in New London real estate, this house being its flagship 

property. 
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Like the misdated house next door, Monte Cristo Cottage has a Victorian look. And like 

its neighbor, it was assembled rather than constructed in that era. If you ignore the tower on the 

right side, the wraparound porch, and the annex on the left, you can see that the core of the house 

is a simple temple-style Greek Revival house. The 1868 map shows this lot as empty, so we 

know that the O’Neills moved this house to the lot, adding to the rear the school building from 

the next lot, to create another Victorian confection.  

Evidently, Eugene was not the only inventive member of the household, and the theater 

was not James’s only creative outlet. 

 

The documents in the vault are known as “land records,” but they sometimes record other 

kinds of transactions. In addition to the names of grantors and grantees, the date, and (usually) 

the location, the indices indicate the kind of deed recorded. For my purposes, those are solely the 

types that transfer ownership: warranty deeds (listed as WD), quitclaim deeds (QC), executor’s 

(ExecD) or administrator’s deeds (AdminD), and foreclosures (FC). (Warranty deeds usually 

indicate a sale; quitclaims are typically used when no money changes hands, as in transfers 

within families.) Unlike paid title searchers, I generally do not have to look for mortgages (Mtg), 

releases of mortgages (Rel-M), and liens (claims for taxes or other unpaid obligations that are to 

be paid off when a property is sold).  

One day I noticed an unfamiliar abbreviation in this column: “Emanc.” The date was 

1805. Curious, I went to the volume and page to find the indexed document. There I found a 

deed in which Dr. Thomas Coit (of a prominent family) manumitted his slave Hitty:  

New London August 14, 1805. I the subscribed being the master and owner of a 

Negro woman called Hitty & a slave for life do hereby manumit, make free, and 

absolutely discharge the said Hitty from every and all manner of labour, service, 

and employment in persuance of the statute law of this state entitled an act in 
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addition to and alteration of an act concerning Indian mulatto and Negro servants 

and slaves the civil authority and selectmen having granted a certificate under 

their hands comformably to said law. Thomas Coit Dr. 

Witnesses, etc.  

So, as I suspected, “Emanc.” stood for emancipation deed. 

That was a sobering moment: although I had known there were people enslaved in 

Connecticut—in fact, more than in any other New England state and concentrated in New 

London--I didn’t expect to come across documents indicating sales or manumission in the “land” 

records. This was a sobering reminder that in my hometown people had owned other people. I 

was taken aback by this close encounter: slavery took on a new dimension in my consciousness.  

But more startling was a companion document:  

New London August 14, 1805 This may certify that at the request of Dr Thomas 

Coit we have examined Hitty a slave of the said Thomas Coit and do find that she 

is desirous of being emancipated and made free that she enjoys good health and 

that she is above the age of twenty five years and a less age than forty five years.  

Witnesses, etc. 

“Desirous of being emancipated”? Really? 

Upon reflection, of course, this makes sense. This transaction occurred after the War of 

Independence, as slavery was being phased out in Connecticut before its abolition in 1848. In 

1784, Connecticut passed a law meant to ensure that slave owners did not free slaves who were 

too young, too old, too ill to work, or unwilling to support themselves. Hence the conditions in 

the second document.  

 

This little detour was a reminder that the so-called “land records” offer insight into many 

aspects of our history, savory or not. In any case, over my five years of sleuthing, I’ve become 

more and more convinced of the value of our plaque program. Plaques are educational in and of 

themselves (even without the documentation that backs them up). First, a plaque locates a 

building in time. For the owner, this may function as a badge of honor—attesting to a building’s 

age and the owner’s preservation of it. But by displaying a plaque, property owners make 

available to passersby key facts of the history of New London. They thus instruct the public 

about American architecture: by browsing plaques, passersby can learn to identify kinds and 

styles of buildings common to particular periods. The documentation, which is available on 

request at our headquarters, greatly enhances this function. I compare title searching to taking 

core samples—I drill down through layers of history until I hit vacant land. Though it isn’t 

visible to passersby, the sequence of names in the title chain often signals the changing ethnicity 

of neighborhoods.  

Plaques also locate buildings in space—i.e., in relation to their neighbors, especially if 

they also display plaques. They reveal how neighborhoods were developed. In New London, for 

example, outside the center of the city, remaining eighteenth-century houses are quite far apart, 

as they were originally farmhouses on large plots of land. Today, the spaces between them have 

been filled in with houses of later vintage—often very incongruent in style, size, and massing. 
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The sequence of styles manifests successive development over several centuries. So tracing titles 

has taught me a lot about how New London developed--as a whole, and neighborhood by 

neighborhood. Every plaque helps make the history of this historic town visible to all. The more 

there are, the more of our history becomes legible. So I see plaques not (just) as status symbols: I 

think they perform a vital public service. 

 

Title searching can be quite complicated, especially in older cities. To permit detectives 

to concentrate, the atmosphere in the vault is like that of a library. No cell phone usage is 

allowed, and conversation is discouraged. Most of the time, all one hears is briefcases being 

snapped open and shut, pens scrawling or keyboards clicking, heavy books being slid out or back 

into their slots—and occasional mumbling, sighing and cursing. For reasons you should now 

understand, title tracers often talk to themselves. 


