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Abstract
A property ownership history is an outline of the ownership transfers over 
time. A land-use history, in contrast, is a record of how the land has been used 
by previous owners as well as natural disturbances that may have occurred. 
Understanding how the natural features of your land have been altered over 
time can provide insight into the overall quality of the land.

This information will help identify factors that may affect the use or 
management of your property. Including some history will deepen your 
discussion of resource conditions and management practices as you consider 
your land management plan.

This manual provides step-by-step instructions for completing an ownership 
and land-use history. It explains how to use the records websites for Island, 
San Juan, Skagit, Snohomish, and Whatcom Counties, in Washington State, as 
well as the process for retrieving records from other local archives.
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Property Ownership and Land-use History for Island/San 
Juan/Skagit/Snohomish/Whatcom Forestland

Introduction

 

What is an ownership history?

An ownership history is the outline of property ownership 
transfers through time. The result of this research will provide 
a listing of names and dates associated with each transfer of 
the property going back to the original private land owner. 
This information is commonly compiled by reviewing the tax 
assessment rolls to locate deeds or other vesting documents.

It is recommended to start your research when you (or the 
current owner) purchased the property, and then regress 
through time. After locating the name of the last seller of the 
property (as the grantor), you can then search backwards until 
you find when they purchased the property (as the grantee). 
Continue this process until finding the original land owner.

What is a land­use history?

A land–use history is the compilation of records identifying:

how the land was utilized by the previous property 
owners
natural disturbances that were identified to have 
occurred on the property

The land-use history is usually secondary to the ownership 
history and can be much more difficult. Records for land-use 
are rare and may require specific information such as the exact 
date a claim was made. However, if these records are found, 
they can reveal detailed information about tree stocking, 
logging, topography, or mining.

Why perform property history?

Completing a property history can allow you to add a narrative 
to the landscape. With each new owner, a new chapter about 
the land is written, helping you to better understand the 
characteristics that make up your property today. Learning 
who owned the property and how it was used and valued in the 
past can contribute to a better understanding of the growth and 
changes within communities.

On an environmental level, understanding how the natural 
features on the land were altered over time can provide insight 
into the current quality of the land. Gathering information 
regarding native trees, logging history, location of water 
features, and agricultural and mining use can all point to 

EM099E  |  Page 3  |  ext.wsu.edu

WSU EXTENSION  |  PROPERTY OWNERSHIP AND LAND-USE HISTORY FOR ISLAND/SAN JUAN/SKAGIT/SNOHOMISH/WHATCOM FORESTLAND



potential explanations of soil quality, water storage, and 
wildlife presence.

How does this fit into my forest 
stewardship plan?

The Washington State Integrated Forest Management Plan 
Guidelines include an introductory overview of the property. 
In addition to providing an overview of the land features, you 
may wish to include a family and land use history. This 
information will help identify the factors which may affect the 
use or management of your property. Including some history 
will deepen your discussion of the resource conditions and 
management practices that you will outline in your 
management plan.

This manual provides a step-by-step guide through the process 
of completing an ownership and land-use history. The manual 
explains how to use the free online records retrieval websites 
for Island, San Juan, Skagit, Snohomish, and Whatcom 
Counties as well as the process for retrieving records from 
other local archives.

This manual only covers the most basic requirements for an 
ownership and land-use history as they relate to a forest 
stewardship plan. There are other avenues you can explore on 
your own to delve deeper into the history of the previous 
owners of your property.

Online resources mentioned in this manual are hyperlinked 
within the text for easy web access. For readers viewing this 
offline, a Website Reference List with full-length URLs is also 
included.
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Where do I start?

 

Personal knowledge and 
communication

It is easy to overlook the most accessible information 
available: personal knowledge. Start by asking yourself a few 
questions.

Did you receive documentation about the property 
when it was purchased?
Did the previous owner talk about current or previous 
land use?
Did you inherit the property from family? If so, how 
did they utilize the land?

Neighboring property owners are also a great resource for 
learning more about the history of your property and the 
surrounding area.

Look up a historical overview of the 
property’s city or town

The Online Encyclopedia of Washington State History can be 
accessed for free. The encyclopedia has three libraries:

1. Cyberpedias (overview essays)
2. Timeline essays (events keyed to specific dates)
3. People’s Histories (reminiscences, documents, older 

historical accounts, and interpretations).

You can search these three libraries for your county, city, or 
town. To complete this search, visit the Online Encyclopedia 
of Washington State History and type in the name of your city 
or town in the search box on the right-hand side of the page 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Use the Online Encyclopedia of Washington State History (historylink.org) to search for the history of cities & towns within Washington State. 
Click on the Cities & Towns link, or enter your city or town in the Search box and click Go!
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Familiarize yourself with your 
regional archive branch

An archive is a collection of historical government records, 
which are available to the public for review. An archive holds 
collections of records about activities, programs, and decisions 
of government agencies and elected officials. The records are 
presented in many kinds of formats, including papers, 
photographs, maps, and audio-visual materials.

It is important to familiarize yourself with exactly what records 
are available online and in the archives. Knowing what records 
are available will give you a better idea about what to ask for 
when you make an appointment to complete your in-person 
research.

Island, San Juan, Snohomish, Skagit, and Whatcom property 
owners can do this by accessing the Northwest Regional 
Archives Guide to Holdings. Explore the types of records by 
choosing from the Record Groups, or by using the keyword 
search.

The archives only have the records that the county makes 
available. This means that the archives will not have the same 
records for each county.

If you cannot find the records you are looking for in the 
archives or online, try contacting your county’s records office 
for more information.

Locate the legal description of your 
property

Most archive centers will be unable to identify your property 
by address. A parcel number and location within your 
section/township/range are the most helpful.

If you do not know your parcel number, the easiest way to find 
it is to look at the bi-annual property tax statement you receive 
from the county. If you do not have a copy of these statements, 
you can search for this information on your county assessor’s 
website (via the address search or parcel viewer tools), or by 
calling your county assessor’s office. Once you have the parcel 
number, you can use it to find the property legal description 
from the assessor website.

Island, San Juan, and Whatcom Counties

Via the property information search

The Island, San Juan, and Whatcom County Assessor’s offices 
allow you to search for your parcel number by name or address.

You can access the parcel search engines here:

Island County Parcel Information Database
San Juan County Parcel Information Database
Whatcom County Parcel Information Database

The following steps are the same for all three counties.

1. Once the page opens, read and accept the terms.
2. Click on the drop-down arrow in the box next to 

Search Type to see the list of search options.
3. After you choose the search option that characterizes 

information you have about the property, enter that 
information underneath the Search Type box and click 
Search (Figure 2).

4. Find the owner name, address, or account number you 
were looking for and click View Details (Figure 3). The 
property detail information will then open.

5. Take note of the parcel number, geographic ID, and 
legal description of your property.

Via the online property information interactive 
map

The following sections include information on interactive 
maps for Island and San Juan County only. Whatcom County 
does not currently have a mapping tool.

Island County parcels

Island County property owners can also find their parcel 
number using the Island County GIS Mapping Tool.

The page will load and feature a welcome statement that 
explains a few tips for using the site. Read these, as they offer 
information about new features that have been added to the 
interactive map. Click OK to close the tip box and enter the 
website.

There are two ways to search for your parcel. Use the Address 
Search box if you know the street address of the property. If 
your property does not have a mailing address, or you cannot 
remember it, use the query parcels widget.

Address Search Box

1. If you know the street address of your property, enter it 
into the Street Address Search Box on the top left of 
the map (Figure 4).

2. Matching results will begin to appear below the text 
box after two characters are entered.

3. Select one of the matching results displayed.
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Figure 2. Parcel search for Island County Parcel Information Database and Whatcom County Parcel Information Database. Choose your search criteria, 
enter the information, and click Search.

Figure 3. Click on the View Details link for the search result that identifies your property. This will generate your property detail report.

Query Parcels Widget

The query parcels widget is represented by the binoculars icon 
on the top right of the map (Figure 4).

1. When you click on the binoculars icon, a search box 
will open that will allow you to search for parcels by 
geographic number, parcel ID, or name.

2. Using the arrow, select to Search by Name.
3. Enter your name in the box and click Apply (Figure 4).
4. The parcel query will generate a list of property owners 

that match the name you searched. Find your name and 
your parcel number from the list. For additional 
property information, click on your name.

5. The map will zoom into your parcel and highlight it 
blue (Figure 5).

6. Click on your parcel.
7. A dialog box with your property information will pop 

up on the map. Use the navigation arrows to access 
page 4 of the property information dialog box.

8. Scroll to the bottom of page 4 and click on the picture 
of the Island County logo (Figure 5).

9. The property detail information will then open. Take 
note of the parcel number, geographic ID, and legal 
description of your property.

San Juan County (Polaris)

San Juan County property owners can find their parcel number 
using the San Juan County – Polaris Property Search and 
Mapping Tool.

1. On the left side of the map is a menu. The page should 
load with the search box opened.

2. Enter your address or a road that intersects with your 
property and click Search (Figure 6).

3. A list of search results will generate. Click on the entry 
that most closely matches your property.

4. Once you click on the address, the map will zoom into 
your property and label it with a thumbtack. Once you 
have located your parcel on the map, click the 
Information icon and then your property on the map.

5. A window with your tax information will open. Scroll 
to the bottom and click on the link to View Assessor 
Info (Figure 7).

6. Your property detail report will open on the screen. 
Take note of the parcel number, geographic ID, and 
legal description of your property.

If you have trouble getting this information online, you can 
also contact the San Juan County Assessor’s office by emailing 
assessor@sanjuanco.com or calling (360) 378-2172.
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Figure 4. Island County Parcels GIS mapping tool. Search for your parcel by address, using the search engine on the top left of the screen. Or, search by 
name with the query parcel denoted by the binocular icon on the top right of the screen.

Figure 5. Click on the search result represented by your property (1), followed by your parcel on the map (2). On page 4 of the property information dialogue 
box (3), click on the Island County logo to receive the parcel information where you can find your parcel number (4).

Figure 6. San Juan County - Polaris Property Search and mapping tool. Use the menu on the left side of the map to search for your property's parcel number 
by address or road.

EM099E  |  Page 8  |  ext.wsu.edu

WSU EXTENSION  |  PROPERTY OWNERSHIP AND LAND-USE HISTORY FOR ISLAND/SAN JUAN/SKAGIT/SNOHOMISH/WHATCOM FORESTLAND


