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In the spring of 1888, Patrick Murphy, a farmer from 

New Brunswick, Canada, settled in the Satsop River 

Valley near Montesano. Soon After his arrival, Patrick 

bought roughly 80 acres of rich loam soil on the banks 

of the Chehalis River. Over the next twenty-four years, 

Patrick would buy several more acres of property in the 

area, and build a house on what is today Brady Loop 

Road, four miles east of Montesano. At the time of his 

death in April of 1912, Patrick would own 

approximately 258.5 acres. According to his obituary, he died an “aged and greatly 

respected rancher”, and left all of his property, including “30 cows, 12 yearling heifers, 

12 calves, 1 bull, 3 hogs, 15 pigs, 2 dozen chickens, and $150 dollars’ worth of household 

goods” to his wife Mary Murphy. 

 

When doing property research, or research of any kind really, it’s always best to start 

with what you know. I began my research on 

the Murphy property after I received an email 

from Roxanne Lowe, great-grand daughter of 

Patrick Murphy. Roxanne responded to an ad 

I put out in the May newsletter, and was 

hoping I could help her find out more about 

her family’s property in Grays Harbor County. 

After seeing the photographs she sent me, I 

couldn’t help but say “yes!” I’ve always been 

a lover of fine homes and architecture, and 

the photograph of the home her great 

grandfather built peaked my interest.  

 

Here at the Washington State Archives in Olympia, we get a lot of requests for 

information about land and property. Part of my job as a research archivist for the 

Southwest Regional Branch is to help people navigate the many records available for 

this type of research. After my initial emails with Roxanne, I started looking online for 

information about the existing property. With a property description in hand, I travelled 
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to the county Auditor’s office in Montesano to look through the General Indexes in 

order to trace the ownership of the property from Patrick forward. Here at the archives I 

used deeds, maps and survey records to map out the property, and to give myself a 

visual on what Patrick owned, and how it was broken up after his death. Finally, I used 

records I found online, and here at the archives to learn more about the people who 

lived on the property, and how they used it. 

 

In my preliminary correspondence with Roxanne, I learned that Patrick Murphy was a 

major landowner and farmer in Chehalis County (now Grays Harbor County). He was 

born in New Brunswick, Canada, and moved to Chehalis County in the spring of 1888 

with his wife Mary Murphy. Together they settled on a piece of property along the 

banks of the Chehalis River, and lived in a house that burned down after Patrick’s death 

in 1912. A second home was built by the family soon after. This home is still standing 

today, but is no longer owned by the family. A portion of the original property that is still 

owned by the family, is occupied by Roxanne’s mother, Patricia, granddaughter of 

Patrick Murphy, and daughter of Daniel and Josephine Murphy. 

 

After gathering some information from Roxanne, I went online to find some information 

about the existing property and the people who live there. The best place to find 

current information on a home is from the County Assessors website. Like many Assessor 

websites in Washington, the Grays Harbor County website has a parcel search feature 

that can provide a variety of information on existing properties, including current owner, 

structures, the year they were built, a detailed 

property description and a photograph. 

 

After visiting the Assessor website, I travelled west 

from Olympia to Montesano, to visit the county 

auditor’s office. In a small corner of the office I 

spent several hours tracing the ownership of the 

Murphy family property from Patrick to his wife and 

eventually to three of their sons, Daniel, John P. 

and Thomas F. Following multiple lines of property, 

I learned that Patrick’s original holdings were 

partly divided, partly shared by his sons and their 

wives, and eventually occupied by their children. 

Over the years, portions of the property were 

added to and subtracted from by sale or loss. 

 

In order to better understand the history of 

ownership, I decided to map it out! If you’re 

anything like me, the best way to understand a 

property description is to create an outline on a 

map. Using a copy of a Department of Natural 

Resources survey map I found on the Washington State Digital Archives, I was able to 

make an outline of Patrick’s holdings. Having this visual made it easy to compare to 

more modern maps, and to see how the land and ownership had changed over time. 

Other visual materials that can be useful for property research include Metsker Maps 

and Timber Cruises. Metsker Maps are especially great for research in rural areas 
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because they often name individual owners within their parcel on the map. Here at the 

archives we have Metsker Maps for Grays Harbor County from 1935, 1952 and 1962. 

Using these maps, I was able to see what portions of land were owned by individuals in 

the Murphy family all the way up to Roxanne’s mother, Patricia. 

 

From my correspondence with Roxanne, I knew where 

the original house was located, but if you are not so 

lucky to have this kind of information, Timber Cruises 

can be a great resource. Timber Cruises were originally 

created to map out and estimate the amount of 

standing timber that a forest contains. The maps that 

the timber cruiser made, often include locations of 

structures that were there at the time, including houses 

and barns. In the timber cruise collection from Grays 

Harbor County, I was able to identify the Murphy Family 

home. To find out what year a home was built, 

assessment and tax rolls are the best option. Using the 

tax rolls it is possible to identify when a home was built 

by looking for “improvements” on a lot. Unfortunately 

for me, I was not able to find out when the Murphy 

home was built. Like many series in our collection here at the archives, there is a gap in 

information about the time period in which the Murphy home may have been built. But 

maybe you will have more luck than I did! 

 

Having traced the ownership of the property and mapped it 

out, I now needed to fill in the gaps of information that deeds 

and maps cannot give you. To find out more about the people 

who lived and worked the land, I went to online resources, 

newspapers, and documents in our own collection to learn 

more. Using online genealogical sites like Ancestry.com and 

FamilySearch.org, I was able to find information about the 

Murphy family in the city directories and census records. Through 

these records I was able to build Patrick’s family tree, and 

discovered that he was a dairy farmer, and so too were his sons. 

In newspapers I found online, I learned about how the Murphy 

Brothers of Montesano had several prize winning cows, which in 

1915 were “netting a bit more than $19 a month from sales of 

butter fat at 34 cents a pound!” With help from Roxanne, we 

also found an article about when the first house burned down. 

In the summer of 1920, the home was destroyed by a fire that 

started from the chimney. According to the article “one 

brother…two women and the two Peterson brothers from across 

the road fought the fire desperately, but there was high west 

wind, and though the ranch has a tower water tank, the hose 

was too small to be of much service.” Despite this setback, the 

Murphy family rebuilt their family home on what is 

today Brady Loop Rd.  
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Using records here at the archives, online and at local 

county offices I was able to trace the ownership of 

the Murphy family’s land and learn a little bit about 

the family in the process. For more information about 

using primary resources to conduct property research 

in the Southwest Region, feel free to send me an 

email! I’d be happy to help you get started on your 

quest to learn more about your own property and the 

people who have lived there.   
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