
King County Property Record Cards (1937-1972) 
Contributed by Midori Okazaki, Archivist, Puget Sound Regional Branch 

 

The most-often 

requested 

records at the 

Puget Sound 

Branch Archives 

in Bellevue are 

the Property 

Record Cards 

from the King 

County Assessor’s 

office.  Covering 

the years 1937 to 

1972, these 

records provide a 

fascinating look 

back at how King 

County looked 

and lived from 

the final years of 

the Great Depression to the end of the post-World War II boom years.   

The Property Record Cards were born out of a Works Progress Administration (WPA)-

funded survey of King County.   Beginning in 1936, teams of surveyors and 

photographers fanned out through the county to gather data on each piece of 

property.  The field notes, along with a photograph of any buildings on the property, 

were transferred to preprinted cards.  Between 1936 and 1940, up to 600 people were 

employed collecting and transcribing notes on land usage and building information.  

After the survey was complete, the Property Record Cards were periodically updated.  

New photographs were taken if there were significant changes to the exterior of a 

building and photographs were taken of newly constructed buildings.  The records 

were retired in 1972 and transferred to the Puget Sound Branch of the Washington State 

Archives.       

The Property Record Cards replaced 4”x6” notecards that did not describe any of a 

property’s characteristics.  The information contained on a property record card 

include a building’s age, use, rough dimensions and construction materials, evidence 

of changes to the building, some ownership history, assessed values, and, through either 

notes by the assessor or the building photograph, information on the surrounding 

neighborhood.  If a building is no longer on the property, there is generally information 

on when the building was torn down.   

Assessor’s office employee gathering data from a home’s resident on Vashon Island c. 1939 

 



The Property Record Cards were created to provide information for the Assessor’s office 

to use in determining property taxes.   Today, however, the value of the records go far 

beyond their original purpose and they are used in ways that the assessor’s office never 

imagined.  Environmental engineers 

look at the records for gas stations, 

dry cleaners and other possible 

sources of soil contamination.    

Architects use the records to restore 

buildings back their original state, 

while historic preservationists rely on 

the records to support petitions for 

landmark status.  The records 

provide evidence of changes in 

land use in a neighborhood for 

historians and geographers.   

Accountants can find assessed 

values for tax purposes.  

Genealogists look to the records for 

information on past ownership.    

Homeowners may simply want to 

know what their house looked like 

80 years ago.  

The Property Record Cards provide 

a comprehensive picture of King 

County.  The collection contains 

records on over 500,000 properties 

and about 1.6 million images.  

Unfortunately, there are some 

significant gaps in the records. Many tax-exempt properties, such as the University of 

Washington, were not included.  Also missing are most of the properties condemned for 

the construction of Interstate 5 and the Century 21 fairgrounds.  Why?  Since these 

properties were no longer on the tax rolls, the Assessor’s office no longer needed the 

records and disposed of them. 

Since the first photographs were taken in 1937, the changes in King County have been 

dramatic.  The records reveal wood-frame houses in downtown Seattle, farm houses 

and barns in the Kent Valley industrial corridor and stump houses in rural areas.  Many of 

the earlier photographs may be the only existing ones of that are no longer standing.  

Some still-existing buildings may have been drastically altered, while other have barely 

changed at all.   The photographs capture not only the changing architecture of the 

city, they also document changes in the way King County residents lived.  People, pets, 

automobiles, laundry hanging out to dry and other evidence of daily life often appear, 

bringing life to the otherwise unsentimental building photographs. 



Those interested in researching 

the Property Records Cards can 

contact the Puget Sound 

Regional Branch.   Because the 

records are not filed by address, 

researchers will need to provide a 

parcel number/property tax 

account number or legal 

description.  Parcel numbers can 

be found on the King County 

Parcel Viewer site.  
 

http://gismaps.kingcounty.gov/parcelviewer2/  
    

Researchers can obtain copies of 

the records without visiting the 

branch.  However, those who wish 

to view the records themselves 

should contact the branch to 

make an appointment. 

 

 

 

Archives Assistant, Emily Garvin finishes up a processing project 

behind the “wall of boxes.” 
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