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Locating the land records in Ontario, Canada for our ancestors can be a challenge. 

Quite often there is no nominal index associated with the land books so we first need to 

locate the family on the ground. The focus of the session will be on the rural land 

records and not the town or city records. It is unfortunate that the urban records have 

additional and sometimes confusing challenges which just can’t be covered in the time 

allotted due to how villages, towns, and cities have evolved over the years. Additionally, 

many records, until relatively recently, often did not include an exact address for the 

urban dweller. 

Throughout Upper Canada, then Canada West, and finally Ontario, many of the 

townships were laid out in a grid fashion of concession roads and their lots. 

Unfortunately for us, there is no single standard for laying out the concessions in a 

township. As with many rules, often the exceptions seem to outnumber the expected 

rules. In some locations, such as Thorold Township in Welland County, not even 

concession numbers were used. In Thorold the lots were numbered consecutively from 

1 to 177. Others, such as Brantford Township in Brant County, have ranges in addition 

to concessions. These ranges might be East or West of a major road like Range 1 East 

of Mount Pleasant Road. 

Locating exactly where our ancestors resided in Ontario may be a little more difficult 

than just searching a census index. We may need to look in those underutilized non-

population census schedules or on other resources not often examined when we first 

start researching our family lines. 

 

Census Enumerations 

Although the Canadian census records have their home at Library and Archives Canada 

(LAC), I have found the search, image availability, and navigation tools provided by 

Ancestry to be superior to those at LAC, FamilySearch, or other sites. However, it is 

necessary to understand what information has been captured in the enumerations. For 

that the Library and Archives Canada Census page, https://www.bac-

lac.gc.ca/eng/census/Pages/census.aspx, is the primary source of information. 
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Only four census of Canada have surviving schedules which include detailed 

information beyond the enumeration sub-district of where the family was located:  

- 1851 Census of Canada West started on 12 Jan 1852 
- 1861 Census of Canada West started on 13 Jan 1861 
- 1871 Census of Canada started on 2 Apr 1871 
- 1901 Census of Canada started on 31 Mar 1901 

 
In addition to those censuses, the 1911 and 1921 censuses of Canada can also include 
location information on the population schedule. 

- 1911 Census of Canada started on 1 Jun 1911 
- 1921 Census of Canada started on 1 Jun 1921 

 
It is worth noting that not all of the schedules for sub-districts have survived. The Library 

and Archives Canada Census Districts and Sub-districts information pages list any 

issues for the censuses in which we are interested for Canada West or Ontario: 

- 1851: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1851/Pages/canada-west.aspx 
- 1861: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1861/Pages/canada-west.aspx 
- 1871: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1871/Pages/1871-ontario-

districts.aspx 
- 1901: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1901/Pages/on.aspx 
- 1911: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1911/Pages/ontario.aspx 
- 1921: https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1921/Pages/ontario.aspx 

 
The 1851 and 1861 censuses of Canada West are generally the easiest to utilize since 

the agricultural schedules are also name indexed. It is when we want to use the 1871 

and 1901 censuses that there is a little more work involved. Both the 1871 and 1901 

censuses are keyed back to the households in the population schedule by page and line 

number. Thus finding the land information is more of a manual process. 

Once the property is found, when recording the land location details, include all of the 

information concerning the lot and range/concession. Often a lot will have been 

subdivided so knowing if the property is the East, West, North, or South half of a lot will 

help later on when looking in the Abstract Index books. Also recording how many acres 

can shed light on whether the land has been sub-divided. 

For each of the census enumerations the basic process is listed as to how to locate the 

schedule with the lot and range/concession information. 

1851 and 1861 Census – Ancestry 

1. Find the household in the Population schedule. 

2. Note the neighbours to help us find or confirm we have the right person in the 

Agricultural schedule. 
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3. For the next search, only search by name and place, and add the exact match 

keyword “agricultural” to only return those pages from the Agricultural schedule. 

Don’t include details such as age or birth year for this search since that 

information isn’t recorded in the Agricultural schedule. Keep in mind that any 

transcription errors with the names may not have been corrected like often seen 

for the Population schedule. If we are unable to locate the entry for the head of 

household in the Agricultural schedule then look for one of the neighbours. 

4. If manually looking through the census images, the Agricultural schedule is quite 

often after all of the Population schedules for the enumeration district. 

1871 Census – Ancestry 

1. Since the entries in the Agricultural schedule aren’t listed by name we need to 

find the household in the Population schedule. 

2. Record the page number and line number of the head of household. It is 

important to note this is not the family number. Also record the page and line 

numbers for the other households on the same page. These additional numbers 

can help confirm we are looking at the right page in the Agricultural schedule. 

3. Move through the images until we reach the start of the “Schedule 4, the Return 

of Cultivated Land, of Field Products and of Plants and Fruits” pages. Depending 

on population of the sub-district we may need to navigate past fifty or more 

pages of the Population schedule before even getting to Schedule 2. 

4. Find the image containing the entry for the page and line number of the head of 

household found in the Population schedule. 

1901 Census – Ancestry  

1. Since the entries in the Agricultural schedule, Schedule 2, aren’t listed by name 

we need to first find the household in the Population Schedule, Schedule 1. 

2. Record the page number and line number of the head of household. It is 

important to note this is not the family number. Also record the page and line 

numbers for the other households on the same page. These numbers can help 

confirm that we are looking at the right page in Schedule 2. 

3. Move through the images until we reach Schedule 2. Unlike all the other census 

enumerations, it appears that Schedule 2 was filmed before Schedule 1 for a 

sub-district. This means, instead of moving forward through the images, we have 

to move backwards. The Schedule 2 finding aid for the 1901 census can be 

helpful in locating the images if using the images hosted on the Library and 
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Archives Canada site (https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/census/1901/Pages/about-

census.aspx#tab4). 

4. Find the image containing the line with the page and line number for the head of 

household found in the Population schedule. 

1911 and 1921 Census 

No building or agricultural schedules are available for the 1911 or 1921 census but the 

details of where the people lived are recorded on the Population schedule. However, it 

will all depend on the enumerator as to whether they recorded the street number or 

concession and lot details. 

County Directories 

County directories will often include the connection and lot details of where someone 

reside. However, they do not usually include if the property is a half or quarter part of 

the original lot. The Ancestor Hunt site has the “Free Online Ontario City Directories” 

https://www.theancestorhunt.com/blog/free-online-ontario-city-

directories#.X8e7yrM1hpg resource which can help locate those county directories. 

Voters’ Lists 

Voters’ lists will most often include the concession and lot for those entitled to vote. 

There is one caveat when using the various voters’ lists. Women did not achieve the 

right to vote in Canada until the 20th century. If a woman was the head of household 

prior to the era when she could vote, she will not be listed on a voters’ list. However, if 

her son was of voting age and he lived in the same household, he would be on that list. 

Ancestry has the “Ontario, Canada Voter Lists, 1867-1900” for small subset of 

townships in Ontario.  

On the Canadian Research Knowledge Network (CRKN) Canadiana site 

(https://www.canadiana.ca/) a number of the voting registers have been digitized and 

made available for free. A search filter which may help us locate the applicable voting 

registers is: 

 Search by subject “voting registers” and the place. For example: su:”voting 
registers” goderich 

 Filter by NOT including results from individual issues 

 Check the box to only include monographs 
 
Sometimes the newspapers in an area will include a list of potential voters for an 

upcoming election. To help differentiate between voters of the same name the lot and 

concession will also be included in that list. 
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Maps 

Maps of the area can help us find the families on the ground. Just as importantly, map 

can also highlight unusual layouts for a township which may involve not just 

concessions but also ranges. These ranges, such as those found in Brantford Township 

in Brant County, can lead to some frustration when attempting to locate the indexes in 

the Abstract Index books. Using a map alongside the census pages can often pinpoint 

the location of the family. 

The difficulty with using maps to find the property is that most maps don’t have a handy 

index. Instead we have to scan up and down the concessions and ranges to hopefully 

find the name we are interested in. 

Some useful map sites for Ontario which have maps with names included are: 

 The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project: 
https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/Countyatlas/default.htm 

 Norman B Leventhal Map Center: https://collections.leventhalmap.org/ 
o Search for “Canada West” to locate the few maps created from surveys 

under the direction of H.F. Walling. 

 Heritage Property Index: http://ontario.heritagepin.com/ 

 Ontario Historical County Maps Project: 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=8cc6be34f6b54992b2
7da17467492d2f 

Other Resources 

There are many web sites constantly being updated or created with additional resources 

which may help locate the property and provide us with the lot and range/concession. If 

a piece of property was owned when someone died then their will and probate 

documents will include the details of the land. The local historical societies, museums, 

and archives may also have resources either online or in their collections which can aid 

us when attempting to locate the property location details.  

Additional online land record resources which will generally include the lot and 

concession details are: 

 Library and Archives Canada: Land Records 
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/land/Pages/land-records.aspx 

 Library and Archives Canada: Land Petitions of Upper Canada, 1763-1865 
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/land/land-petitions-upper-canada-1763-
1865/Pages/land-petitions-upper-canada.aspx 

 Library and Archives Canada: Land Boards of Upper Canada, 1765-1804 
https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/land/land-boards-upper-
canada/Pages/land-boards-upper-canada.aspx 

 Library and Archives Canada: Land Petitions of Lower Canada, 1764-1841 
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https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/land/land-petitions-lower-canada-1764-
1841/Pages/land-petitions-lower-canada.aspx 

 

Additional Resource 

I’ve written several posts on my Family Tree Knots blog which helps walk through 

finding the land using different means and also discusses interesting challenges faced 

when dealing with land records in Ontario. They can all be found at: 

 Finding on the Ground: Wrap Up 

(https://familytreeknots.blogspot.com/2021/08/finding-on-ground-wrap-up.html) 

One site which can help you place a property on a map is the Ontario Government’s 

Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry’s “Make a Topographic Map” 

(https://www.ontario.ca/page/topographic-maps). You can plot a location by address 

and also by the lot and concession system. 


