
Patent case files offer a unique genealogical perspective, as they contain 

biographical information, show intellectual pursuits, and detail the products 

your ancestors created or improved upon. Learn what information is 

available and how to access the over 4 million case files held by the 

National Archives.  

Christopher O. Magee 

Patently Amazing: 

Finding Your Family in Patent Records 
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Christopher Magee has worked as an archivist with 

National Archives at Kansas City since 2010. His primary 

roles include providing reference services, creating series 

descriptions, and digitizing records.  Prior to coming to the 

National Archives, he held positions at the Dolph Briscoe 

Center for American History in Austin, Texas; the 

Heritage and Research Center in Yellowstone National 

Park; and the Arizona Historical Foundation in Tempe, 

Arizona.  He holds a Bachelor of Arts in History and 

American Studies and a Master of Science in Information 

Studies from the University of Texas at Austin. 

Christopher Magee 
Archivist 

National Archives at 

Kansas City 
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PATENTLY AMAZING: 
FINDING YOUR FAMILY IN 

PATENT RECORDS 

Christopher O. Magee, Archivist 

National Archives at Kansas City 

christopher.magee@nara.gov 

913-563-7602 
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Objectives 

 Identify what a patent 

case file is. 

 Describe the history of 

the Patent and 

Trademark Office. 

 Describe genealogical 

benefits. 

 Learn how to locate a 

patent number. 

 Understand how to 

search for and order a 

file. 
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About the National Archives  

 Hold the permanently 
valuable records of the 
Federal government 

 Why does Kansas City 
reference records 
created in Washington 
DC? 

Moved off-site for space 
concerns 

 Patent files laid end to 
end cover over 323 
football fields 
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What is a Patent? 

 Generally, a patent is the granting of rights or 

titles by a government authority. 

 Patent Office defines as: 

 A property right granted by the US government to 

an inventor “to exclude others from making, 

using, offering for sale, or selling the invention.” 

 http://www.uspto.gov/inventors/patents.jsp 
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When is a patent not a patent? 

 Not Land Patents 

 Beware! Department of 
Interior also used the 
term patent for 
assignments of land 

 Not Trademarks ™ 

 Beware! USPTO used 
the term “patented” to 
mean trademarked  

 Not Copyrights © 

 Part of the Library of 
Congress 
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Brief History of the Patent and 

Trademark Office 

 Constitution 

 Article I, Section 8: 

 “The Congress shall have Power ... To promote the 

Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for 

limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive 

Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries.” 

 Patent Acts of 1790 and 1793 

 “An Act to promote the Progress of Useful Arts” 

 Part of the Secretary of State’s Office 
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Patent Act of 1836 

 Established a distinct 

Patent Office under 

Department of State 

 Began modern 

numbering system 

(Patent #1) 

 Granted rights for 14 

years with possible 

extension of 7 years 

 Removed US nationality 

and residency 

requirements 
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Fire on December 15, 1836 

• Patents destroyed by fire are 

called “X-Patents” 

• Estimate 9,957 patents 

were destroyed 

• Only 2,845 patents have 

been restored 

• Congress charged architect 

Robert Mills  to design a 

“fire-proof” building 
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1849 – 1865,  

Legal Developments 

 In 1849, Patent Office moved under the Department of Interior 

 Patent Act of 1864 

 Amended the law that once a patent has been applied for, new 

information can not be added. 
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1849 – 1865,  

Social Developments 

 Epicenter of Washington 
DC tourism. 

Displayed  
 Inventions 

 Declaration of Independence 

 Andrew Jackson’s military 
uniform 

 Piece of Plymouth Rock 

 Artifacts from the South Pacific 
and Japan 

 Hosted Lincoln’s second 
inaugural ball 
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Abraham Lincoln, Patent #6469 
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Fire on September 24, 1877 

• More costly and 

damaging than 1836 

fire 

• 600,000 prints were 

destroyed and 

reprinted 

• No complete loss of 

a patent file 

  Session 17                                                                                                                                                            Slide 16 of 71 



Modern Patent  

History 

 In 1925, moved under 
the Department of 
Commerce 

 Patent Act of 1952 

 Patents must be “non-
obvious” 

 Inventors must detail the 
basis for infringement 

 In 1975, became the 
Patent and Trademark 
Office 
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Modern Patent History 

 Leahy-Smith America 
Invents Act (AIA) of 2011 

 Switched patent law from 
"first to invent" to "first 
inventor to file” 

 Number of Patents applied 
for and granted by type and 
year: 
 1836: 702 patents granted 

 1976: 74,790 patents granted 

 2013: 301,303 patents granted 

 http://www.uspto.gov/web/offic
es/ac/ido/oeip/taf/h_counts.htm 
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What  is in a  

Case File? 

 Files contain: 
 Initial petition, 

application, and oath 

 Correspondence 
between inventor, legal 
representation, and the 
Patent Office 

 Letters Patent 
(published descriptions 
and drawings) 

 NOTE – Case files do 
not cover what 
occurred after the 
issuance of patents, 
except if a lawsuit 
was filed 
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Genealogical 

Benefit 

 Contains signatures 

 Learn about your 

ancestor’s professional 

and intellectual work 

 May contain geographical 

information 

 Socioeconomic 

information 

 Filing fees 

 Did they retain an 

attorney? 
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Patent 452,846 

 Granted to William Joseph 

Magee, on May 26, 1891 

 For an Improvement in 

Churn Power 
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Patent 452,846 - Index 
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Patent 452,846 - Petition 
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Patent 452,846 - Petition 
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Patent 452,846 - Petition 
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Patent 452,846 - Petition 
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Patent 452,846 - Application 
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Patent 452,846 - Oath 
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Patent 452,846 - Oath 
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Patent 452,846 – Letter Sept 13, 1890 
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Patent 452,846 – Amendment Dec 12, 1890 
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Patent 452,846 – Letter Dec 27, 1890 
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Patent 452,846 – Amendment Jan 3, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Letter Jan 8, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Amended Oath  Mar 19, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Amended Oath  Mar 19, 1891 

 

  Session 17                                                                                                                                                            Slide 37 of 71 



Patent 452,846 – Letter Mar 25, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Amendment April 9, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Notice of Allowability, Apr 11, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Memorandum of Fee Paid May 1, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Letters Patent May 26, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Letters Patent May 26, 1891 
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Patent 452,846 – Letters Patent May 26, 1891 

 

  Session 17                                                                                                                                                            Slide 44 of 71 



Patent 452,846 – Letters Patent May 26, 1891 
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What NARA 

Holds - Patents 

 Record Group 241, 

Records of the 

Patent and 

Trademark Office 

 Two main types: 

 Utility 

 Design 

 All contain similar 

records documenting 

the application, 

correspondence, and 

issuance of patents 
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Utility Patents 

 Patent Case Files,  

1836 – 1993 

 #1 through #3,944,724 

and #5,255,452 

 This number is used to 

identify and pull patents 

Note, bulk of series 

ends March 16, 1976 

  Session 

http://research.archives.gov/search


Design Patents 

 Design Patent Files,  

1843 – Nov. 13, 1973 

 #1 through #229,224 

 Design Patents can 

appear similar to 

trademarked material 
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What NARA Holds - Lawsuits 

 Reference to lawsuits are included in case filings 

 Interference Proceedings filed at Patent Office 

 Federal Courts (District, Appellate, and Supreme 

Courts) 

Court of Customs and Patent Appeals 

 



Online Public Access 

 www.archives.gov 

Click research our 

“Research our  

records” 

Under Heading: 

“Search Online” 

 Click:  

“Online Catalog” 

 Or go directly to: 
 http://www.archives.gov/research/search/ 
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Online Public Access 

 Use the Advanced Search feature 

 

 

 

Click triangle next to “Filter Archival Descriptions” 

 

Restrict search to Record Group 241 
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Patent Numbers 

 Assigned a serial number upon application 

 Assigned a unique patent number upon 
granting 

 Filed sequentially by granting number 
USPTO Serial Numbers Assigned by Year: 

http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/fil
ingyr.htm  

Number of Patent applied for and granted by and 
year, 1790-2013: 
http://www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/oeip/taf/h
_counts.htm  
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How to Find the Patent Number? 

 Google Patents 

 https://www.google.com/?tbm=pts 

 Free Patents Online 

 http://www.freepatentsonline.com/ 

 Patent Gazettes 

Can be found online 

Copies available at certain Federal Depository 

Libraries 

 http://www.gpo.gov/libraries/ 
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Searching on Google Patents 

  Session 17                                                                                                                                                            Slide 55 of 71 



Searching on Google Patents 
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Searching on Google Patents 
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Searching on Google Patents 
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Searching on Google Patents 
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Troubleshooting 

 Make sure you actually are looking for a 
granted patent and not a rejected application 
or trademark. Use contextual information to 
help confirm. 

 If online searches are not yielding positive 
results, try searching other known terms like 
home city of the inventor or name of company 
inventor worked for. 

 Beware of transcription errors. 

 Make sure you are looking for a U.S. patent. 
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If Not At NARA, Where? 

 Modern Patent Records held by USPTO 

Can obtain records to granted patents only 

 To obtain access, contact the File Information 

Unit (FIU) at USPTO: 

 2800 South Randolph St, Shirlington, Virginia, 

22206 

 Phone: (703) 756-1800 

 http://www.uspto.gov/patents/process/search/acce

ss.jsp 

 Modern Federal lawsuits will be at court of 

filing 
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How to Order – Kansas City 

 Provide patent number 

 Inventor’s name 

 Approximate date of filing 

 Available for public viewing at: 

Require two business days advance notice to 
make available as records are held off-site 

 400 West Pershing Road, Kansas City, MO, 
64108 

 E-mail: kansascity.archives@nara.gov 

 Call: 816-268-8000 
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Sample Request – Kansas City 

To Whom It May Concern: 

 

I am writing to obtain a price quote for reproductions from 
Patent Case File 452,846, granted to William Magee on May 26, 
1891. I found the reference here: 

 

http://www.google.com/patents/US452846 

 

Thank you, 

Ima Researcher 

I.Researcher@email.com 

816-123-4567 
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How to Order – College Park 

 For records held at the National 
Archives at College Park, please 
contact 
 National Archives at College Park - 

Textual Reference (Civilian)   
 8601 Adelphi Road, College Park, MD 

20740-6001  

 Call: 301-837-3510  

 Email: Archives2reference@nara.gov 

 National Archives at College Park - 
Cartographic 
 Call: 301-837-3200 

 Email: carto@nara.gov 

 Mention you are not looking for 
patent case files, or you will likely 
be forwarded to me 
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Sample Request – College Park 

To Whom It May Concern: 

 

I am writing to obtain the Patent Assignment Digest for Patent 
452,846, granted to William Magee on May 26, 1891. 

 

These records are held in College Park and are a different 
series the patent records held in Kansas City. 

 

Thank you, 

Ima Researcher 

I.Researcher@email.com 

816-123-4567 
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Further Research Opportunities 

 Other NARA records series 

 International Archives and Patent Offices 

 Personal papers of Notary Public or Patent 

Attorney 

 Patent and Trademark Resource Centers 

(PTRC): 

Disseminate Patent and Trademark information 

for at least the past 20 years. 

http://www.uspto.gov/products/library/ptdl/background/index.jsp 
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NARA Online Resources 

 David S. Ferriero, Archivist of the United 
States 

 Patent of the Month: 
http://blogs.archives.gov/aotus/?p=5215 

 List of Series 

 http://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-
records/groups/241.html 

 African American Inventors 

Wanted: Colored Inventors: 
http://blogs.archives.gov/blackhistoryblog/20
13/11/05/wanted-colored-inventors/ 
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Online Resources 

 Back to the Future, by Adam Goodheart: 
 http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history-

archaeology/patent.html?c=y&story=fullstory 
 The Patent Office Pony: A History of the Early Patent 

Office, by Kenneth W. Dobyns: 
 http://www.myoutbox.net/popstart.htm 

 Brief History of the United States Patent Office From Its 
Foundation – 1790 to 1886 – with an outline of laws, 
growth, publications, office routine, etc, published by R. 
Beresford, Printer 
 http://www.ipmall.info/hosted_resources/patenthistory/po

bere.htm 
 In Celebration of Black History 

 http://www.uspto.gov/blog/director/entry/in_celebration_
of_black_history 
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Connect Online! 

 Website 
 http://www.archives.gov/kansas-

city/ 

 Facebook 
 https://www.facebook.com/nationala

rchiveskansascity 

 Twitter 
 https://twitter.com/KCarchives 
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Questions? 
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Presenter didn’t 

get to your question? 

You may email us at 

inquire@nara.gov 
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