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For years there has been a foot­
note in my information about my 
maternal great-grandfather: he 
invented a chemical in the head of 
the Diamond Match. As the Patent 
and Trademark Depository 
Librarian at the Wyoming State 
Library, I turned to the wealth of 
information in the U.S. patent 
collection to learn more. 

Patents as Genealogical 
Resources 
Patents of invention have a long 
history in this country and are often 
overlooked as a genealogical 
resource. The right to protect an 
invention is guaranteed in the U.S. 
Constitution, and the first U.S. 
patent was issued in 1790 to Samuel 
Hopkins of Philadelphia. Prior to 
this, colonists were issued patents 
by their colonies or by the British 
government. 

Patents can be intimidating 
because they are both legal and 
scientific documents. There is an 
assumption that your relative had to 



be a Thomas Edison or Alexander 
Graham Bell to receive a patent. My 
great-grandfather was a laborer at 
Diamond Match and later a farmer. 
Many patents were issued for agricul­
tural implements, ranch tools, and 
other devices that assisted in the 
running of the American homestead. 

Do not overlook your female 
ancestors. The first woman in 
America to have her invention 
patented was Pennsylvania colonist, 
Sybilla Masters, in 1715. Unfor­
tunately, due to property laws at 
that time, the British government 
issued the patent to her husband, 
Thomas, at the same time acknowl­
edging his wife as the inventor. The 
U.S. Patent Office placed no gender 
requirements on receiving a patent. In 
1809, Mary Dixon Kies of Connecticut 
was the first woman to receive a U.S. 
patent in her own name. 

Each patent has a unique patent 
number. However, the early 
numbering system is a little 
awkward. Patent number 1 is not 
the first U.S. patent. Patents did not 
start receiving numbers until 1836. 
Early unnumbered patents were 
retroactively given numbers preceded 
by an X. They are now called "X 
patents." A devastating fire at the 
Patent Office in 1836 destroyed all 
9,957 patents issued to that date. 
Only 2,845 copies were recovered 
from patent owners, so many X 
patents cannot be obtained. 
Unfortunately, Mary Kies's patent 
was among those lost. 

All surviving U.S. patents issued 
from 1790 to Present are available 
as scanned images on the U.S. 
Patent and Trademark Office 
(USPTO) Web site www.uspto.gov or at 
a Patent and Trademark Depository 
Library (PTDL). PTDLs are located 
in 48 states, plus Puerto Rico and 
the District of Columbia, with 
specially trained librarians to help 
you with your patent search. All 
U.S. patents issued from 1976 to 

present can be searched biblio-
graphically or full-text on the 
USPTO Web site or at a PTDL. 

Since it is difficult to search the 
pre-1976 patents, some PTDLs have 
begun creating databases that index 
patents issued to their residents. 
Web-searchable databases that have 
been completed or are under 
construction include Iowa, 

Some patents give 
maiden names or legal 

name changes. 

Wyoming, Alabama, early Louisiana, 
Pittsburgh, and Cincinnati. Links to 
these databases can be found in the 
resources section below. 
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Found in a Patent? 
The patent's "Front Page" includes 
the bibliographic information, such 
as inventor name and address, 
patent number, application date, 
and issue date. Most personally 
identifiable information is found on 
this page. For current patents, the 
Front Page is truly page one. 
However, older patents start with 
drawings so the Front Page may be 
located several pages into 
the document. 

Basic Biographical Information. 
U.S. patents are unique in the world 
in that the applicant must be the 
inventor. Therefore, every patent 
includes an individual's full name and 
address even ifthe rights are assigned 
to a company (see Assignee). More 
recent patents may give the street 
address of the inventor. 

Some patents give maiden names 
or legal name changes. For 
example, patent 1,510,536 was 
issued to "Grace Ballard, now by 
marriage Grace Ballard Howell, of 
Casper, Wyoming." Patent 1,077,687 
was issued to "Dorothy Dyrenforth, 
now by marriage Dorothy D. 
Auracher, of Oak Park, Illinois." 

As legal documents, name 
changes included are not limited to 
married names. Patent 1,027,828 
was issued to "Emil Elektorowicz 
(by judicial change of name now 
Emil De Ryss) of New York, N.Y." 
Patent 1,209,884 was issued to 
"Morris Rakowsky, (now by change 
of name Morris Rockford) of Utica, 
New York." 

Citizenship. Many patents issued 
between the 1880s and the 1920s 
include citizenship information in 

The U.S. 
patent for the 

"Pocket Lighter." It 
shows the assignee 

(organization or person to 
whom the inventor transferred 

the legal rights) to be the 
Zippo Manufacturing 

Company. 


