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What is a Patent?

A patent is a property right granted to an 

inventor.  In exchange for the right to a 

limited monopoly, the inventor must publicly 

disclose all knowledge related to the 

invention.

The U.S. Patent and Trademark Office 

publishes this knowledge to promote the 

scientific progress of the nation.
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Not all are Edisons

 There are more than 7 million patents

 Not everyone is a Thomas Edison or 

Alexander Graham Bell

 Many patents were issued for 

agricultural implements, ranch tools, 

and other devices that assisted in 

running the American homestead
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Brief History of U.S. Patents

 Right guaranteed in the U.S. Constitution

(Article I, Section 8)

 First U.S. patent issued in 1790 to 

Samuel Hopkins of Philadelphia

 A fire at the Patent Office in 1836 

destroyed all 9,957 patents issued to 

that date; only 2,845 patents were 

recovered from their owners
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X-Patents

 Patents did not start receiving 

numbers until 1836

 Early unnumbered (or “Name-Date”) 

patents were retroactively given 

numbers preceded by an X

 They are now called X-Patents

 The first U.S. patent is X1 not 1
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First U.S. Patent
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Colonial Patents

 Prior to the American Revolution, colonists 
were issued patents by their colonies or the 
British government

 Patents were issued by the Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, Virginia, 
South Carolina, and Plymouth Colonies

 Woodcroft, Bennet.  Alphabetical Index of 
Patentees of Inventions, 1617 – 1852.  Reprint, 
London:  Evelyn, Adams & MacKay, 1969.  
Index to British patents, includes Colonial America, 
alphabetical by patentee, does not include locations
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Other Special “U.S.” Patents

 Confederate Patent Office

Issued 266 patents during the 4 years it 

existed; List of patents issued:

http://www.myoutbox.net/popchapx.htm

 Republic of Texas

At least 16 issued, required Texas citizenship

Muir, Andrew Forest. “Patents and Copyrights in 

the Republic of Texas.” Journal of Southern 

History, 12 (May 1946), 204-222.

http://www.myoutbox.net/popchapx.htm
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Women Inventors

 First woman in America to have her 
invention patented: Pennsylvania 
colonist Sybilla Masters in 1715 
(issued by the British government to 
her husband Thomas)

 First woman to receive a U.S. patent 
in her own name: Mary Dixon Kies of 
Connecticut in 1809
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Why use patents for 

genealogical research?

 Legal contract with personal 

information

 Issued federally, not by the states, so 

there is one collection to search

 Each patent has a unique number; if 

you have the number, you can easily 

find the patent

 Available free online
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What genealogical 

information is 

available on a U.S. 

patent?
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The Front Page

Bibliographic information is found on 

the “Front Page”.  For current patents, 

the Front Page is truly page one.  

However, older patents start with the 

drawings so the Front Page may be 

located several pages into the 

document.



13

Basic Biographical 

Information

U.S. patents are unique in the world in 

that the applicant must be the 

inventor.  

Every U.S. patent includes an 

individual’s full name and location 

even if the rights are assigned to a 

company.



14

Name and Address



15

Name Changes – Marriage



Name Changes
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Legal Name Changes



Name Change Database
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http://will.state.wy.us/sis/ptdl/namechange/index.html
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Citizenship
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Citizenship
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Citizenship Clues
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Citizenship Clues
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Citizenship – Multiple 

Patents, part 1
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Citizenship – Multiple 

Patents, part 2
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Movement

Thomas Widdop
 Patent no. 753339 

March 1, 1904 – Mountain View, WY
 Patent no. 761569 & 761570 

May 31, 1904 - Burntfork, WY 
 Patent no. 791389 

May 30, 1905 – Mountain View, WY
 Patent no. 811755

February 6, 1906 – Mountain View, WY
 Patent no. 817208 

April 10, 1906 – Lonetree, WY
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Assignees

The assignee is the organization or person to 
whom the inventor transferred the legal rights 
to the patent. 

The assignee is generally - but not always -
the inventor's employer. 

The assignee can also provide clues to the 
name of the inventor’s business or their 
family/friends.
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Employer/Name of Business
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Assignees



Assignees
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Co-Inventors/Witnesses
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Executors



Heirs
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Signatures
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Misspellings/Errors

Certificates of Correction are 

attached as the last page to correct 

minor errors but are not always 

added since there is a fee.
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Researching 

Historical Patents



36

Patent and Trademark 

Depository Library (PTDL)

A PTDL is a library designated by the 
U.S. Patent and Trademark Office to 
disseminate patent and trademark 
information and support the diverse 
intellectual property needs of the public.

There are 83 PTDLs throughout the U.S.



PTDL Map
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USPTO Patent Database

http://www.uspto.gov
(Left column, choose Patents, then Search Patents)

 All surviving U.S. patents issued from 1790 to 

Present are available as scanned images 

online; requires TIFF software to view

 Only 1976 to Present patents are fulltext 

searchable (e.g. name, city, state, title)

 Pre-1976 patents need a Patent Number or 

Classification Number; must be searched in 

print indexes to find patent number 
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TIFF software
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http://www.uspto.gov/patft/index.html
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Patent Number Search
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Pre-1976 Patent screen
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Scanned Patent Image

Patents on 

uspto.gov can 

only be printed 

one page at a 

time.
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Quick Search
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Inventor Name Search 

(Post-1975 only)
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Fulltext Patent
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Searching online

1790 1976 Present
Searchable online by number only Full-text searchable

1790 1976 Present

All available online



Additional Databases

 PubWest (available only at PTDLs)

Powerful database with OCRed 1920-1975 U.S. 

patent data

 Pat2PDF (www.pat2PDF.org/)

Converts TIFF files into PDF; must use known 

patent number

 Google Patents (www.google.com/patents)

Pros and cons to this database; pre-1976 data 

OCRed; database has not been updated in 

months; USPTO database updated every Tuesday
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File Wrapper

 Folder containing all the application 

papers, such as, correspondence 

between the applicant (or their 

attorney) and the patent examiner

 Image File Wrapper database (free) –

current files (2003 - ), no plans to 

digitize historical wrappers

 Historic file wrappers can be ordered
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Ordering a File Wrapper

Email (PDF) $55

CD-ROM (mailed) $55

Paper $200 (noncertified)

$225 (certified)

Processing time for all:  25 days

You must pay the fee even if there is minimal 
information in the file.



Non-U.S. Patents
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Questions?

Dawn Rohan

drohan@state.wy.us

307-777-7281
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