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Introduction 

Court records cannot be overlooked in your genealogical research. They can 
provide information not found anywhere else, and what I truly love about court 
records is that they are one of the few sources that can actually tell stories.  

You probably picked up some concepts about how courts operate from the 
popularity of law enforcement and court related TV shows. That gives you a sense 
of how exciting—and yes in some cases, sad—these stories can be.  

As a general rule, these records can be quite complicated to research. In my 
opinion, they are more complicated than many other kinds of genealogical 
records. While this PDF is titled “Beginner’s Guide,” this is not a source for those 
just beginning genealogical research.  

This beginner’s guide is aimed at those who have a solid grasp of sources like 
census and vital records, probate, and even land records. Hopefully, you have 
already read some books on genealogical research and perhaps taken some 
classes. 

As is the case with my Beginner’s Guide to Land Records, this is intended to teach 
you enough basics to begin your exploration of this valuable record set. I will also 
share some of my best tips and provide a simple research process that you can 
follow.  

 I also include a bibliography of references for more detailed information, and I 
hope you will be encouraged to explore them. 

What Can Be Learned from Court Records? 

If you’ve gotten this far into your research, you’ve already been using court 
records. Marriage records and probate records are indeed court records. I’m going 
to show you how to access some of those other court records. 

Courts were typically one of the first entities established in a new locale. Unless 
there was destruction of records such as from a courthouse fire, we can often 
access some of the earliest records of the community.  
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Take a look at what we can find in those ‘other’ court records: 

 Divorces  
 Premarital agreements 
 Civil lawsuits 
 Criminal charges 
 Naturalizations 
 Guardianships 
 Apprenticeships 
 Manumissions and registrations of free blacks 
 Insanity cases 
 Bastardy/Fornication cases 
 Tax records 
 Voter records, and more 

 

Additionally, for those researching the enslaved, you may uncover the names of 
family members and other kinfolk, the makeup of slaveholder families, and 
information about how enslaved persons were sold and bequeathed within that 
family.  

Dual Courts 

Part of what makes court record research complicated are the many things you 
need to understand before you begin. We should first understand that the United 
States has a dual court system.  

As you can see in the graphic on the next page, we have a federal court system 
that deals with laws created by Congress, and a state court system that handles 
laws created by the state legislature. This guide focuses on state-level records, 
though information about your family may also be found at the federal level. 
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Court Hierarchy  

We also need to understand that our courts—both federal and state—exist in a 
hierarchy. The specific hierarchy will likely be different in every state. A simplified 
example is shown in the graphic below.  

The courts at the bottom of the hierarchy are typically trial level courts. This means 
that cases are decided by a trial of jurors. Courts higher up the hierarchy are 
usually appellate-level courts, which is a fancy way of saying these are courts where 
appeals can be made.  

In appellate courts, decisions are usually made by a set number of judges (perhaps 
three, five or nine) and do not involve jurors. In many, but not all states the highest 
court is called a Supreme Court. For example, in Maryland, the highest state court 
is the Court of Appeals.  

 

              

Federal 
Courts

• handles laws created by 
the U.S. Congress

State 
Courts

• handles laws created by 
state legislatures

Supreme Court

Court of Appeals

Circuit Court

District Court Trial Levels 

Appellate Levels 
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Most states have judiciary websites that will show or explain how the court 
currently operates, such as this website for Virginia’s court system and this one 
from a few years ago in Georgia.  

Jurisdiction 

Each court has a jurisdiction. Think of this as what kinds of cases the court has 
authority over. Here are examples of court jurisdiction:  
 

              

 
As you can imagine, jurisdiction is important since you will need to know which 
court handled the kinds of records you seek.  

Types of Legal Actions 

There are three general buckets that legal actions fall into. Criminal actions are 
cases where the state government is charging an individual for violation of state 
law. These might result in fines, probation or prison time.  

Civil actions are private lawsuits where one or more individuals sues another. A 
common example of civil cases are divorces. More people got divorced in the past 
than people often think! 

Equity actions are cases where a judge is asked to decide what is “fair” or “equal”—
these are not cases that involve laws. For example, in many equity cases, families 
fought about property and the court had to decide how best to divide assets.  

District 
Court

Misdemeanors, 
juvenile, domestic, 
traffic, small claims 

under $10,000

Superior 
Court

Criminal and civil 
claims over 

$10,000

https://hampton.gov/DocumentCenter/View/10/courts-in-brief?bidId=#:%7E:text=Virginia's%20Judicial%20System&text=The%20present%20system%20consists%20of,courts%2C%20and%20the%20district%20courts.
https://georgiacourts.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Your-Guide-2017_final.pdf
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Needless to say, there is rich terrain for genealogists in equity cases, especially 
since so many families fought about land and enslaved property. 

You can find information about your family in all three kinds of legal actions.  

          

Court Names 

Courts have a wide variety of different names. Each state has multiple courts with 
different names. Some of the names you may encounter include: 

 County Court 
 Circuit Court 
 Chancery Court 
 Ordinary Court 
 Probate Court 
 Orphans Court 
 Inferior Court 
 Superior Court 
 Court of Common Pleas and Quarter Sessions 
 Court of Oyer and Terminer 

Criminal

•The Government 
(State or Federal) 
vs. an individual 
for violation of 
the law

•results in fine, 
probation or 
prison

Civil

•A private lawsuit 
between a 
person (Plaintiff) 
against another 
person 
(Defendant)who 
has caused injury 
or loss

Equity

•Cases where a 
judge is asked to 
decide what is 
“fair” or “equal,”

•not a question of 
law
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Not only do courts have different names; they often had different names in 
different periods of history. Some courts became overcrowded, and so the law may 
have split that court into two smaller courts. Or, maybe the state created 
specialized courts, such as for hearing juvenile cases only.  

As an example, in Maryland, equity cases before 1854 were heard in the Court of 
Chancery, but after 1854, they were heard in the County Courts. However, 
Baltimore City had entirely different courts for equity cases than all the counties.  

Maybe now you are getting a sense about why court records might not be best for 
beginners in genealogy! It’s a lot for those of us who are not lawyers to 
understand;) But I promise, like anything else, it does get easier the more time you 
spend in these records.  

Court Record Formats  

Court records come in different formats. Bound volumes might include: 
 
 Minute books: short summaries of the court’s actions in a case 
 Order books: the decisions of the court, usually very brief 
 Docket books: scheduling of the court cases; sort of a calendar 
 Judgement Books: another name for decisions of a court 

 
Court records also come in the form of loose papers, that are exactly what they 
sound like: loose pieces of paper that might be writs (orders of the court), 
testimony, subpoenas, affidavits, or many of the other assorted documents that 
persons need from a court to execute a particular action. They might be called 
court papers, or they might be called case files.  
 
These loose papers are often folded together in bundles or packets, often wrapped 
and tied together with string. The basic idea to remember is that some actions 
from a court case were required by law to be recorded into books (i.e., bound 
volumes). But, there are often other papers that are part of the case that were not. 
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We want to, in all cases, examine loose papers/court papers/case files when they 
exist.  
 
As an example, as a part of a probate case, property had to be divided between 
heirs. Maybe that division was recorded in the bound probate books, or maybe it 
only survives in the loose papers of that probate case.  
 

   
 
Terminology  

Last but certainly not least, there will be plenty of legal terminology such as: 

 Null pros 
 Certiorari 
 Ex parte 
 Fieri Facias 

 
However, we can access Black’s Law Dictionary and other legal dictionaries online 
and easily find out the meaning of these terms. We can even purchase a pocket 
edition if we prefer to own a copy. Sometimes I email an archivist or law librarian 
about the meaning of a phrase, and sometimes I even ask my lawyer friends. ���� 
 
That was a lot, right?  
 
As a quick review, we’ve covered that the U.S. has a dual court system that is 
hierarchal. Each state has a different court hierarchy, different court names and 

https://thelawdictionary.org/
https://dictionary.law.com/
https://legal.thomsonreuters.com/en/products/law-books/blacks-law-dictionary
https://legal.thomsonreuters.com/en/products/law-books/blacks-law-dictionary
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that those courts varied throughout the state’s history. Each court has its own 
jurisdiction, which also varied over time, and court records come in many different 
formats.  
 
Steps in Your Research 
  
All genealogical research should start with a research question, and although that 
is outside the scope of this guide, there are plenty of genealogy videos and blog 
posts on how to create good questions. Some examples might be: 
 
 When did John W. Prather, who lived in the 1st district of Montgomery County, 

Maryland in 1920, divorce his first wife Malinda? 
 
 What happened to the enslaved property of Walter Williams, when he died 

without a will in the 1st district of Montgomery County, Maryland in 1823? 
 
 Did Joseph Harbour of Hardin County, Tennessee have any run-ins with the 

law between 1870 and 1900? 
 
Though everyone does it from time to time, it is a bad habit to only search for our 
families in various online databases by typing their names in the search boxes.  
 
It might seem exciting when we find something new, but it will not grow the skill 
we need of developing research objectives and questions, and to research relevant 
sources for the answers in an orderly fashion.  
 
If we plan our research around a sound question, we can work towards finding the 
answers in a more methodical way. Once you have crafted your research question, 
here are the next steps you can take in approaching these records.  
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Step 1: Research the history of the courts in the locale.  
 
There are several ways to accomplish this. You can: 
 Read Familysearch’s Wiki for that state, 
 Search the State Archives’ (or state law library’s) website,  
 Purchase or borrow a genealogical publication that includes court history, or 
 Use Google.  

 
For example, the Tennessee State Library and Archives’ website has a brief primer 
on the history of courts in their state, while Familysearch’s Wiki for North Carolina 
has a very detailed summary. 
 
Some states have published excellent genealogical research guides, like this one 
for South Carolina. Reference books like Ancestry’s Red Book for American State, 
County and Town Sources and the National Genealogical Society’s Research in the 
State series are must haves for your home genealogy library.  
 
In fact, I recommend you purchase the NGS books for each of your research states, 
since they are typically written by those who are experts in the records of that 
state. They are less than $20.  

 
Step 2: Find where the records are located.  

 
Once you have a good general grasp of the court landscape in your research state, 
now you need to find where the records are located and what records survive at 
the county level. Remember that knowing the state’s court system doesn’t 
necessarily mean those records survive for the county and timeframe you need.  
 
Fortunately, Familysearch has done an amazing job of digitizing county-level 
records and making them available online for free! Just head on over to 
Familysearch and sign up for your free account. (Here’s an online video of the 
process below) 

https://sos.tn.gov/tsla/guides/courts-where-tennessee-court-cases-were-tried
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/North_Carolina_Court_Records
https://www.amazon.com/Guide-Carolina-Genealogical-Research-Records/dp/0913363073
https://www.amazon.com/Guide-Carolina-Genealogical-Research-Records/dp/0913363073
https://www.amazon.com/Red-Book-American-County-Sources/dp/1593311664/ref=sr_1_2?keywords=ancestry%27s+red+book&qid=1638985963&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.com/Red-Book-American-County-Sources/dp/1593311664/ref=sr_1_2?keywords=ancestry%27s+red+book&qid=1638985963&s=books&sr=1-2
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/ris/
https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/ris/
https://youtu.be/0DPp8P0Eqkk
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Once you’re in, go to the drop down menu for Search and select Catalog as shown 
in the image below. 

 
 
Next, select the Online dial button under Availability, and type in your research 
state and county under Place. I’ll use Hardin County, Tennessee as an example: 
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Counties that have available court records will have a Court Records category, as 
shown below. 
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Click on that title, and you will see a more detailed list of the types and formats 
available for each court, as shown below.  
 
In this example, records for the County Court, Circuit Court and Chancery Court are 
available.  
 
In terms of format, there are court minutes, enrolling dockets and case files 
available for the Circuit Court.  
 

 
 
Check to see if the timeframe you need is available. If they aren’t, you’ll have to 
look for the records elsewhere (I will cover that next.) 
 
If they have the records of the court you need in the right timeframe, then click on 
the name to select that court and there you will find the digitized reels of film. Click 
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on the image of the little camera to view the reel. 
 

 
In the final image above, under the category of County Court Minutes, 1820-1908, 
there are 7 reels of digitized film. When you see “Item 2” that means that record is 
the second item on the reel, so you will need to scan through the images until you 
find where that volume begins.  

Take some time to go through random images (online) or the pages (in-person) to 
familiarize yourself with what you might find in that court record.  

Keep in mind a few more points.  
 
 These don’t comprise all court records that may be available, only what 

Familysearch has copied and digitized.  
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 Bound volumes may or may not contain indexes, but if one is missing an 
index in the front, check the end of the film, as some indexes were in the 
back of the book. I learned that lesson the hard way!  

 Some courthouse clerks combined the individual indexes into consolidated 
indexes. You can imagine that as more records were created it became 
laborious to pull out each book. Some of these consolidated indexes were 
typewritten. 

 The answers you need might be in an unindexed book. Even if indexes don’t 
exist, you should still view all pages of a digitized book. Plan to review, say 25 
pages a day, and within a week or two, you can get through the digitized 
film. I do it all the time!  Needless to say, something might be in the volume 
that the clerk forgot to add to the index.  
 

Here are a few more options to find and view the records: 

1) If what you need is not available at Familysearch, next check the state 
archives website. There should be a way at each site to determine what 
records they hold for each county. For example, The Library of Virginia 
provides a list of the records it holds for Amelia County on microfilm. Some 
local courthouses have also transferred original records over to the State 
Archive. 
  

2) Many surviving original court records will likely still be at the courthouse. 
Beware that court clerks aren’t there to serve genealogists, so they might not 
know what is available. For either the state archives or the courthouse, you’ll 
be looking at an in-person visit. 
  

3) Another option I have utilized many times is to hire someone to copy the 
records, when a repository in person is not possible. The local genealogical 
society probably can give you referrals for researchers for hire. Or you can 
check the APG website. 

https://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/local/results_all.asp?CountyID=VA009
https://www.apgen.org/directory?current_page=1&sort_type=featured&asset_type=company_user&display_type=default
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4) Also, don’t neglect the many published books of court 
record abstracts that larger genealogical libraries and 
societies might have, such as the one shown here. Use 
them. 

 
Just remember that if you do find a relevant entry in a 
published book, you should retrieve a copy of the original 
record from the state archives or courthouse.  

Step 3: Research the available records thoroughly and 
document the findings.  

Make sure that you document your findings from each court record. Carefully 
record the outcome of your research in your notes, and save the images when you 
find a record that records your ancestor.  

Be sure to copy the date the record was made. Court records are typically created in 
chronological order. Court recorders would write the date and perhaps the session 
of court at the type of a page, and then fill several pages with the day’s actions.  
 
They often did not write the date at the top of every page, so watch out for that. I 
had to go back and recopy records when I realized I did not have the date. 
 

Examples from the County Court (or, the Lowest Court in the State) 

County Court Records often contain a great variety of information about the entire 
community. Remember, the lowest court in your research state might not be called 
the County Court.  
 
First I want to show you a copy if the index for some county court minutes from 
Davidson County, Tennessee:

https://reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
https://reclaimingkin.com/check-original-record/
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Notice that the clerk made little notations next to many of the entries to indicate 
what it was. We see guardian appointments, people posting bonds, people getting 
their law certificate, and more. So first take a look around the index and see what 
kinds of notes the clerk made, if any. These can be helpful.  
 
The next examples are from Hardin County, Tennessee County Court Minutes.   
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As I researched my ancestor Joseph Harbour, I found the following apprenticeship: 
 

 
 
This brief court record, besides providing a possible birthdate, also revealed the 
name of Joseph’s mother, who had almost certainly been enslaved.  
It also uncovered the names of two brothers.   
 
Probate actions during this timeframe had to be approved by the County Court.  
While researching a man named Andrew Kerr, I found the following entry: 
 

 
 
That is a lot of valuable information about Andrew’s heirs and suggests we may 
want to do further research on his roots in North Carolina.  
 
For the period 1897-1908, I found Poll Tax records in the Quarterly Court Minutes. 
The recorder also wrote notes like “dead,” “gone,” or “too old.” These were such a 
fantastic supplement to census records of the time.  
 

“August 6, 1866: Ordered by the court by and with the consent in open court of 
Marge Harbour a colored woman and mother of Joseph Harbour, a colored boy 
aged fourteen years (15 September 1866)…to be bound out to Thomas Maxwell 
as apprentice servants..” 

9 January 1823: Petition by William Allison and his wife Rosanna, James Kerr, Isabella 
Kerr, Margaret Kerr, Thomas Allison, Lettie Falls and William Kerr. Petition shows that 
the petitioners were the heirs of Andrew Kerr, dec’d, and that said Andrew had 5,000 
acres granted to him in his lifetime in this county by the State of North Carolina, and 
that his last will and testament was published and that Andrew Neil and James Kerr 
were his executors and both are dead. Said executors never distributed said property. 
The petitioners asked that a commission be appointed to divide and lay off said 
property. 
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I mentioned earlier the notation about lawyers, but many others had to get 
permission (or licensed) by the court to ply their trade. Merchants, preachers, 
doctors, even hucksters selling items out of a simple cart may have needed 
permission. Constables and sheriffs are often found posting bond.  
 
There were also orphans being bound out, coroner’s inquests, persons assigned to 
work on roads and bridges, people being paid for killing wolves or caring for the 
poor, and for trials, there are names of judges and jurors.  
 
During slavery, men in the community were also assigned to slave patrols to police 
the movements of the enslaved. 
 
These kinds of courts are also where you can find information about the free blacks 
in a community. Take a look at this 1841 record, about a woman named Olivia 
Zachariah. Just rich with details! 
 

Hardin County, 
Tennessee, Quarterly 
Court Minutes 
January 1899-July 
1903:62, poll tax 
releasement for JM 
Fendrick, 4th district, 3 
July 1900 [for the 
year1899]; FHL 
microfilm 8,477,420. 
Records are sorted by 
district no., then first 
letter of surname. 
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Remember that the records of this court may appear in other formats, such as 
docket books, so be sure to search through all formats available. 

Examples from the Court Overseeing Criminal & Civil Actions 

In 19th Hardin County, Tennessee, Tennessee, criminal & civil actions were overseen 
by the Circuit Court. These records are fascinating since the kinds of things people 
were prosecuted for were sometimes very different from today.  
 
The charge of “tippling” meant the person was drunk. People were charged with 
violating the Sabbath day, profanity, frequenting a bawdy house, keeping a house 
of ill repute, malicious mischief, covenant broken, and surprisingly, carrying a 
firearm. I would have thought a gun was necessary in rural communities in these 
times, but it seems not.  
 
Well, my ancestor Joseph Harbour was pretty busy in these records. He was 
charged with at least seven crimes over a 12-year-period. 
 

                             

7 June 1841: Olivia Zachariah, a coloured woman came into court and petitioned for 
papers of freedom…Noah Wade [says] she resided in Carrollville in Wayne County, TN. 
She was born free and that has never been disputed by the residents of Williamson 
County, TN where she resided with her mother and the rest of her family. He has 
known Olivia who is about 45 years of age, since 1814 and he knew her in Williamson 
County, TN where she lived with her mother Elizabeth Franklin, and the rest of her 
family, all free paper. 

 May 1882- Profanity 
 May 1883- Lewdness 
 July 1887- Disturbing the Public Worship 
 Nov 1887- Attempt to Commit 

Manslaughter 
 July 1891- Larceny 
 Mar 1894- Selling Liquor Without a License 
 Nov 1894- Carrying Weapons 



21 
 

In 1900, Joseph was not living with his first wife Hannah. In that year Hannah wrote 
that she was widowed in the census, so I thought Joseph was dead! 

These court records revealed that Joseph left his wife Hannah for another woman 
named Rachel Shannon. He was charged with “lewdness” with Rachel while he was 
still married to Hannah.  

 
He eventually married Rachel, but their divorce (also detailed in these records) 
revealed a tumultuous and violent marriage. 

 

Hardin County, 
Tennessee, Circuit 
Court Minutes, 
January 1880-January 
1885: 466, State of 
Tennessee vs. Jo 
Harbour and Rachell 
Shannon, case no. 65, 
20 Sptember 1883; 
FHL microfilm 
980,982.  

Hardin County, 
Tennessee, Circuit 
Court Minutes, 
January 1880-January 
1885: 466, State of 
Tennessee vs. Jo 
Harbour and Rachell 
Shannon, case no. 65, 
20 September 1883; 
FHL microfilm 
980,982.  

Hardin County, 
Tennessee, Circuit 
Court Minutes, Vol. I: 
494, Rachel Harbour 
vs. Joe Harbour, case 
no. 440, 3 March 
1896; FHL microfilm 
980,983.  
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Remember when I mentioned the court records that are not recorded in bound 
volumes? Here is an example of one of the documents I discovered in the case files 
of the Circuit Court. It is a bill of costs and lists those who testified as witnesses in 
the case. 

                               

 
Louisa was suing her former slaveholder for non-payment of wages, since she was 
now a free woman. 

As another example, in 1913, in the loose papers of the Circuit Court for 
Montgomery County, Maryland, I found a collateral ancestor’s default on his 
mortgage.  

Although he was able to buy it back at auction, the file was very valuable and 
included original signatures of he and other family members.  

 

                      

Hardin County, 
Tennessee, Circuit 
Court, Case Files 
1840-1899, Surnames 
G-J, case no. 61, 
Louisa Holt vs. 
Manuel McClain, bill 
of costs, 10 August; 
FHL microfilm 
8,264,156.  
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Examples from the Court Overseeing Equity Actions 

Equity actions, since they deal with fairness, are yet another fascinating set of 
records. You can learn so much about family dynamics and one thing is for sure: 
we have always been a litigious society! 
 
The image below came from Amelia County, Virginia’s Chancery Court records. 
Most of these records have been digitized and are available online from the Library 
of Virginia. The court heard a number of suits regarding the distribution of the 
estate of Jesse Holt, who died intestate.  
 
I was researching his son Giles, who migrated to Tennessee and later owned my 
ancestor. This record told me that he inherited an enslaved woman named Patty 
from his father’s estate: 
 

                         
 
In the Chancery Court Minutes back in Hardin County, Tennessee, I found a gold 
mine of information about my collateral ancestor Samuel C. Holt.  
 
He died on 20 September 1897, before the State of Tennessee kept reliable death 
records, but this court record provided his exact death date.  
 
Following this case through to the end gave me enormous amount of details about 
this family. Samuel owned over 400 acres of land at his death. 
 

Amelia County, Virginia, Chancery Case 
#133, Mary Holt widow vs. Jesse Holt 
admr., loose papers dated 1802-1804; 
digital images, Library of Virginia, 
Virginia Memory Chancery Court Index 
(http://www.virginiamemory.com : 
accessed 26 June 2006).   

https://www.virginiamemory.com/collections/chancery/
https://www.virginiamemory.com/collections/chancery/
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Again, be sure to examine all of the formats available in each court, and don’t 
neglect those loose papers (if available) that will supplement what was recorded in 
the bound volumes, such as the one above. 
 

Tips To Remember 

 Be sure to search various spellings especially in the indexes.  
 
 Make sure you copy the entire court record including the page number and 

date! Court records are often recorded chronologically and the date might 
be written on only one page.  
 

 The case number is important to trace a case over time. Dockets may help 
you find the case number.  
 

 Check the front and back of the book or film for an index. 
 

 In criminal proceedings, check the letter “S” for “State vs…….” in the index. 
 

 In criminal proceedings, the crime is sometimes written as an acronym, such 
as “A&B” for assault and battery, “CW” for carrying weapons, or “SLWL” for 

Hardin County, 
Tennessee, Chancery 
Court Minutes, Vol. 
I: 413-414, JW Holt 
admin vs. Lucy Holt 
et al, case no. 782, 
27 November 1897; 
FHL microfilm 
980.977. 
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selling liquor without a license. Read through the records and at some point 
you will usually find it spelled out.  
 

 Use the court records as pointers to other records they create.  If the outcome 
of a court case involves the sale of land, you will need to go over to the deed 
books to find that entry. Also, if you see probate actions, there may be other 
related records in courts that handle other parts of probate.  

 
 Newspapers often advertise court cases, so look for them during newspaper 

research. They usually also include the case number and the court name.  
 

Tracing Through Time 

Keep in mind that many court cases take time to resolve, and are often carried 
forward to another term of court for any number of reasons. So you will need to 
read and make sure you get to the conclusion of a case.  
 
In the next table, I followed the case against my ancestor Phillip Holt for carrying 
weapons over several terms of court. Notice the case number is always the same. 
‘Recognizance’ means Philip could remain free while awaiting trail and the promise 
of his word to appear in court in the future.  
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Next Steps 

This short beginner’s guide was designed to help get you started in understanding 
the very basics, and to give you the information needed to begin research in court 
records.  
 
What’s next is for you to invest the time in learning more about court records. I 
hope the examples I provided made you want to dive right in.  
 
Here are my favorite publications to learn more about court records: 
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 Christine Rose. Courthouse Research for Family Historians (2nd edition). San 
Jose, CA: CR Publications, 2020. 

 Val D. Greenwood. The Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy (4th 
edition). Baltimore, Maryland: Genealogical Publishing Co., 2017. (see 
especially Part 2, Chapter 22, “Court Records and Family History.”) 

 Loretto Dennis Szucs and Sandra Hargreaves Luebking, editors. The Source: A 
Guidebook of American Genealogy (Revised Edition). Salt Lake City, Utah: 
Ancestry, 1997. (see especially Chapter 7, “Research in Court Records.”) 

 Elizabeth Shown Mills. Evidence Explained: Citing History Sources from 
Artifacts to Cyberspace (3rd edition). Balt., MD: Gen. Pub. Co., 2017 (see 
especially Chapter 8, “Local and State Records: Courts and Governance”) 

 
Here are a few other useful websites and articles from around the web: 
 
 National Center for State Courts: State Court Websites 
 The Legal Genealogist blog (Judy reviews lots of legal concepts)  
 Familysearch on US Court Records 
 Online Legal Dictionary 

 

I hope you found this guide useful! If so, please spread the word! Drop me a note 
at robyn@reclaimingkin.com and let me know about your first foray into court 
records. I’d love to hear from you.  
 
Remember, every family has a story to tell! 
 

Robyn 
 

https://www.ncsc.org/information-and-resources/state-court-websites
https://www.legalgenealogist.com/
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/United_States_Court_Records
https://thelawdictionary.org/
mailto:robyn@reclaimingkin.com

