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Digging Deeper: Lesser-used Court Records – 

County Court Orders 

County Court Orders a.k.a. County Court Minutes or County Journals 

The county court order records are some of the least utilized resources for family history 

and yet they can yield a wealth of information. The clerk recorded the actions taken by 

the court such as issuing licenses for ferries, appointing guardians; setting fees for 

taverns; and ordering the recording of deeds and wills. Between the “it is ordered” and 

“On the motion of” the researcher just may find the evidence to break through that brick-

wall problem.  

Many activities of the court were of an administrative nature, including the following: 

□  Apprenticeships □ Paupers □ Licenses □ Road orders □ Commissioners 

□  Tax Assessors □ Veterans □ Fees set □ Guardians □ Citizenship 

□  Levies □  Jury duty □ Deeds □ Orphans □ Lunacy 

□  Bastardy □  Wills □ Appraisals □ Bounty paid □ Appointments 

 

While many county clerks recorded deeds, guardian appointments, wills, and 

naturalizations in separate books, the court order summaries often serve as the only 

record of that action if the other books are lost or destroyed. 

 

One stumbling block to using the court orders is many have not been indexed. A few 

hours reading page by page will pay off handsomely! Some county court orders have a 

few years of the records abstracted and published in books. Others may be found in 

periodicals published by the county or state genealogical society. Large libraries and state 

archives have many of the counties’ original court orders on microfilm. Some may be 

found on a county’s genealogical archives website.  

 

■ Search library and archive catalogs under the name of the county for “county order 

books” or “county court minutes.” If the original volumes are not indexed, read page by 

page for a specific time period. 

 

■ Consult PERSI (Periodical Source Index) selecting a county and “court records” for 

type of record to locate quarterly publications that have abstracts of court orders.  

https://search.findmypast.com/search-world-records/periodical-source-index 

 

■ Use the Wiki at FamilySearch.org to search for state, then county for research help 

using court records. https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/MainPage  

 

• Greenwood, Val D. The Researcher's Guide to American Genealogy. 4th Edition. 

Genealogical Publishing Co., Inc., Baltimore: 2017. 

• Rose, Christine. “Understanding the Court System,” Chapter 8, in Courthouse Research 

for the Family Historians: Your Guide to Genealogical Treasures.  2ed. San Jose, CA: 

CR Publications, 2019. 

• Winslow, Raymond A. “County Court Minutes” in Helen F.M. Leary, ed., North 

Carolina Research: Genealogy and Local History, 2d ed. (Raleigh: NC Genealogical 

Society, 1996). 

https://search.findmypast.com/search-world-records/periodical-source-index
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/MainPage
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Digging Deeper: Lesser-used Court Records 

Circuit Court Case Files 
 

Circuit Courts were established to hear chancery, common law, and criminal cases. 

Court sessions may have been held every three months and sometimes covered multiple 

counties. They handled matters of equity (fairness) including suits involving estate 

settlements, divorce, naturalization, and criminal cases. 

• Each state may have different names for the courts. Check guides for your state to 

determine the system used. Know the development of the county. Use the Research Wiki 

at FamilySearch.org and the National Genealogical Society’s “Research in the States 

Series” to see what is available and how to access. https://www.ngsgenealogy.org/ris/ 

• Check “on-line” county and state archive catalogs to determine what court records exist 

and where they may be accessed.  

• The terms Equity or Chancery describe court actions where the court is asked to 

determine “what is fair.” These cases might involve disputes over probate, right title to 

property, divorces, and adoptions. 

• Civil Action often identified under the terms “Common Law” or “Ordinary” usually 

involved the recovery of property or may seek money damages for libel, assault, 

negligence, etc. 

• Many case files are in their original format – papers bundled in packets - and are quite 

fragile. Few are microfilmed. Most are indexed only by names of the Defendant and 

Plaintiff.  
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Select Legal Terms Found in Court Records 
 

Affidavit 

A written or printed statement made under oath. 

Answer 

The formal written statement by a defendant in a civil case that responds to a complaint, 

articulating the grounds for defense.  

Brief 

A written statement submitted in a trial or appellate proceeding that explains one side's 

legal and factual arguments. 

Bill 

The first written pleading in an equity case; a complaint. 

Case file 

A complete collection of every document filed in court in a case. 

Complaint [Complainant, that is, the plaintiff] 

The original or initial pleading which starts an action setting forth the facts of the claim. 

Deposition 

The testimony of a witness taken in answer to either oral or written questions. The person 

whose testimony is being taken is called the deponent. 

et al 

Latin; et alii, and other persons. 

et ux 

Latin; et uxor, and wife. 

et vir 

Latin; and husband. 

Executor (-trix) 

A person named by the testator in a will to handle the estate. 

Fieri facias 

Literally, “you are to make it to be done.” A writ directing the sheriff to satisfy a 

judgment from the property of the debtor.  

Heir at law 

One who inherits property, whether real or personal, in cases of no will. 

Judgement 

The official decision of a court in an action or suit. See also “Decree”  

Letters 

When the court approved the appointment of an executor, administrator or guardian. 

Next friend 

A person acting for the benefit either of one under legal age of majority or of another 

person unable to look after his or her own interest. 

Replevin 

An action by which the person is entitled to reposses goods from someone who has 

wrongfully taken or detained those goods. 

Summons 

Notifies a defendant that an action has begun against him and that he is required to 

answer at a certain date and place within a certain time. 
     Extracted from: https://www.uscourts.gov/glossary 


