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Winter Stay-At-Home 2023

Using Divorce Records in 
Your Family History 
Research

Divorce Records

Discover
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Discover
• Was not always talked about

• May be revealed in other research
– Family papers
– Vital records
– Newspapers
– City directories
– Census

• Usually required a reason

Family Papers

The announcement of the 
marriage of my grandparents 
Sylvia Dinsmoor Bailey and 
Thoulough Everett Ayer in 1928.

Death Record
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Newspaper Entry

Sullivan Progress
(Sullivan, Illinois)

March 5, 1870

City Directories

1840 City Directory for 
Boston

1841 City Directory for 
Boston

Census

When was she 
divorced?
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Tip
Look for statewide 

indexes

NH Divorce Index to 1938

Important Definitions:

Libelant: the petitioner or plaintiff in a 
divorce proceeding

Cause: there was no such thing as “no 
fault” divorce – there had to be a reason 
for seeking the divorce

Tip
Be prepared to learn 
WHY they divorced
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Records

Courts
• Chancery Court

• Circuit Court

• Court of Common Pleas

• District Court

• Family Court

• Law and Equity Court

• Probate Court

• Superior Court

Case FilesBound Volumes
Types of Records
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Bound Volumes

Indexes Dockets Minutes

Orders Judgements

Bound Volumes
• Usually arranged chronologically

• May have an index at the front of the volume

• Include just the highlights of the case
– When the divorce is requested
– When certain motions or orders are filed
– Basic information about petitions, motions, 

summons, etc.

Nancy J. Hicks of Boston

Suffolk Co., Mass. Supreme Judicial Court Docket

Divorce a vinculo = Divorce bond 

The couple had a child, 
Zorilda Adams Hicks, and she 
was to be in the custody of 
Nancy J. Hicks
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Index to Docket

Madison Co., Mississippi

Plaintiff: Minerva Battle
Defendant: Turner Battle

Docket Book: No. 1

Case File: 1689

Docket Book

Docket Book – Franklin Co., 
Mass.

19

20

21

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



2/23/2023

8

Court Minutes

Court Minutes

Docket & Minutes
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Note
The case files may 

allude to unpleasant 
topics.

Case Files
Loose files • Original pages

Complete • Includes all documents

Supporting 
papers

• Miscellaneous 
documents

Types of Records
• Petitions

• Affidavits

• Præcipes

• Summons

• Motions

• Orders

• Depositions

• Miscellaneous documents

25

26

27

Virtual Winter Stay-at-Home 2023

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



2/23/2023

10

Case Files
• Include a variety of documents
– Depositions from witnesses
– Full information on summons
– Additional records
• Financial information
• Marriage certificate

• Bundled or put together in some way

Index to Docket

Madison Co., Mississippi

Plaintiff: Minerva Battle
Defendant: Turner Battle

Docket Book: No. 1

Case File: 1689

Case File 1689
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Case File 1689 – Complaint 

Case File 1689 – Subpoena 

Moore vs Moore, Case 5084
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Moore vs Moore, Case 5084

Deposition

Deposition
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Marriage Record

Archives

Where to find records
• County courthouses

• State Archives

• Online resources
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NH Divorce Index to 1938

New England Court Records

https://sos.nh.gov/
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https://www.mainegenealogy.net/divorce_search.asp

Search Result

Divorce Information
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https://digitalmaine.com/divorce_index/7/

Anna H. Sanford, Divorce

Finding Archives
• Google Search

• FamilySearch Wiki
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www.FamilySearch.org/wiki/Main_Page

FamilySearch Wiki

www.Google.com
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https://kdla.ky.gov/pages/index.aspx

Kentucky Records

Tip
Check any available 
holdings lists before 

ordering records
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Kentucky Records

Kentucky Records 

FamilySearch.org
• Offers many court records

• Digitized images may be available from home

• Catalog entries list repositories of originals
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FamilySearch.org/search/catalog

Hillsdale County 
created in 1855

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org/search/catalog
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Early Divorce Cases

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

Jenney Divorce Case File

Aids
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Black’s Law Dictionary

Red Book

Colorado

The Source
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The Researcher’s Guide…

https://genealogical.vitalsource.com/

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
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FamilySearch Wiki Results

FamilySearch Wiki

www.FamilySearch.org
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www.FamilySearch.org

www.FamilySearch.org

archives.colorado.gov/collections/legal-records/divorce-records
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Record Request Form

Review
1. Divorces were civil court cases
2. Most of the time these courts 

were on the county level
3. Older records may no longer be 

at the county courthouse
4. There is a difference between 

bound volumes and case files
5. May require searching indexes, 

dockets, and finding aids

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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