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The Basics of Court 
Records

Why use court records?
• Puts your ancestor at a certain place and a certain

time

• Provides information about family connections
and relations not found in other records (ex. may
explain paternity or even disappearance of
ancestor)

• Overlooked source in early published genealogies

• Adds to the life story of your ancestor

Guides for further study
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Types of Court Files 
to Research

Various Types of Court Cases
• Name Changes

• Adoptions

• Separate Support

• Divorce Records

• Naturalization Records

• Court Appearances for Family & Criminal Issues

• Court Appearances for Financial Issues

Tip
Check catalogs for 

Transcribed and Published 
Court Records
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Original vs. Typed

Name Changes

Massachusetts 1780-1883
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Tip
Not all Name Changes 

are Adoptions

Names Changed Massachusetts 1780-1883

List of persons whose names have been 
changed in Massachusetts (1858)
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MaineGenealogy.net

MaineGenealogy.net

MaineGenealogy.net
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Adoption Records

Adoptions Before 1851
• Akin to the fostering system. Parents retained the legal rights 

over their children if a guardianship was established.

• Children could be "bound out" as indentured servants 
until adulthood

• Relatives often adopted extended family members
 Single mother stigma
 Widowed parents
 Financial difficulties

Adoption of Children Act (1851)
• First modern adoption law – passed in Massachusetts and 

copied in other states

• Passed to ensure adoptions were "fit and proper"

• The legal rights of the biological parents is terminated

• Adopted children were given right to inherit from their 
adoptive parents

• Children aged 14 and over cannot be adopted without 
their consent
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Orphan Trains
• Between 1854 and 1929, 

the New York Children's 
Aid Society transported 
250,000 children from 
New York, Boston and 
other Eastern cities out by 
train to the Midwest and 
western states

• Families showed up to 
train stations to "look 
over" the children

Searching the 
FamilySearch 
Catalog for 

Adoption Case 
Dockets

FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org
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Suffolk County, Massachusetts Probate 
Index (1910-1922)

Tip
Scanned or transcribed 

indexes are searchable by 
docket number

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org

Domestic Relation 
Cases
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Separate Support

1891 Suffolk Co. Sep. Support

Divorce Records
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Tip
Divorces did occur in 

the Colonial era

AmericanAncestors.org

AmericanAncestors.org
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Domestic Relations Cases

Divorce Index: Suffolk Co. Mass.

Connecticut Divorce Records
• Divorce records are usually kept in the files at the 

Superior court where the divorce was granted.

• Connecticut Divorce Index, 1968-1997 is an index 
of divorces from the Connecticut D.P.H. on 
Ancestry.com. 
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libguides.ctstatelibrary.org

Maine Divorce Records
• Maine Divorce records pre-1892 can be located at 

the Maine State Archives

• After 1892 Divorce records are found in the 
District Court where it was granted

• NEHGS: Index of Maine Divorces, 1892-1983

DigitalMaine.com
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DigitalMaine.com

Androscoggin County, Maine Divorces 
(1894)

Massachusetts Divorce: 1639-
1692

• Divorce petitions filed in a variety of courts, 
including the county courts, the General Court, 
and the Court of Assistants 

• Records of the General Court and the Court of 
Assistants have been published

• Original file records are available in the Suffolk 
Files Collection, the Massachusetts Archives 
Collection, and in the courts of the various 
counties
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Massachusetts Divorce: 1692-1775
• Divorces heard by the Governor and Council

• 1755 to 1757: six petitions were heard by the 
General Court

• Original records are found in the Massachusetts 
Archives Collection, Suffolk Files Collection, and 
the county courts

Massachusetts Divorce: 1775-
1785

• Governor’s Council oversaw Divorces

• Records are part of the Massachusetts 
Archives Collection and the Governor’s Council 
records

• 1785: Divorces granted by the Supreme Judicial 
Court of Massachusetts

Massachusetts Divorces (cont.)
• 1887: Divorces heard in the county Superior 

Courts

• 1922: Divorces heard in Probate and family 
Courts 

• 1952: All divorces are part of a statewide index at 
the Registry of Vital Records
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New Hampshire Divorce Records
• Registrar of Vital Statistics. Index to Divorces and 

Annulments Prior to 1938. The records are 
arranged by surname, using the first and third 
letters. 

• Bureau of Vital Records. Divorce Certificates, 
1938-47. Records are sorted by surname, using the 
first and third letters.

FamilySearch.org

New Hampshire Record for Divorce
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Rhode Island Divorce Records
• Early divorces recorded in the Rhode Island 

Supreme Court 

• Divorce records 1905 to present at Rhode Island 
Family Court in Providence

Vermont Divorces
• NEHGS: microfilm of Vermont divorces, 1861-

1989

• Divorce Certificates from the last 5 years held 
with the State of Vermont Department of Health

Searching the 
FamilySearch 

Catalog for Divorces
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FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org
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Petition of Divorce

Family Cases

Types of Family Cases
• Bastardy Bonds
 Early form of child support

• Paternity cases

• Guardianships
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AmericanAncestors.org

Suffolk County, Massachusetts Probate 
Index (American Ancestors)

Guardianship of John Fifield - Case 
5242 (1726)
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Naturalizations

Naturalizations
• Records include Declarations of Intention, 

petitions, and Granted and Denied Petitions

• Many are now searchable on FamilySearch, Fold3, 
and Ancestry.com

• Most New England Naturalizations prior to 1906 
can be located at the National Archives in 
Waltham, Massachusetts

Various Courts to Petition 
Naturalizations before 1906

• Superior Court

• Supreme Judicial Court

• Court of Common Pleas

• District Courts

• Police Courts
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Searching the 
FamilySearch 
Catalog for 

Naturalization 
Petitions

FamilySearch.org

New England Petition for 
Naturalization Index Card
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FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org

Pre-1906 Naturalizations
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Criminal Issues

AmericanAncestors.org

FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

Indictment of John Pillsbury (1859)

Financial Issues
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Financial Cases
• Indentured servitude cases

• Landlord/tenant matters

• Repayment of a loan

• Probate cases

• Neighbor issues with adjoining property

• Bankruptcy/insolvency

Records of the Particular Court of the 
Colony of CT, 1687-1688

Bankruptcy
• Before the 1898 Federal Uniform Bankruptcy Act, 

bankruptcy law was determined state-by-state

• For Massachusetts, the insolvency petitions are 
held at the Massachusetts State Archives. They can 
be retrieved by the SJC Archivist.
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Hampden County, Mass. Insolvency 
Register (FamilySearch)

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Copyright © 2023
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