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Court cases may have spanned many years. Original records were filed with the 
court and entries were made in a variety of court record books. These books may 
or may not have their own indexes. Finding all the relevant entries for one case 
might require examining hundreds of volumes. Use a docket book to quickly 
locate the records for an ancestor’s court case. The docket is the court’s index to 
many record books (see figure 1). The examples in this article refer to probate 
court records. Other courts also use dockets.

&DVH�ÀOHV�DQG�FRXUW�UHFRUG�ERRNV
When a case is opened, a case file is created and a case number is often assigned. 
Case files contain the original papers filed with the court and are typically 
arranged by case number or alphabetically by last and first name. There may be  
a single case file for all papers or many files arranged by document type—wills, 
inventories, accounts. Within a document type, the files are usually sorted by case 
number or alphabetically. Case files that are not digitized or microfilmed may be 
available from the court clerk or a local archive.

Important documents were often re-recorded in court record books. Typical 
probate court record books include journal, will, account, inventory, and 
administration appointment books. 

Why use court record books?
Genealogists prefer to work with original records, so why bother with court 
record books? Case files are not always available. Files may not have been 
retained or they may have been destroyed by fire or flood. The court record  
books may have information that is not included in the case file. Court­ordered 
land sales and guardianship appointments may not be referenced in the case  
file. Reviewing all related court record books may reveal information not 
available elsewhere.

Figure 1 (top of page): A typical probate docket references journal, will, account, inventory, 
appointment, and other court records.
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“Docket, n. A minute, abstract, 
or brief entry; or the book 
containing such entries… .
“A book containing an entry  
in brief of all the important  
acts done in court in the 
conduct of each case from its 
inception to its conclusion.”1 
Courts use the term “docket” 
in several ways. The focus of 
this article is docket books that 
are summaries of court cases. 
Docket books can be used as 
indexes to other court records.

1. Henry Campbell Black, MA, 
A Dictionary of Law… (St. Paul: 
West Publishing, 1891), 383.
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Application books 
contain requests  
to be appointed 
administrator of an 
intestate estate (no will). 
Often these requests 
were made by creditors 
or family members. Some 
applications may contain 
a complete listing of all 
heirs and their current 
residences.
)LJXUH����´$SSOLFDWLRQ�%RRNV�µ�
images, Hamilton County 
Probate Court (https://www.
probatect.org) Archive 
Categories > Application 
%RRNV��VHOHFW�´$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ³
Books 23 thru 409,” book 64, 
SDJH������-HVVH�1LOHV�HVWDWH�
no. 39748, Account of 
Distribution (1893); Hamilton 
County, Ohio, Probate Court, 
applications 64:176.

Account books contain lists of 
receipts and payments made in  
the process of settling an estate. 
Several accounts may be filed 
during the settlement. Debtors  
and creditors of an estate may  
be family members. The final 
account names those receiving  
an inheritance share of the estate.  
In intestate estates (no will), the 
shares can be used as evidence of 
relationships to the deceased.

)LJXUH����´$FFRXQW�5HFRUG�%RRNV�µ�LPDJHV��+DPLOWRQ�&RXQW\�3UREDWH�&RXUW��https://
www.probatect.org��$UFKLYH�&DWHJRULHV�!��VHOHFW�´$FFRXQW�5HFRUG�%RRNV�����������
June 1852 to April 1970,” scroll to select Book 455, image 390 of 650, Bernard Thelen 
estate no. 101137, Account of Distribution (1936); Hamilton County, Ohio, Probate 
Court, accounts 455:390.2

2. Record images in this article were downloaded on 9 October 2017.

Types of probate court record books
The record books maintained by court clerks vary, as shown in this sampling of probate record books and 
their genealogical significance.
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)LJXUH����´1HZ�<RUN�3UREDWH�5HFRUGV������²�����µ�)DPLO\6HDUFK��KWWSV���IDPLO\VHDUFK�RUJ�VHDUFK�ÀOP������������!�GLJLWDO�ÀOP�
����������!�LPDJHV���²���RI������-RKQ�$��0F0DUWLQ�HVWDWH��DGPLQLVWUDWRU�DSSRLQWPHQW���������*HQHVHH�&RXQW\��1HZ�<RUN��
6XUURJDWH·V�&RXUW��$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ��3HWLWLRQ�2UGHUV��$GPLQLVWUDWLRQV��2DWKV������²���

Appointment books record 
the court’s selection of people 
to perform specific duties.  
For estate cases, there may be 
separate appointment books 
for administrators, appraisers, 
or guardians. Administrator 
appointments may describe  
the relationship of the 
administrator to the deceased. 
In figure 4, a creditor is 
appointed administrator.  
The document gives John A. 
McMartin’s exact date of  
death, names his father, and 
identifies John as a bachelor.

Inventory books contain transcriptions of estate 
inventories, which list all of the decedent’s property 
along with an estimate of its value. Inventories can be 

used to distinguish between people who share  
the same name, as they may indicate wealth  
and profession.

)LJXUH����´3UREDWH�(QWULHV������²������µ�LPDJHV��+DPLOWRQ�&RXQW\�3UREDWH�&RXUW��https://www.
probatect.org) > Archive Categories > Probate Court Journal Entries, volume 1, page 38, Andrew 
Ferris guardianship appointment entry, 2 April 1805; Hamilton County, Ohio, Probate Court, Journals 
1:38. The ages and date of the journal entry, 2 April 1805, can be used to determine the month and 
\HDU�RI�ELUWK�RI�+DQQDK�6WLWHV·V�FKLOGUHQ�

Journals, also known  
as minute books, are 
chronological listings  
of all actions taken by 
the court. Journals may 
include guardianship 
appointments that 
provide children’s  
exact birth dates. 
Guardianships were 
often managed by  
a different court—
providing an avenue  
for further research.

Order or decree books record decisions made by  
the court. Authorizations for the sale of real estate  
are often found in order or decree books. Research  
in land records may identify parents or children of 
the deceased.

Will books contain re-recordings of wills. The date  
a will was written and the date it was presented  
for probate give a range for the death date—the 
decedent died after the will was written and before  
it was probated.
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Court docket books—the key to  
locating records
To keep track of where information was recorded 
about a case, the court clerk kept a docket. The docket 
not only contains a summary of actions in the case 
but also provides cross-references to other court 
record books. Dockets vary in form and content by 
time and geography. See figures 6 and 8 for examples 
of simple and more complex dockets.

Courts may use different names to describe their 
docket books—general index to cases, cases, estates, 
or proceedings. Dockets are normally arranged in 
series by year. Within a series, they are in chrono-
logical order by case entry date. If the docket books 
are not included with microfilmed or digitized 
records, ask the court clerk for a copy of the docket. 
The clerk will need a case number or case name and 
the approximate year. To find the case number, look 
for an index to dockets or cases. The number may 
also be inscribed on documents in the case file. 

Using a docket to locate records on 
FamilySearch
Using dockets to locate records follows the same 
process whether researching online, on microfilm,  

or at the courthouse. FamilySearch has made many 
probate and other court records available online.  
The steps below will locate the docket and online 
probate records for John A. McMartin who died in 
Genesee County, New York, in 1856.

The easiest way to locate the docket is to use the 
FamilySearch catalog, https://familysearch.org/
catalog/search. Probate court documents are usually 
recorded at the county level. Search for the place 
name as it was known at the time the ancestor  
died—United States, New York, Genesee. The results 
include many categories of records. Look for “Court 
records,” “Court records – Indexes,” “Probate 
records,” or “Probate records – Indexes.” Categories 
with “indexes” in the title are most likely to include 
dockets. The notes section for a collection may 
indicate online records availability. Scroll down  
to the film notes to read individual film descriptions. 
Search for films with docket, index, or proceedings  
in the title for the relevant time period.

In the case of Genesee County, the docket is listed 
under “Probate records – Indexes” and is called 
“General index and reference, 1805–1939.” For the 
McMartin docket (1856), select “General index 1805–
1871, vol 1–2.” Films often include more than one 

)LJXUH����´1HZ�
<RUN�3UREDWH�
Records, 
1629–1971,” 
images, 
FamilySearch 
(https://
familysearch.org/
search/
ÀOP����������) > 
Genesee > 
General index 
1804–1871, vol 
1–2 > image 536 
of 702, John A. 
McMartin estate 
docket; Genesee 
&RXQW\��1HZ�
<RUN��6XUURJDWH·V�
Court, General 
Index and 
Reference, 2:348.
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volume. Click the camera icon to navigate to the 
digitization of the film and use the book’s index to 
locate the McMartin docket. Dockets may have  
two or more entries per page (see figure 6). John A. 
McMartin’s docket identifies several volumes with 
additional information. To locate these volumes, 

3. For information about more complex indexes, see Christine Rose’s Courthouse Indexes Illustrated.

select “New York Probate Records, 1629–1971 > 
Genesee” by clicking the arrow next to the film 
number at the top left of the screen. Look for record 
books corresponding to docket entries (see table 1  
for a list of records available on FamilySearch). 

Table 1. Genesee County, New York, Surrogate Court Records on FamilySearch

Administrations 1856–1902 vol 1–9 Letters of testamentary 1856–1891 vol 1–6

Appraisal records 1856–1902 vol 1–4 Miscellaneous records 1897–1909 vol 1–2

Bonds 1890–1901 vol 1–2 Orders 1809–1876 vol 1–4

Decrees 1856–1901 vol 1–13 Orders 1856–1904 vol 1–2

General index 1805–1920 vol 1–7 Orders 1872–1886 vol 5–6

Guardianship records 1856–1909 vol 1–3 Orders 1877–1900 vol 7–8

Letters of administration 1805–1812 vol A Orders 1881–1892 vol 9–10

Letters of administration 1812–1901 vol 2–6 Orders 1895–1901 vol 22

Letters of administration, Letters of testamentary 1830–1854 vol 2–5 Probate records 1856–1908 vol 1–11

Letters of guardianship 1810–1871 vol 1–2 Sales 1868–1911 vol 1–2

Letters of guardianship 1852–1906 vol 5–6 Wills 1809–1901 vol 1–26

Table 2. Correspondence between Genesee County, 
New York, Docket Entries and Digitized Record 
Books on FamilySearch

Docket Entries
Corresponding 
FamilySearch Book Images

Adm 1:41–42 Administrations 1856–1871 
vol 1–2

Mis. Orders 5:50, 5:80, 
5:84

1RQH

N.S. Lett’s Ad 1:45, 1:63 1RQH
Appraisers 1:103 Appraisal records 1856–1881  

vol 1–2

Orders Adv 1:79, 1:83 Orders 1856–1904 vol 1–2

Accounting 1:147 1RQH
Decrees 1:364 Decrees 1856–1866 vol 1–2

Dates and volume numbers from the docket can be 
used to identify the correct record book when book 
names are similar. Table 2 shows the correspondence 
between docket entries and digitized court record 
books. “N.S. Lett’s Ad” does not have a correspon ding 
FamilySearch book image. No McMartin entry is 
found in “Letters of testamentary 1856–1871 vol 1–2,” 
“Probate Records 1856–1868, vol 1–2,” or in the indexes 

of “Letters of administration 1812–1856 vol 2–3.”  
Not all records are available online even when they 
appear to be. Search for missing books at the Genesee 
Surrogate Court or in a local or state archives.

Despite the absence of a will, McMartin’s estate 
records contain valuable information including 
John’s exact death date, residence, marital status,  
and the name and residence of his father (see Figure 
4). John’s death without issue eliminates him as a 
potential parental candidate.

A more complex twentieth-century docket
A case index is used to locate the docket for Ben 
Thelen’s estate (see figure 7). This index is 
alphabetical by the first letter of the last name, first 
letter of the first name, and then estate number.3 
Thelen’s estate case number is 101137 and it is 
recorded in docket book 74, page 22.

Ben Thelen’s estate docket entries give a synopsis  
of the case (see figure 8). Court record books and 
microfilms are referenced—many now available as 
online images. The case number and name appear  
in the header of the entry along with a reference to 
Application Book 319, page 192. The docket entry for 
January 29 notes that Thelen’s will was admitted to 
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probate. The Journal column points to an entry in 
Journal Book 362, page 164. This journal book is not 
online but copies of entries can be obtained from  
the courthouse. The Record column specifies record 
book entries. Use the description to determine which  
type of record book contains the entries. The will is 
recorded in Will Book 171, page 266, and an inventory 
is in Inventory Book 158, page 125. 

Printed docket books allowed limited space for 
each case. Additional docket entries were created  
for lengthy cases. See the notation at the bottom of 
figure 8, “Continued on Page 541.” There are five 
docket entries for Thelen’s estate, which was open  
for over a decade. 

The docket provides a 
straightforward way to find 
entries in court record books.  
In the absence of a docket, all 
books created while the case 
was open would have to be 
searched individually. 

One hundred forty-eight 
inventory and account record 
books cover the Thelen estate 
settlement period. Search one 
hundred forty-eight indexes  
or one? No contest—the docket 
wins! 

Using Dockets
1.  Use an index to cases or the self-index in the docket 

book for the relevant time to find the docket entry.

2.  Determine the correspondence between the docket 
entries and court records. Records may be available 
in one or more forms—digital images, microfilms, 
manuscript books.

3.  Locate the current location of the records. From 
major online genealogy suppliers to local court clerk 
websites, digital images can be found in a variety of 
places. Check for microfilms at the Family History 
Library, the court clerk’s office and in local, regional, 
and state archives. Original record books may still 
be at the court clerk’s office or they may have been 
moved to an archive.

)LJXUH����´(VWDWHV�µ�LPDJHV��+DPLOWRQ�
County Probate Court (https://www.
probatect.org) > Archive Categories > 
(VWDWHV��VHOHFW�´(VWDWH�DQG�7UXVW�
Guardianship Docket,” volume 74, 
page 22, Ben Thelen estate no. 
101137 (1926).

)LJXUH����´(VWDWHV�µ�LPDJHV��+DPLOWRQ�&RXQW\�3UREDWH�&RXUW�
(https://www.probatect.org) > Archive Categories > Estates > 
Estate and Trust Docket Index (1852–1973), 1926–1932, T-U-V, 
DUUDQJHG�DOSKDEHWLFDOO\�E\�ÀUVW�OHWWHU�RI�ODVW�QDPH��ÀUVW�OHWWHU�RI�
ÀUVW�QDPH��DQG�WKHQ�E\�HVWDWH�QXPEHU��%HQ�7KHOHQ�HVWDWH�QR��
101137 (1926).
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