
SELECTED DEFINITIONS – Common Pleas Records (Clerk of Courts) 

 
APPEARANCE DOCKETS – Arranged numerically by case number; gives names and residence of 

plaintiff and defendant and lists attorneys for each; identifies the cause of the suit; identifies the judge to 

whom assigned; often added is a summary of actions, the final disposition, and the costs. 

 

BENCH DOCKETS – Arranged chronologically and grouped by court term, containing a list of cases 

heard; identifies the plaintiff and defendant, case number, the complaint, with a summary of actions and the 

final disposition. 

 

CASE FILES – Arranged numerically by case number; contains original indictment, entry of plea, 

subpoenas of witnesses; appointment of counsel; findings of jury; sentence; cost bill; also miscellaneous 

motions; memoranda in support of motions; rulings of court; notice of appeal. 

 

CHANCERY RECORDS – Arranged by court term and therein by the date the case was settled; contains 

transcript of all actions in the case; shows case number, plaintiff, and defendant; and includes petitions, 

answers, verdicts of juries, orders of the court, and final disposition. 

 

COMPLETE RECORDS (also called Final Record or Law Record) – Arranged by date the case was 

settled; includes transcript of orders; shows plaintiff and defendant and case number; petition of plaintiff 

and answer of defendant; summons; judgment and costs. 

 

CORONER’S INQUESTS – Arranged chronologically by filing date; with original inquest and 

investigation reports of county coroner to clerk of courts; showing decedent; date of investigation; place 

and cause of death; testimony of witnesses. 

 

COST BILLS – Arranged chronologically; containing duplicate copies of all bills in court case, showing 

date of trial, term of court, case number, litigants, nature of case, and an itemized account. 

 

EXECUTION DOCKETS – Arranged numerically; shows plaintiff and defendant and summary of the 

case; amount of judgment; costs; sheriff’s returns. 

 

JOURNALS (also called Order Books or Minutes) – Arranged chronologically by filing; contains orders of 

the court; demand of jury trial; motions; dismissal of complaint or the decision of the court; includes tavern 

licenses, ferry licenses, peddlers’ license; also settlements of estates; guardianships; probate of wills; 

indenture of wards; naturalizations; hearings regarding lunacy; and more. 

 

PARTITION RECORDS – Arranged numerically by case; contains record of partition proceedings; shows 

litigants and case number; motions, briefs, orders of the case, and final depositions. 

 

QUADRENNIAL ENUMERATIONS – Arranged alphabetically by township; includes lists of white male 

inhabitants over the age of 21; later ones show name, address, race, occupation, and whether a freeholder of 

land. 

 

RECORDS OF EARMARKS AND BRANDS – Arranged by filing date; containing description and often 

drawing of earmarks and brands used by farmers to mark livestock; showing name and residence of owner. 

 

STRAYS/ESTRAYS –Arranged alphabetically by report; with copies of notices filed by persons having 

possession of stray domestic animals; showing date reported; description of stray; justice of the peace’s 

appraisal; date sold at auction if not claimed. 

 

 

 

 

 



NOTE SHEET – COMMON PLEAS RECORDS 
 

• Common Pleas, now in the Clerk of Courts office, began with statehood in Ohio in 1803. 

• Included are cases of law and equity (partitions, divorces) and criminal matters. 

• Probate court was not formed until 1852, so common pleas included probate and guardianship records. 

• Wills were not pulled in some counties. 

• Common Pleas judge had control of many court functions in early Ohio. 

• After 1852, the Court of Common Pleas was one of many equal court divisions. 

• Chain of command – Justice of the Peace, Common Please, Higher Court. 

• Higher Court was Supreme Court 1803-51, District Court 1851-83, Circuit Court 1883-1912, Court of 

Appeals post-1912. 

• Mayor’s Court and Criminal Court were added later. 

• Record types include: journals or minutes, judgment records, criminal records, civil record, chancery 

records, partitions, appearance dockets, order books, execution dockets, assignment dockets, bench 

dockets, complete records, cost bills. 

• Basic process – appearance docket, minutes, execution docket/final record/law record, case file. 

• Selected definitions (see additional page in this handout) 

• Ohio County Records Manual (1977) now at ohiohistory.org identifies contents of each record type. 

• Miscellaneous records often found in common pleas include: coroner’s inquests, declaration of 

intention, naturalization, licenses for taverns peddlers, embalming, explosives, auctioneers, ferries, 

optometrists; quadrennial enumerations, record of earmarks and brands, jury lists and records, estrays, 

register of trademarks and patents, mother’s pensions, divorce – dissolution – alimony, minister’s 

licenses, Revolutionary War and War of 1812 pension applications, insolvency cases, will-estates-

administrations. 

• Naturalizations are in common pleas journals until about 1859, then they are with probate court until 

1895, then back to common pleas. 

• Even though case files after 1906 are with National Archives, a case index, usually a card file, will be 

with the Clerk of Courts. 

• Act of 1818, Revolutionary War soldiers could apply for pensions through common pleas. In 1820, they 

had to admit to owning any property. In 1832, the applications moved to the Supreme Court journals. 

• From 1803, common pleas had jurisdiction in civil cases greater than $35; went to Supreme Court if real 

property involved or civil case greater than $1,000; also divorces. 1843, divorces back to regular 

common pleas court. 

• After 1851, Supreme Court acted only in Columbus, not out in counties. 

• Historical Records Survey,1936-1941, WPA, includes inventory of state records, county records, 

municipal records, church records, American imprints survey, and space for emergency disposition of 

records survey. 

• These WPA records are stored at Ohio History Connection, Ohio University, Western Reserve 

Historical Society. 

• WPA inventory identify all records at courthouse, span covered, number of volumes, measurements, 

and type of information found in each record type. 

• Witness lists are often on the back of the suit for both plaintiff and defendant. They are often relatives 

and friends and neighbors. Juror lists are people unconnected to the case, but it proves residency. 

• Cases are bundled by court term. After 1851, counties generally begin assigning case numbers. If 

processed, archives often rearrange them by plaintiff alphabetically. 

• Attorney for plaintiff files a plea for a certain action to be taken by the court. The State of Ohio is the 

plaintiff in criminal cases. The Clerk of Courts then assigns a case number. All subsequent filings by 

attorneys on both sides and by the court are placed in the packet. 

• The plaintiff isn’t necessarily the major surname covered by the case. 

• Relationships of parties are often noted in common pleas cases. 

• Interviews with family members and neighbors are there in a question/answer context. 

• People aren’t nice to each other, and foul language is not unusual. 

• Historically important items are often a side benefit to cases. 

• Many courts and genealogical groups have different systems for indexing cases. 



• Partition cases would often start with a petition to divide land. Maps are generally included. 

• Bastardy suits often work hand in hand with DNA inconsistencies in our family tree. 

• Tavern licenses are often a better census of the community than voter lists. 

• Guardianships often continue over a period of years with several actions. 

• Citizenship might include the declaration of intent, petition, naturalization certificate, with filings in 

district court and with packets at the National Archives. 

• Quadrennial enumerations were taken every 4 years; later ones give addresses, ages, occupations. 

• Often the first named person on a road petition gets the road named after them. 

• Estray or Stray records were filed by the person who found the animal so that they did not get charged 

with stealing and so that they had the possibility of securing remuneration for taking care of the animal. 

• Earmarks/brands generally have the name, description, and drawing of the brand. These were 

sometimes transferred to a son or even a neighbor. 

• Wolf scalp records identify hunters living on the frontier who were perhaps non-landowners and 

therefore not on tax rolls 

• Ministers had to file an original license, and this was copied in each county in which they wished to 

perform marriages. 

• Case types were often color coded – criminal might be red; circuit court blue; civil cases manila, etc. 

• Bigamy would be multiple spouses at the same time; bastardy would be the child born of a mistress or 

bigamist. 

• Bigamy cases (criminal court) involve a transcript from the docket, affidavit for state warrant, state 

warrant, arrest and jail record, mittimus pending trial, trial record, pleas and affidavits, mittimus after 

trial, justice-constable-witness fees. 

• Civil case might include the petition giving the date, cause for suit, amount of money involved, parties 

named. There would be replies by the defendant and often a cross lawsuit. They would answer each 

other. There would be motions by attorneys, testimony in some cases, summons issued to witnesses, 

juries called. 

• Suits involving heirs in an estate are often great for stating relationships to the deceased as well as the 

current residence of each heir. 

• One has to read closely to get the history – a civil debt suit may be insignificant genealogically, but it 

might mention the early owner of the first sawmill or the first store in a community. 

• Divorce permitted for bigamy, impotency, adultery, and extreme cruelty in 1795 and had to be secured 

by the Ohio Legislature. 

• Supreme Court in county given authority to handle divorce cases in 1804; also willful absence added as 

a cause for divorce that year. 

• Divorce petition had to be filed in the county where the complainant lived beginning in 1828. 

• Habitual drunkenness is an added cause for divorce beginning in 1834. 

• Common pleas took over divorces beginning in 1843. No appeal was permitted beginning this year. 

• Appeals were again permitted in divorce cases beginning in 1870, but they had to appeal to the supreme 

court. 

• Divorces generally include the date and place of marriage, maiden name of the wife, reason for divorce, 

residence of both parties, names of children born to the couple, testimony by parties involved and by 

witnesses, names of other parties involved if the cause for the divorce. 

• Coroner’s inquests include the testimony of witnesses, date and place of death, cause of death – rarely 

photos. 

• Many cases were published in annual volumes. Check your law library, if any (now digital). 

• Need to abstract: who is suing who, what is it about, is anything genealogically important, are other 

names involved, who won the suit, and list the citation (volume, page, case number, record group title) 

and date. 

• What have we learned: common pleas is much broader before 1851 in its scope; there are many causes 

in common pleas; there are just as many types of records kept; case packets may exist; the case may be 

spread out over a number of years with appeals or until the widow dies or until the minor becomes of 

age; common pleas tells us of everyday life; lots of history is involved; and there are many surprises. 

 

Tom Neel – Ohio Genealogical Society Library Director (retired) – tomneel77@gmail.com 


