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Probate records are one of the most valuable resources available for genealogists. They can
include occupations, vital records information, relationship identification, land ownership,
personal property ownership, and more. But it is important to understand exactly how the
probate process works in order to get the most information from the records.

Probate Law

Administration of estates is handled on the state, not the federal level. Laws and jurisdictions
vary from state to state. Estates are administered at the county/parish or district level in all but
one state. In Rhode Island, probate records are kept on the town level. Initially maintained by
the board of selectmen, most towns now have a probate court.

It is critically important to understand the laws of the time and place in which you are
researching to ensure you find all possible records. Some of the items for which you must look
include:

e Whois responsible for registering probate?

e What records are required to be kept?

e What are the laws for distribution of intestate estates?

e What are the penalties for failing to prove a will or administer the estate?
e What are the laws for widow’s rights?

e How are insolvent estates handled?



Probate Records
Often there are two sets of records:

e Original probate or estate files (called dockets)
e Copy books (or docket books).

Only the files contain original signatures. The copy books are simply duplicates of the originals.
Copy books do not necessarily contain all of the information included in the original files. Major

parts of the administration of the estate include:

Administration

e Administrators are often a spouse or child, sometimes another relative
e Administrators are appointed whether there is a will (testate) or not (intestate)

Administrator’s Accounting
e Enumerates distribution of items.
e Receipts for property may contain additional
information about the heirs.

Bonds
e Administrators, guardians, and others involved in
the distribution of the estate were required to post
bond to guarantee their work.
e May note the relationship of the person being
bonded to the deceased.

Estate Inventories
e Committees were appointed to inventory the
estate of the deceased
e Often contained at least one relative, but
relationship to the deceased was not a

requirement, and they may have just been neighbors.
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e Checking the value of an estate inventory against other inventories show the
level/quality of life for your ancestor vs. his/her neighbors.

Guardianships
e List minor children of the deceased.

e Guardians can document other familial relationships, such as parents, grandparents,

parents’ siblings, children, etc.



Wills

Records Outside the Probate Court

List the heirs of the estate
Name an executor, often a spouse, child, or other relative
Distribute the real and personal property estate within the limits of the law

Appellate Courts
State Courts
Federal Courts
Land Registries
Military Records
Newspapers
More.. ..
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Fora No. 145

DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
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h|mn.h the following wages and effects of deceased and deserting seamen:
ACES.

4)‘ "m MM mu,‘D.,

Port of _Bogton, Mase, ___
a834

IDate |

|nectd,

12/21 (88 Jame
Christiansen)

R

Vessel

L/
Received froa*

Nase of Seasan IM d. or| Amoust
Degert:

J. E. Wikman,
Master

Pete Gladsea Deceas

WV E the Subfetibers hereby give noncr,
., that 1he further time of thiee months is allow:
ed (by the Hon. Judge of Probate for the County of
Beikhire,) to the Creditors of ihe Eftate of HEZEKI~
AH BOUGHTON, late of - Stockbridge, decesfed, to
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Executor’s Certificate,

he having first sworn well and truly to administer/the same.



