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Why Search Probate Records?

• Increased availability 
online

• Value of evidence

• Original sources

• Primary 
information

• Direct and indirect 
evidence

Chambers County, Alabama Estates, box 26 folder 24, case file for Thos B Royston, 1867-1883; "Alabama,
Wills and Probate Records, 1753-1999," Ancestry (http://www.ancestry.com: accessed 19 August 2016), 
digital images 137-192.

R.C. (Robert)Royston, 
Kaufman Co. Tx



The 1868-1883 Estate File for Thomas Beverly Royston



Information Discovered in the Estate File of Thomas B. 
Royston – Key in proving Robert C. Royston’s kinship

• Death date of Thomas B. Royston

• Death date of Thomas’ wife, Cynthia Royston

• Naming of all of his living children

• Proof of son, “Leonidas”

• Approximate date of Cynthia's move to Texas

• Residences of the Texas children 

• The rest of the story



What is  a probate record?

• A probate record is created by the local court upon an 
individual’s death.

• The records deal with the distribution of the estate 
and care of dependents.



What is  a probate record?

• Probate took place regardless of a will (testate) or no 
will (intestate).

• Various types of record are created such as: bonds, 
petitions, accounts, inventories, and administrations.



What kind of information might you find in a 
probate record?

• An individual’s exact death date

• Names of family members

• Family relationships

• Names of spouses of children

• Burial information



What kind of information might you find in a 
probate record?

• Residences

• Adoption or guardianship of minor children or 
dependents

• Worth of the property and land holdings

• Evidence of occupation, religion, or military service



Will Abstract for  Georgia A. Dawson



Russell County – Estate Case File – Dawson, Georgia 
A. 1861-1864

The estate file contained 17 images and included the will of 
Georgia A. Dawson, witness statements, inventory and 
appraisement of the estate, record of the executor’s sale, and 
final administrative documents.



Russell County, Estate Case File, Georgia A. Dawson, 1861-1864, Folder 1 Box D; "Index and Probate Estate Case 
files, 1826-1915,” arranged alphabetically, > Probate Estate Case Files, Davis, Edward L. - Doles, Arah, 1826-1915, 
FamilySearch (https://www.familysearch.org : accessed 27 May 2018); FHL microfilm 2,203,643.

Trustee O.L. Lewis “to buy three 
marble slabs to be placed over the 
graves of my mother, step-mother, and 
myself.

First removing the remains of my 
stepmother and my two children 
from their present burial place.
To where my own mother is buried 
and in one grave place myself and 
two children with a marble slab 
over us.”



Where Can You Find Probate Records?

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Main_Page



https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en
/Alabama_Probate_Records



Learn the Laws and Courts for Each Location

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/North_Carolina_Probate_Records

“Before 1760 – Most wills were 
probated by the County Court of 
Pleas and Quarter Sessions in the 
county.”



United States Probate Records – County Level

• Start with the probate records where the ancestor died, then 
expand to neighboring counties

• Visit county courthouses – probate may have been moved to 
a state repository such as a library or archives

• View the FamilySearch Wiki for the county to learn where 
the records are kept and get links to the records online



FamilySearch Wiki: Chambers County, Alabama 

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Chambers_County,_Alabama_Genealogy

Links to online record 
collections

Where the records are held: the 
county courthouse, many on 
microfilm at the Family History 
Library



FamilySearch has digitized probate records for 
counties throughout the United States.

• The will books are generally indexed at the beginning of 
the digitized microfilm and estate files are usually 
arranged alphabetically.

• When viewing the index, take careful notes of the page 
numbers. Some estates are mentioned on multiple pages 
and you’ll want to locate each one.



FamilySearch Catalog: Chariton County, Missouri Probate 
Records

Online and viewable 
from any computerStart with general indexes, also check the 

indexes at the beginning of each volume.



Ancestry has indexed probate records by state so if you’re not sure 
about a specific county, a search in the statewide database might 
pull up your ancestor’s case file.

• Only the main individual is listed in the Ancestry index, 
not the many family members who are listed in a will, 
administration paper, or final settlement. 

• It is up to you as the researcher to dig into the case file and 
discover the information that may be key to your research.



Index for Chariton 
County, Missouri Wills 
and Settlements Vol. 1

Porch, Thos. Est of  315 & 16, 
716, Set. 427, FS 716

Porch, Thos May (minor) B 
748
Porch, Thos. Heirs of B 729

Chariton County, Missouri Wills and Settlements vol. 1, index for Porch; “Missouri, Wills and Probate 
Records, 1766-1988," digitized image, Ancestry (https://www.ancestry.com : accessed 10 October 2018).



Thos. Porch heirs: Jasper, Sarah, Martha, & Margaret Porch

The missing 
page from the 
Chariton 
County, 
Missouri Will 
Book

Chariton County, Missouri, Will Book 1 p. 729, entry for Thomas Porch estate, 1868, 
Circuit Clerk, Chariton County, Missouri.



Digitized Probate Collections Online – State Archives

https://archives.utah.gov/research/guides/probate.htm



Utah Division of Archives and Records Service

Locating the probate records for 
your ancestor may require looking 
both on the county level and the 
state level.

“Not including those counties for 
which the Archives has no 
holdings.”

https://archives.utah.gov/research/guides/probate.htm



Tips for Researching Probate Records

• Determine the year range for the search: from the date of the will to at 
least 20 years after the death of the individual

• Discover where the records for the time period are kept and access the 
records.

• Search the records, keeping track of each book, microfilm, or record 
collection searched in your research log.

• Create a source citation for each search noting the specific details 
needed to return to that source.

• Create a digital image of each page of the estate file. Download to your 
computer or scan / photograph originals.



Research Log for Georgia A. Dawson Project



Transcribe and Abstract Information from Probate 
Records

• Transcribe all probate documents in a file.

• Place the image or page number at the beginning of each section.

• Use [   ] for illegible words

• Start a new line of the transcription for each new line of the document

• Put the transcriptions in order by date

• Create an abstract in your research log and notes for the key 
information: dates, places, individuals, and relationships.



Transcription of Georgia A. Dawson’s Estate File
Link to 
online 
images

Source 
Citation

• Lines exactly the same 
as the original 
document

• Image numbers bolded
• Description at 

beginning of each 
document



Tips for Using Probate Records as Genealogical 
Evidence

• Don’t make assumptions from a will.

• Not all children may be named.

• Relationship terms may be loosely applied.

• The wife mentioned may be a 2nd or 3rd wife.

• Look for clues in all the probate documents.

CLUES

• Who provided the 
bond?

• Who purchased 
items from the 
estate?

• Who are the 
witnesses?

• Married names of 
daughters

• Residences of heirs



Types of Estates

Testate

• The deceased leaves a will declaring 
his or her wishes concerning the 
property disposition.

• Three types of wills: holographic, 
nuncupative, formally witnessed.

Intestate

• The deceased dies 
without a will.

• The law determines 
how the property is 
distributed.

• A spouse or relative 
may petition the court 
to administer the 
estate.



Types of Wills - Holographic

• Written and dated entirely in the handwriting of the testator and 
signed by him.

• Does not need to be witnessed.

• Does need two individuals to witness that the handwriting is that of 
the decedent.



Types of Wills - Nuncupative

• An oral will

• Witnessed by two or more persons.

• Generally valid only if recorded soon after and presented to 
the court.



Types of Wills – Formally Witnessed

• In writing, signed by the testator (or by another at his 
direction)

• Verbally acknowledge by the testator as his will in the 
presence of at least two witnesses

• Signed by the two witnesses in each other’s presence and
that of the testator



The Real Life Drama of the Thomas B. Royston Estate

The Players:

“Testator (-trix) – The testator (male) or testatrix (female) is the person making the will 
or testament.”(Thomas B. Royston)

“Executor (-trix) – The person (executor = male; executrix = female) who has been 
named by the testator of the will to manage the estate.” (Cynthia Royston )

“Decedent – The decedent is the person who is deceased.” (Thomas B. Royston)

“Heir – An heir is a person who inherits property upon the death of the owner.” (living 
children: Mary, Adeline, Sarah, Joseph, Robert C, Thomas B, Margarette, Richard, 
Leonidas, Mariah, Martha)

“Minor – A minor is a person who has not yet reached full legal age.”(Robert, Thomas 
B, Margarette, Richard, Leonidas, Mariah, & Martha)



The Real Life Drama of the Thomas B. Royston Estate

The Setting

Chambers County, 
Alabama

1867



Act 1
Wherein Thomas B. Royston writes his will

18 September 1867

• Beloved Wife, Cynthia –
home place

• Sons Joseph and Robert C., 
grandson Franklin, and 
married daughter, Sarah 
Parker - land



Act II: Wherein Thomas B. Royston Dies and the 
Probate Process Begins

29 September 1868

• Cynthia, named Executrix 
in the will petitions the 
court for the hearing

• Thomas B. Royston, who 
was an inhabitant of this 
county at the time of his 
death, departed this life on 
the 21st day of September 
AD. 1868



Act II: Wherein Thomas B. Royston Dies and the 
Probate Process Begins

Naming of Heirs: 11 living children

• Next of kin of said decedent are 
his children: Sarah Parker who 
has intermarried with Franklin  
Parker, who reside in Coosa 
County

• Adeline Royston over fourteen 
years of age & resides with your 
petition in said county

• Joseph Royston over twenty one 
years & resides in said county 

• Robert C Royston a minor over fourteen who 
resides with the petitioner in said county

• Thomas Royston a minor over fourteen 

• Margarette Royston a minor over fourteen

• Richard Royston under fourteen years age

• Leonidas Royston under fourteen years

• Mariah Royston under fourteen years 

• Martha Royston under fourteen who all reside 
with petition in said county

• Mary Slaggle wife Joseph Slaggle who reside in 
Chambers County of full age 

•



Act III: Wherein the Personal Property of Thomas B. 
Royston deceased is inventoried

30 October 1868

• 5 weeks later, 4 
appraisers arrive 
at the Royston 
home

• The inventory 
includes two 
cotton gins, 
blacksmith tools, 
and a sewing 
machine.1 sewing machine $25.00



Act IV: Wherein Cynthia Royston is removed as Executrix

6 February 1875

• 6 ½ years after the inventory, 
son  Joseph Royston appears 
in court

• Swears that Cynthia Royston 
has “removed to the State of 
Texas” without “having made 
a final settlement.”

• Cynthia is removed as 
executrix and a new 
Administrator appointed.



Act V: N.D. Denson is appointed Administrator de 
bonis non (administrator of goods not administered)

• 1 November 1882

• 7 years after Cynthia was removed as Executrix, N.D. Denson petitions the judge of 
Probate to be named administrator de bonis non.

• He “alleges that said Cynthia Royston departed this life in the state of Texas on or about 
the 2nd day of August 1882.”

• All heirs and spouses and their residences in Texas and Alabama are named.

• With all the children now of age or married the remainder of the estate can be settled.



Act VI: Wherein the Texas Royston Heirs Protest the 
Granting of Administration to N.D. Denson

• 6 weeks after N.D. Denson is granted administration duties, four of 
the children file a protest in Collin County, Texas.

• Daughters, Adeline and Mattie are interviewed separately to make 
sure they aren’t being coerced by their husbands in this action.

• The protest from the Texas Royston’s comes too late, the heirs 
residing in Alabama are summoned to appear before the court to 
contest the application for the land sale.



Act VII The Final Settlement

• 6 August 1883

• N.D. Denson appears before the judge and swears that he has not used 
any of the funds of the estate for his own benefit. 

• He swears on oath and names for the last time the heirs, their ages, and 
their residences.



Act VII The Final Settlement

• Chambers County, Alabama Estates, box 26 folder 24, Thomas Beverly Royston, for final papers, 6 
August 1883; "Alabama, Wills and Probate Records, 1753-1999," case file for Thos B Royston, 1867-
1883, Ancestry (http://www.ancestry.com: accessed 19 August 2016), digital image 164.



Probate Records: A Treasure Trove of Information



Tips for Researching Probate Records

• Determine the year range for the search: from the date of the will to at 
least 20 years after the death of the individual

• Discover where the records for the time period are kept and access the 
records.

• Search the records, keeping track of each book, microfilm, or record 
collection searched in your research log.

• Create a source citation for each search noting the specific details 
needed to return to that source.



What’s Waiting for You in the Probate Records?


