History of Mississippi and Lowndes County Circuit Court 

Mississippi was admitted to the United States in 1817. The state constitution created a Circuit Court that had original jurisdiction of all suits and actions for the recovery of money, founded on any bond, bill, promissory note, or other written contract, covenant or agreement whatsoever, or on any open account where the matter in controversy was of the value of fifty ($50) dollars or upwards.
The 1832 state constitution gave the Circuit Courts jurisdiction over matters in equity so long as the amount in controversy did not exceed five hundred ($500) dollars. 

In 1846, the state legislature granted both the Circuit Court and Chancery Court concurrent jurisdiction to effect legal changes in names, legitimate offspring, and to make a person a petitioner’s legal heir.

In 1854, Circuit Courts were authorized to issue writs of error and supersedeas in misdemeanor prosecutions. The Circuit Courts were required to sit at least twice a year in each county. 
In 1857, all Mississippi Chancery Courts were abolished, and probate cases transferred to the Circuit Courts. 
In 1861, all judicial decisions were suspended until after the Civil War (1861-1865). The state constitution of 1868, however, reestablished the separate Circuit and Chancery Courts. 
As of 2018, Mississippi has twenty-two Circuit Court Districts with forty-nine judges. Lowndes County is in the sixteenth. The Circuit Court tries felony criminal cases (as well as misdemeanors on appeal) and civil actions involving issues of $2,500 and above. Appeals from the Circuit Courts are to the Mississippi Supreme Court.
Cases that may be heard in the Circuit Court include:

· Civil actions

· Misdemeanors

· Felonies

· Civil action and criminal appeals from County Court
In other words, Circuit Court lawsuits involve a claim for money. It may be money owed on either a debt or bill or it could be monetary damages resulting from an injury or destruction of property.
Lowndes County Circuit Court Records
In 1992, the Circuit Court Records prior to 1920 were transferred from the Lowndes County Courthouse to permanent storage at the Billups-Garth Archives located within the Local History Department (LHD) at the Columbus-Lowndes Public Library. It is unclear as to when they were flattened, arranged, and labeled. There is also a portion of post 1920s Circuit Court Records housed at the LHD that are unprocessed at this time.
At the time of this Index, additional Circuit Court Records can be found online through the subscription database called the “Lowndes County, Mississippi Circuit Clerk's online records search” at the following website: http://www.deltacomputersystems.com/ms/ms44/index_circuit.html. 

Circuit Court Records online include the following:

Civil Court (Cases 1993-2018, Images 2008-2018)
Criminal Court (Cases 1993-2018, Images September 2010-2018)
Judgment Roll (1993-2018, Images 2008-2018)
Marriage License (1991-2018, No Images)
Understanding the Lowndes County Circuit Court Records at the LHD
The first twenty-seven Circuit Court boxes are identified with the letters of the alphabet. For example, box “A,” “B,” “C” and so on. A few boxes have a combination of an alphabetical letter and a number. For example, “A.1,” “A.2,” or “L.1,” “V.1” and so on. The remaining 331 boxes are identified by the numerical system.

During the February Term of 1867, the Circuit Court started its numbering system over beginning with the number one. As a result, the first set of numbers begin with number 1 in 1831 and end with case number 12499. The second set of numbers begin with number 1 in February 1867 and continue to an unknown number. 
The Circuit Court files correspond with the Lowndes County Circuit Court Record Books also found in the Billups-Garth Archives vault. Within each court file there will be a notation on the documents as to which Record Book (“B” or “Bk.”) and on what page (“p” or “pg.”) additional information can be located. The Record Books duplicate some of the information found in the file, but most importantly they record the verdict or outcome of the case. 
Lowndes County Circuit Court Index

The Lowndes County Circuit Court Index took six years (2012-2018) of physically looking through over 16,450 files to complete. The Index was started by Mississippi University for Women history intern Whitney Russell Baswell, picked up by genealogist Sharon Keys, and then finally finished by Local History Assistant Brenda Durrett. Also, attorney and local historian Rufus Ward helped the LHD navigate over two hundred years of Circuit Court system history.
Due to its large size, the printed Index is divided into multiple volumes.

In addition to the printed version, there is a digital copy saved on CD as well.
While there is always the possibility for error, indexers consistently tried to minimize its occurrence.

Understanding the Index
The Lowndes County Circuit Court Records Index includes, where applicable, the plaintiff’s name; defendant’s name; party; file number; box number; year; documentation of any negroes (also known as slaves), freepersons of color, or colored persons mentioned; and any notes about the case to help researchers in their search.  The Index is organized in alphabetical order by either the plaintiff’s or defendant’s surname.
For purposes of this Index, it was decided to end at number 3936 in 1918. Cases following this number are unprocessed or not consecutive.  

The term “File” has been used in this Index instead of “Case” because not all cases were numbered, or they were altered to differentiate between duplicates. Therefore “file number” was used instead of “case number”.

Since the file numbering system started over again in the 1867 February Term, this Index reflects how there are two identical case numbers, but for different years. For example, there will be a file number 200 in the 1830s and a file number 200 in the 1860s. If unsure, one can check the Index column labeled “Box” to pull the correct case.

Some cases do not have a specific year identified. Therefore, the abbreviation “c.” for circa has been used for a rough estimation of the year. For example, “c. 1866”.

Some cases, from roughly the same years, have duplicate cases numbers, but different plaintiffs and defendants. In said circumstances, two different systems appear to have developed. 

In one, the files were assigned numbers following each duplicate case number to distinguish the different parties. For example, there may be ten cases from the 1830s that claim to be case number “14”. To differentiate them, each unique case file now reads “14-1,” “14-2,” “14-3,” and so on. For purposes of the Index, each dash was converted to a dot. For example, “14-1” became “14.1” and so on.

In the second system, letters are assigned to the second duplicate number. For example, case number “154” is one case followed by case number “154.A” behind it. I am unsure of why the two different systems developed. 

Instances where the terms “Negro,” “Freepersons of Color,” or “Colored Persons” is used is based on historical context. Prior to the Civil War, the term “negro” was used to describe African Americans held in bondage as slaves. 
Instances where the term “Indian” is used is based on historical context. The term “Native American” is also used based on current terminology.
The “Party” Column is left blank when there is no clear plaintiff or defendant in a case or document.

Steamboats are listed under the name of the individual steamboat followed by the identifier “Steamboat” within brackets. For example, “Sunny South [Steamboat]”.

Some banks, businesses, governments, and schools are not listed solely by the name of the institution, but rather begin with the title of those in charge. For example, “President of…”, “Alderman of…”, and/or “Director of…” 

Some states begin with the term “State of…” while towns can begin with the term “Town of…”.
There were cases without case numbers on the documents within the files. Therefore, numbers were assigned to them based on the appropriate date range. These cases have “(No # on case)” written on the folder tab. 
Legal Terminology:

Administrator—A person to whom letters of administration, that is, an authority to administer the estate of a deceased person, have been granted by the proper court. A representative of limited authority, whose duties are to collect assets of estate, pay its debts, and distribute residue to those entitled. 

By Next Friend—A person who represents another person who is under disability or otherwise unable to maintain a suit on his or her own behalf and who does not have a legal guardian.
Deed of Trust (or Trust Deed)—Is a deed wherein legal title in real property is transferred to a trustee, which holds it as security for a loan (debt) between a borrower and lender. The equitable title remains with the borrower. The borrower is referred to as the trustor, while the lender is referred to as the beneficiary.
Ex Parte—On one side only; by or for one party; done for, in behalf of, or on the application of, one party only. 

For use of—For the benefit or advantage of another. Thus, where an assignee is obliged to sue in the name of assignor.
Habeas Corpus--A writ requiring a person under arrest to be brought before a judge or into court, especially to secure the person's release unless lawful grounds are shown for their detention.
Indenture—Is a legal contract that reflects or covers a debt or purchase obligation. In modern usage, it is an instrument used for commercial debt or real estate transaction.

Naturalization—The legal act or process by which a non-citizen in a country may acquire citizenship or nationality of that country.
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Company
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Defendant
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Doctor
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Insurance
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MS


Mississippi
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