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Online access to digitized courthouse records is a boon for 
genealogists, but easy access doesn’t always equate to easy-to-find. 
Many digitized records are not yet searchable by name with quick links 
to specific documents. There is an alternative route, however. Most 
widely-used types of courthouse records—including deeds, probate, and 
marriages—come with their own indexes. Some exist as separate index 
books, while in other cases, indexes are located in the front or back of 
individual volumes.

The easiest-to-use indexes are alphabetical, of course, but many 
localities like to shake things up, utilizing a variety of indexing formats 
with unfamiliar names such as Cott, Russell, and Campbell. With a little 
knowledge and practice, these indexes can be used to locate records like 
a pro.

Alphabetical indexes
The simplest indexes are the alphabetical lists covering all records of 
a certain type within a particular county. Many are semi-alphabetical, 
with A surnames grouped typically by order of transaction or recording 
rather than alphabetically, followed by B surnames, and so on. This type 
of index was easiest for clerks to create as transactions took place. 

In some localities, transactions for a common surname like Smith may 
be found grouped within or at the end of the list for its starting letter, 
and surnames starting with Mc may be grouped separately from the 
rest of the M surnames. Surnames beginning with less common letters 
may also be grouped, such as I surnames interspersed among the H or 
J surnames. This arrangement isn’t always indicated at the top of the 
page, so if there is no separate page for a particular initial letter, don’t 
assume there aren’t any surnames beginning with that letter without 
investigating further. 
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Figure 1: Campbell Index; Beaver County, 
Pennsylvania, Orphans Court Index.
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A number of variations on the 
standard alphabetical index exist. 
One common variant indexes by the 
first letter of the surname for a select 
time period like 1789–1849, 1850–1900. 
In some localities given names for each 
surname are grouped in columns 
according to the first letter of the 
given name, making it easier to 
scan for a particular given name/
surname combination. 

Liber Index

When general indexes came into 
vogue, many clerks avoided the 
tedious task of re-alphabetizing the 
names from multiple volumes by 
grouping the alphabetical indexes  
from each individual volume (liber)  
by letter, and then by liber (A names for Volume 
1, A names for Volume 2, A names for Volume 
3,  followed by B names for Volume 1, and so on). 
This arrangement is possible in any apparently 
alphabetical master index.

Beyond the alphabetical index
More complex index arrangements, such as those 
discussed below, are usually distinguished by either 
a system of sub-indexes or a key found inside the 

front cover of the volume or at the top 
of each page. In general, these index 

types offered an advantage to court 
clerks over straight alphabetical 
indexes, as they were easier to 

create and maintain. The extra level 
of organization can also benefit 
researchers, making it easier to 
account for phonetic spellings or 
quickly scan groups of names.

Burr Index

This index is easily recognizable 
because it is typically based on the 
first three letters of the surname, 
although it is sometimes used 
with two. The book’s tabs direct 

researchers to the page for the first letter of each 
surname, which is broken down into further sections 
based on the next two letters in the surname.

Campbell Index

Names are arranged alphabetically by the initial 
letter of the given name and the initial letter of the 
surname. The names of individuals with a given 
name beginning with A and a surname beginning 
with D all appear on the page headed “AD,” typically 
in chronological order. A key in the front of the index 
book provides the starting page number for each 
section.

Browse the entire index for “extra” 
areas where names may have been 
inserted. Clerks who ran out of room 
often added names to the end of 
the index or continued a section of 
surnames anywhere they could find 
empty space, such as a section of B 
surnames continued on the I/J page. 

Figure 2: Burr index; Talbot County, Maryland, Index to Administration Accounts.



Page 40  ngs magazine

Cott Indexes
The Cott Index Company has developed a number of 
index types. The most common include:
• Cott Key Index—This index is similar to the 

Campbell Index, although it sometimes indexes by 
the first two letters of the surname. Alphabetical 
reference keys appear at the top of every index 
page.

• Cott Guide Letter Index—A key table points to a 
page number based on an initial/guide letter (L, M, 
N, R, T) system, combined with the first letter of the 
given name; similar to the Russell Index described 
below.

• Cott Family Name Index—Every surname is given 
its own entry page which lists all given names for 
the surname in alphabetical order. Tabbed index 
pages at the beginning of each alphabetical section 
(usually the first letter of the surname) include a 
page reference for each surname within that group. 

• Cottco Universal Index—Surnames are first 
divided with tabs by the initial letter(s) into units 
or letter groups. Each group (such as A to D) has 
its own index sheet with page references for each 
possible letter combination within the unit as 
well as for commonly occurring surnames. Pages 
for common surnames appear after the general 
pages, so if the key is missing be sure to check 
the individual surname pages that follow each 
alphabetical section. 

Graves Tabular Initial Index 
This index (produced by the Hall & McChesney 
Company) employs a special “division” table to help 
researchers locate the correct index page, based on the 
first several letters in the surname. The initial letter 
of the surname determines the table. Find the second 
letter in the first column and follow that row across 
to the column with the third letter to find the page 
number.
Paul Company Key Index
Paul Company indexes divide surnames 
alphabetically by the first three letters of the surname. 
For example, surnames beginning with Wac, Wad, 
Wak are separate sections within the W surnames. 
Names are entered in chronological order within each 
group.
Permaflex Index 
The Permaflex Index (produced by the Hall & 
McChesney Company) is essentially a simplified 
version of the Cottco Universal Index. Tabs are 
organized by the first letter of the surname, with 
subsections on each index page grouped by the first 
two or three letters of the surname. Common names 
are called out separately in each subsection, while 
the rest appear beginning on the first page for the 
subsection.
Proceedings Index or Proceedings Docket
A three-step process, involving two separate index 
books, may be required when accessing probate 

Figure 3: Cott Family Name Index; Greenville, South Carolina, Deeds Surname Index.

Figure 4: Graves’ Tabular Initial Index.
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and some other court records in states such as 
Pennsylvania, Maryland, and New Jersey. The process 
begins with a traditional index book, such as an 
estate index, to identify the book, page, and “block” 
number needed to locate the pertinent block in the 
proceedings index. This first index book may be 
alphabetical, or use another indexing system such as 
Russell (see below).

Step two involves locating the page and block in 
the appropriate volume of the proceedings index. 
These separate index volumes 
are typically arranged by the 
first letter(s) of the surname. The 
block in the proceedings index 
itemizes the various records 
filed with that particular case 
or estate (will, inventory, letters 
of administration). These book 
and/or file references, in turn, 
serve as an index for step three—
locating the original records.1

Russell Index
The Russell Index—in common 
use throughout the states of 
Pennsylvania, Maryland, and 
Delaware, among others—can 
be a bit daunting at first. With 
practice, however, it can be 
quite useful, as its grouping 
of surnames with similar key 
letters makes it easier to search 
for alternate spellings of a target 
surname—similar to the results 
achieved by using a wildcard symbol to replace 
certain letters like vowels in an online search.

It’s important to remember that the Russell Index 
ignores the first letter of the surname. The first step 
in using this index is to locate the book that covers the 
initial letter of the target surname. The index itself is 
based on the key letters—L, M, N, R, and T—after the 
initial letter of the surname.

A guide table explaining how to locate names in 
the Russell Index is generally located on the inside 
cover of the volume, or on one of the first few pages. 
The page is often headed with a trademark key 

1. For other arrangements of court dockets and proceedings, see Liz Stratton, “Docket: The Court’s Index,” in NGS Magazine 43:4 (October-December 
2017), 28.

shape containing the key letters, followed by a table 
consisting of column and row headings titled “Key 
Letters” and “Given Name Initials.” Both headings 
are used in combination to determine the section 
in the index where a surname is found. Indexes 
in smaller jurisdictions may use only a single key 
letter (the first one following the initial letter of the 
surname), while larger jurisdictions often use two 
key letters to help keep section sizes manageable. The 
index works the same way in either case.

1.  Identify the key letters. In the 
surname Morgan, for example, 
ignore the initial letter M and 
look for key letters L, M, N, R, 
and T in the remaining portion of 
the surname. The key letters for 
Morgan are RN. Each key letter 
is counted only once, so the key 
letters for Miller are LR, despite 
the double L. Names without any 
key letters (like Dobbs) are indexed 
under the “Misc.” column. If the 
Russell Index for the record group 
utilizes a single key letter, only the 
first key letter is used.
2.  Locate the row or column 
for the first letter of the target 
given name. Follow this given 
name row or column over to the 
corresponding row or column for 
the key letter(s) identified, to find 
the “section” number (not the 

page number) where the target name is 
located. Each section may have multiple pages.

Vowel Index
The initial letter of the surname is combined with the 
first vowel of the surname. Names such as Porter, 
Powell, and Provance are all indexed under Po.

Working with indexes
The most important thing to remember when 
working with indexes is that they are only finding 
aids. Don’t expect all names to be in the index. 
County deed indexes, for example, may include only 

Figure 5: Russell Index Key.
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Step Three: Locate RN in 
the Key Letters column 
and S, the first letter of the 
given name, in the Given 
Name Initials row. The box 
where the two intersect is 
the section number for the 
target name (section 1543).

Russell Index / Proceedings Index Example

Search for Samuel MORGAN, who died in Allegheny County, PA in 1884.

Step One: Locate the correct 
index book for the surname/
given name combination. 
This key appears inside the 
front cover of Allegheny 
County, Pennsylvania, Estate 
Index, M, Given Names S-Z

Step Two: Ignore the initial 
letter M in the surname 
and every letter that is not 
one of the key letters. This 
leaves RN. Yes, the order is 
important! Figure 7: Section 1543 of the Estate Index volume.

Figure 6: Russell Index, inside front of the 
Estate Index volume.

Figure 8: Section 2025 of the Estate Index volume.

Figure 9: Proceedings Index.
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the primary grantor or grantee, or use 
terms such as et al (and others), et ux 
(and wife), or et vir (and husband) to 
indicate other parties involved. 

Sales and transfers of personal 
property, including slaves, are 
not always included in deed 
indexes. Probate records are 
sometimes indexed by the executor 
or administrator, rather than the 
decedent. Often individual book 
indexes include transactions that 
were not incorporated into general or 
master indexes. 

Approach indexes like any other 
genealogical record type—with 
inquisitiveness, patience, and a dash 
of skepticism—and use these tips to 
navigate them like a pro!

For further study
For a deeper look into a wide variety 
of genealogy indexes, see Courthouse 
Indexes Illustrated (San Jose, California: 
CR Publications, 2006) by Christine 
Rose.

Figure 7: Section 1543 of the Estate Index volume.

Upper right: In the same 
volume (Estate Index, M, 
Given Names S-Z), browse 
to section 1543, page 1. A 
section may have multiple 
pages—these page numbers 
are noted following the 
section number.

Lower left: Names appear 
here, typically in date order.

Upper left: Common 
surnames are often pulled 
out into their own sections. 
Samuel Morgan will be 
found in section 2025.

Figure 8: Section 2025 of the Estate Index volume.

Figure 9: Proceedings Index.

Samuel Morgan appears 
on the first page of section 
2025. The numbers in 
the right column give the 
volume, page, and block 
where he will be found in the 
Proceedings Index Volume.

The estate files for Samuel 
Morgan are indexed in 
Proceedings Index Volume 
35, page 334, block 7.

Researching multiple people with the 
same surname in the Russell Index 
requires checking the section for each 
given name separately, but there’s 
an easy way to find these sections 
without having to recheck the key table 
each time. Since section numbers 
are grouped in multiples of 10 for 
each key letter(s), simply advance 
or go backward by 10 to find the next 
set of given names for that surname. 
For example, if A given names are in 
section 11, go to section 21 to find B 
given names. 


