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WV County Records Research Tips
From the Editor:

W
e hope you are making plans to
participate in West Virginia History
Day on February 27, here at the

Capitol and the Cultural Center in Charleston.
Don’t forget that the Archives and History Library
will be closed Saturday, January 18, and Monday
(Martin Luther King Day), January 20, for lighting
repairs.  Happy New Year!

Using West Virginia County Records

Most genealogical information in West Virginia is
based on the geographic and political designation
of counties.  In order to search for births and
deaths before 1917, and for any other legal records
commonly used for family history research, such
as wills, deeds and marriages, the researcher has to
determine in which county the event was most
likely recorded.  When the county is not known,
locate the person or family in the census records
before and after the event date, and try those
counties of residence first.  Checking the details on
records already researched can be helpful, as well.
Marriage records in particular may report the
birthplace and county of residence of each of the
two parties.  Migration patterns of an era can also
provide sound clues for likely counties to check. 

Records for the Virginia counties that became part
of West Virginia were retained by those counties

after separation.  Therefore, all records available
for West Virginia counties from their inception as
Virginia counties can be searched through West
Virginia sources such as the Archives or the
county courthouses.  For records prior to the
formation of the county, check the records of the
counties from which your county derived until you
locate the one that includes the actual land area
where your family lived.  Also, if you do not find
your family in the county you expected, check the
map to see which counties are adjacent to the one
you started with, and if any of those counties were
separated from your initial county in the relevant
time period.  Your ancestors may not have moved,
but their county government may have changed.
For example, Grant County was formed in 1866
from Hardy County, which was formed in 1786
from Hampshire County.  Counties were divided
into districts for voting, tax collecting, the census,
and sometimes for recordkeeping.  In searching
county records, be sure you see all of the records
for a specific time period.  A single, county-wide
record ledger was not always kept.  Sometimes a
magistrate in each district kept records for his
district only, and each individual district’s record
list will be copied separately into the county
ledger.  In other words, if a list of births is
indicated as being for a specific district, check the
next few pages for additional district listings with
births for the same time period.

Between roughly 1890 and 1920, many clerks used
a filing system unfamiliar to modern researchers.




