
FOUND IN THE ARCHIVES, no. 12 – September 2015 

Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center 

 

Hello! This is the twelfth installment of Found in the Archives, 

where the Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center will 

highlight interesting and unique documents in our custody.   

In this edition, we will discuss a new indexing project recently 

undertaken here at the Fairfax Circuit Court archives.  

 

The Project 

Over the last few months, the archivists at the Fairfax Circuit Court HRC have begun the 

process of indexing the names of slaves found in our Will Books and Deed Books.  Known as 

the Fairfax Court Slavery Index, our goal is to capture the names and information about the 

slaves that appear in our records.  Because slaves (and during the colonial period, indentured 

servants) were considered property, they frequently appear in our probate records in wills, 

inventories, and estate accounts.  Sales and importation of slaves, as well as mortgages and 

trusts involving slaves, appear in our Deed Books.   

Research Implications 

How might the Fairfax Court Slavery Index help patrons visiting our office? First and foremost, 

the Index may assist patrons undertaking genealogical research, when current indexes do not 

help.  The Index will also serve those researching the subject of slavery itself.  Potential 

avenues of more in-depth research include: 

 Slave naming patterns 

 Slaves with a skilled trade (blacksmithing, carpentry, etc.) 

 Slaves within families (inheritance) 

 Slaves sold to slave traders (often found in estate accounts) 

 The care of elderly slaves (support from estates) 

 The change in value of slaves over time 

 Slaves as collateral in business transactions 

All of the aforementioned research topics are supported by recordings that can be found in 

the Court’s historic Will Books and Deed Books—primary resource materials for anyone 

researching Fairfax history. 



Our Procedure 

The first step in the process was to identify which records contained information about 

servants and slaves.  Next, we identified a plan to index the information that would: 1) be the 

easiest to implement and 2) be the easiest for patrons to use.  We settled on index cards; we 

are able to capture the pertinent information on the card and they are easy to file and use. 

After reading the Probate or Deed record that references a slave, we record the name of the 

slave, the Book and Page of the recorded document, the owner’s name, a description of the 

slave, if given, (for example: age, physical description, value, and familial relationships are 

often noted) and the name of the new owner (if available).  We also note if the court record 

indicates that a slave was freed, through emancipation or manumission.  

Here is an example of an index card: 

 

 

 

The page below is the source page from which the card was created (WB W-1 page 251): 



 



It is important to note that our index is not a comprehensive index of slaves in Fairfax County.  

Our index only includes the men, women, and children who appear in the court records 

available at the Fairfax Clerk’s office.  Inevitably, there are servants and slaves who do not 

appear in our court records, but who lived and worked in Fairfax County nonetheless.   

Current Status of the Project 

As of August 2015, we have created approximately 6,000 individual cards for both slaves and 

owners.  We have indexed the following will and deed books: 

 Will Books A-1 to C-1 (1742-1777) 

 Will Books W-1 to A-2 (1849-1870) 

 Deed Books A-1 to C-1 (1742-1757) 

 Deed Books V-3 to Z-3 (1854-1858) 

We look forward to continuing to make these court records available to the residents of 

Fairfax County.  For more information about the status of the project, please email the Fairfax 

Circuit Court Historic Records Center at historicalrecords@fairfaxcounty.gov or call 703-246-

4168. 
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