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Genealogists spend an immense amount of time searching for marriage records. They are 
valuable vital records — not just to prove our ancestors were legally married and that their children 
were legitimate, but they often provide us with the maiden name of our female ancestors. This in 
turn enables us to graft another branch onto the family tree. 

Marriage licenses are the most common marriage records in the United States. The marriage 
certificates were often given to the couple after the ceremony and are usually found among family 
records. American researchers should conduct a search for a marriage license in the town or 
county clerk's office in the locality where the couple was living at the time, or if they resided in 
different localities, search in the bride's county or town of residence. Always check for the formal 
application for a marriage license, not just for marriage certificates and filed returns. This is 
particularly important for American research after the Civil War. Family records (Bibles, diaries, 
journals, naturalization papers, widows' pension application files, etc.) may yield marriage 
documents. Additionally, military pensions and applications for same may include affidavits of 
eyewitnesses as to when and where a wedding took place, or statements by family members who 
attended the wedding or knew the couple for years. Marriages were often performed by military 
and ship's officers and were recorded in ships' logs, daybooks, and private journals. Port Register.  

American census records starting in 1850 are a valuable source for circumstantial evidence of 
marriage, as are census records of other countries, but be careful about making assumptions 
based on these records. Men often married women of the same given name. Cemetery records 
may be used for evidence pertaining to a marriage also; and don't forget to check old newspapers, 
city directories, voting registers, funeral records, and land title insurance company records, as well 
as records of fraternal lodges and hereditary societies. Marriage information or evidence of a 
marriage can turn up in improbable places such as in probate records—where you may find wills, 
petitions, decrees of distribution, and agreements of heirs. Lawsuits may disclose marriage 
relationships—especially those in which the executors and administrators have to establish 
legitimacy of children and their right to inherit. Creditors often sued for debts, and you may find 
marital information in criminal court records as well. The fact of marriage may be established by 
direct or circumstantial evidence. Official or private records that attest to the fact that the parties 
were married are acceptable as direct evidence. Indirect or circumstantial evidence may be found 
in deeds or other documents that describe a man and woman as "husband and wife."  

Sometimes you will locate a marriage record that appears to be that of your ancestors, but always 
consider the identity problem, especially when dealing with common names. Even with uncommon 
names, search all the marriage records in a particular locality and examine them for clues other 
than names — such as ages and names of parents or guardians — to support your conclusion that 
a particular marriage record actually is your ancestors'. Few of us find marriage records for all of 
our ancestors. Some will never be found, due to courthouse disasters, wars, lost or destroyed 
records, or simply because they were never recorded by an itinerant preacher who lost them from 
his saddle bags while he crossed a river on horseback. Moreover, a wedding might have taken 
place sometime after the couple set up housekeeping and began to have a family — a not 
uncommon practice on the American frontier with few clergymen. 
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