
   

     
 

       
   

 

 

 

 

 

  

    

   

  

 

  

   

    

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  

  

   

   

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

   

 

National Archives and Records Administration 

Broke, But Not Out of Luck: 
Exploring Bankruptcy Records 

Jessica Hopkins, Archivist 

Email: Jessica.Hopkins@nara.gov 

Slides 1-5: Introduction 

Slide 6: Objectives 

 Describe federal court bankruptcy history
 
 Know what records are available
 
 Understand how to research the records
 

Slide 7: Economic Ups and Downs 

 As many as 47 recessions in the United States since 1790
 
 Causes include: War, natural disasters, financial bubbles, foreign and domestic policy
 

Slide 8: Government Authority 

	 Congress has authority under Article I, Section 8, Clause 4 of the Constitution to legislate for “uniform 
laws on the subject of Bankruptcies.” 

Slide 9: Bankruptcy Act of 1800 

	 Causes: 

o	 Panic of 1797 caused by land speculation bubble 

o	 Deflation from Bank of England 

o Quasi-War with France
 
 Application of the law:
 

o	 Limited to merchants. 

o	 Involuntary Bankruptcies only 

o System abused by corruption and favoritism
 
 Effect
 

o	 Repealed in 1803 

o	 States ran own bankruptcy system in absence of federal law 
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National Archives and Records Administration 

Slide 10: Bankruptcy Act of 1841 

 Causes: 

o Panic of 1837 caused by massive bank failures 

o Collapse of cotton market
 
 Application of the act:
 

o Voluntary bankruptcy permitted 

o Debtor could file for bankruptcy and receive discharge of debt 

o Any individual could be debtor.
 
 Effects:
 

o Creditors viewed law as providing few payments, and discharging many debtors. 

o Repealed in 1843 

Slide 11: Bankruptcy Act of 1867 

 Causes: 

o Recession of 1865-1867 followed economic devastation of Civil War 

o International financial instability.
 
 Application of the act:
 

o Involuntary Bankruptcy for any individual 

o Courts appointed registers in bankruptcy
 
 Effects:
 

o Suffered from same problems as previous acts 

o Repealed in 1878 

Slide 12: Bankruptcy Act of 1898 

 Causes: 

o Panic of 1893 caused by failure of Reading Railroad 

o Withdrawal of European investments
 
 Application of the act:
 

o Individuals entitled to benefits of voluntary bankruptcy 

o Anyone owing $1,000 or more could be adjudged an involuntary bankrupt 

 Lasted until 1978 

Slide 13: General Contents of Cases Files 

Cases can include: 

Libels Defendant’s answers Schedule of debts 

Motions Stipulations Lists of Names and Addresses of creditors 

Transcripts of testimony Depositions Inventories of real and personal property 

Exhibits and evidence Reports Final decrees and discharges 

Court Orders Claims Briefs 

Petitions Arguments Opinions 

(*Documents available per each case will vary.) 
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National Archives and Records Administration 

Slide 14: Bankruptcy Vocabulary 

•	 Schedules: Detailed lists filed by the debtor along with the petition showing the debtor's assets, 

liabilities, and other financial information. 


•	 Trustee: The representative of the bankruptcy estate who exercises statutory powers, principally for the 

benefit of the unsecured creditors, under the general supervision of the court…The trustee's 

responsibilities include reviewing the debtor's petition and schedules and bringing actions against 

creditors or the debtor to recover property of the bankruptcy estate. 

•	 http://www.uscourts.gov/educational-resources/educational-activities/bankruptcy-basics-glossary 

Slides 15-21: Examples of Bankruptcy Records (Select copies found at the end of this packet) 

Slide 22: Looking for Indications of Bankruptcy 

	 Newspaper articles 

	 Family lore 

	 Related court case 

	 Changes in property or location between census years 

Slide 23: Researching Bankruptcy Records 

Slide 24: Finding Aids Created by the Courts – Part 1 

	 Case Indexes 

o	 Listing of all bankruptcy cases or all cases tried by the court 

o	 Direct and inverted indexes 

o Some indexes are incomplete
 
 Docket Books
 

o	 Contains brief notes stating what action was taken that day in court on a particular case 

o	 Arranged by case number 

Session 10 

2015 Virtual Genealogy Fair 

3 

http://www.uscourts.gov/educational-resources/educational-activities/bankruptcy-basics-glossary


   

     
 

  

  

   

  

  

  

   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

    

  

 

 

 
 

National Archives and Records Administration 

Slide 25: Finding Aids Created by the Courts – Part 2 

 Journal and Minute Books 

o Document day to day proceedings 

o Search by a particular date or date range
 
 Final Record Books
 

o Compilation of case proceedings 

o They can also contain information not found in case files 

Slide 26: Bankruptcy Docket Sample (Select copy found at the end of this packet) 

Slide 27: Locating Finding Aids and Case Files 

Slide 23: Sample of a Docket 

This can be found at the end of this packet. 

Slide 24: Research Our Records in the National Archives Catalog 

 http://www.archives.gov/research/catalog/ 

Slide 25 
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National Archives and Records Administration 

Slides 26-28: Searching the National Archives Catalog 

 Note: 

o Varying court locations, e.g. U.S. District Court for the Northern District of New York 

o Varying date spans 

Slide 29: Note These Details in the Description 

1. Title and date 

2. National Archives Identifier (number) 

3. Creator 

4. Scope and Content 

5. Contact(s) 

Slides 30-33: Understanding the Description 

Slide 34: Additional Online Resources 

 The evolution of U.S. Bankruptcy Law by the United States Courts: 

o http://www.rib.uscourts.gov/newhome/docs/the_evelution_of_bankruptcy_law.pdf 

 Select bankruptcy records on microfilm from the Bankruptcy Act of 1800: 

o http://www.archives.gov/publications/microfilm-catalogs/fed-courts/part-03.html 

 History of the Federal Judicial – Bankruptcy Courts: 

o http://www.fjc.gov/history/home.nsf/page/courts_special_bank.html 

Slides 38-39: Questions??? 

 Email: kansascity.archives@nara.gov
 
 Phone: 816-268-8000
 
 Email: inquire@nara.gov
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Notice of Flut Meettns c C Credltcr&-In 
the Dlatrlct Court of the United Statu for 
the WoiJtern Dlvialon of the V.'eatern Dta. 
trlct of Mluourt. ln bankruptcy. In the 
matter or Laugh·O·Grnm Filma, Ino., 
bankrupt. ln bankruptcy. 'l'o the cred· 
ltou of Laush-0-Gram Filma, Inc., of 

:<n't'~iat~~l' ll:~re~~Td. co.,~~\rru~'t: Ja~~~y;~ 
Ia hereby stven that on the SOth day ot 
October .A.. D. 19%3, the said Laush-0-
0ram Films, Inc., waa duly alljudl
cated bankrupt; and that the rtret 
meetlnc or !Is crflltltore will b11 held at 
roo1n .100 Flltellty Tru&t Bulldln~t. at Kan
••• City, Mlaaourl. on the 3rd day of De· 
cember A . D. 1923, at t e n o'clock In tbe 
forenoon, at which time the a'l.ld creditor• 
may utend, pro\·e t11elr ctalma, appoint a 
truatee, trxl\mlne the bankrupt, and trana• 
act auch other buatneBII •• n1ay properlY 
coma bofore 11ald meeting; tl•a aald meet
In• to be h el(l at Kan11aa City, aa the 
mtoettns ac cr~d!tora at Jndependevce, the 
county a eat, would be ma.nlfe11tlY lncon
Yenlant tor the pArties In tntereat, and. 
tbe aald n~;ectlnl' I• hel4 at Kan••• City 
In pur11uance or an nrtler ot Lbe Dletrlcl 
Coun ot the United S tntu. 

EL:.ii~H N. POWELL, 
ReCeree In Dat~kruptc)'. 

Kan .. a CIIY, Mo., Nove1nbor 20th, liU. 

A F F I D A V I T 0 F P U B L I C A T I 0 N, 

State of Missouri,) 
ISS, 

County of Jacks on,) 

-~-~~~~B~Yl~------------- • of Kansas City, 
Mi s souri , of lawful age , be ing duly sworn1 says 
that he isD~~S-~_£f_~~-~~- of THE KANSAS CITY 
JOURN~L . a morni ng newspaper published daily THE 
KANSAS CITY POS'r , a n a fte rnnon newspaper pubtished 
dail y , 1HE KANSAS CITY JOURNAL-POST, a newspaper 
published Sunda ys , and THE KANSAS CITY WEE~LY 
J OURNAL, a newspaper published weekly , all in 
Kansa~ City , Jackson County , Mi ssouri, and that 
tho advertisement, a t r ue copy of which is hereto 
attached , · was duly published in tho Kansas City 
__________ J~----------------------------
on the follo1ving da t es1 

Nov . 22 , 1q23 

Sub scribed and 
Nov. 

day of - ---- - ---• 

------~--

o before me this~~~~----
3 

192 1 a nd I cer tify t hat I 

am du1y qual ified as a Notar y Public i n Jackson 

County , Sta t e of Missour i , a nd t hat my term ex-

pires t he 18th duy of -~~_:~t:_ ___ , 192..§.. . 

( 7 

National Archives and Records Administration 

SAMPLE BANKRUPTCY DOCUMENTS – CASE FILE 

Citation: “Affidavit of Publication,” Case 4457—In the Matter of Laugh-O-Gram Films (National Archives 

Identifier 6997521). Bankruptcy Act of 1898 Case Files, 1898-1950.  U.S. District Court for the Western 

(Kansas City) Division of the Western District of Missouri, Record Group 21; National Archives at Kansas 

City, MO. 
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Ill J.1~ .JISl'~ICr JOURT J'3 ~~ IDiiT :ry ~.A2..:;S , 

IJ" JlD :·op .!.'··;,; DIS~RIC1 v:::' r~OL ' 'l/..1)0 . 

IJJ THE :.1\.TTE~ OF .:Hi:! F.CTITIOlt 
o~ :D . OLI:t!TJ .... COOK , ~~::t!IV"~"' .. 0?. 
Tin.; DIS:'RICT 07 1!:::: I JJ'<s::;y II 
TH<: !'A..:T..;"'l CF BUF-~.ALO BILL ' S 
l7!LD JST •• Ll> PA n·r:-~ :SILL' ~ 
G:CAT ~'A:1 ..;AST , C0?!:3UL.ID , 

:9/.!tnlJ? ~ . 

Il~ :;:l..U'JW. TCY. 

I:o . 2566. 

2'0R ~u:cu:m ;::o .!I;.: O:' p;;:1SOI:AL BOP::iRTY. 

Comes now .lillial'!l " . Cody and respectfully represent;; and sl:ows to 

the ::ourt that among other articles of personal property nov1 in the pos-

sess ion of Dcv;ey .,; , Bailey, the ...ncillary 'eceiver herein, is cer tain 

p r oper ty belonging to said .:illia .• . Cody , i ndividually, to- wit : One 

box containi ng silver wounted saddle ana hair bridle , and also one buck

skin suit , to<:;ether with other purely per sonal effects belonli:ing to said 

.illia •.• ~ody ; that scid property above referred to is exempt fror. levy 

and calc under c~ecution : 

'Therefore and by reason of all which petitioner respectfully prays the 

~ourt to make and enter an order herein directing and authorizing tl:o said 

.tncillnry Receiver to deliver said personal property to said illiam n . 

Cody. 

s;r __ "__. v-.::'1 ~010?.J\.:l0 , 

City and county of Jenver . &S . 

lillian l . ~ody , being dul;; s\lorn, on oath states that he is the pe 

titioner above naned; that he ha::: read tbe above and foregoin': notition 

and kno;n; tr.e contents tJ:ereo:f; t:.nd th~t tho '-n..1e is true . ~ 

-------~~:1~- -- -- -
~ ' 

Sworn to and subscribed before r:e tl:>is _j_J___ day of .... uRUst , ... D. L3 , 
as witness oy hand ano notarial~ 

::,y cot::mission expires --~~~-C _______ _ 

.otary Iublic . 

National Archives and Records Administration 

SAMPLE BANKRUPTCY DOCUMENT – CASE FILE 

Citation: “Petition of William F. Cody for Return of Certain Property,” Case 2566 In the Matter of the… 

(National Archives Identifier 292719). Bankruptcy Case Files, 1876-1948. U.S. District Court for the District of 

Colorado, Record Group 21; National Archives at Kansas City 
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al Kansas City 
BANKRUPTCY D OCKET 

CASH RECEIVED AND DISBURSED 

TITLE OF CASE 

I f''l <f O~TE RECEI VED DISBURSED 

rl CAUSE NO. . f'l ' u j ) 1-Y/;L .~ 71 htU-du.,r ?d oo 
,, (l 0 

REF"EREE AND TRUSTEE ATTORNEYS 

Jt% 

d~fi '-" PROCEEDINGS 

j 

7--

National Archives and Records Administration 

SAMPLE BANKRUPTCY DOCUMENTS – DOCKET SHEET 

Citation: “Bankruptcy Docket Entry for Case 17875, In the Matter of Jake W. Rose.” Bankruptcy Act of 1898 

Docket Books, 1898-1978 (National Archives Identifier 6002270). U.S. District Court for the Western (Kansas 

City) Division of the Western District of Missouri, Record Group 21; National Archives at Kansas City. 
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