
I.  WHAT IS A CHANCERY CAUSE? 
 

According to Black’s Law Dictionary, a chancery cause is a case of equity 

where “Justice is administered according to fairness as contrasted with the 

strictly formulated rules of common law.” A judge or justices, not a jury, 

determines the outcome of the case.  The judge often would appoint 

commissioners to evaluate the situation in the field and offer their opinion to 

the court.  As one Library of Virginia archivist is fond of saying, these cases 

may be described as, “Judge, we got a mess here.  Can you help us out?”  A 

few examples of chancery causes are: 

 

-Estate disputes: Often involve the sale, management, or division of an estate 

(land, slaves, possessions, etc.,) that often arose when a person died intestate 

(without a will), from failure of executor/administrator to properly execute a 

will, or from contesting the validity of a will. 

  

 -Divorces: Prior to 1842 divorces required an act of the General Assembly, 

but the county could grant legal separations.  After 1842, County and Circuit 

Courts had the power to grant divorces. 

 

-Business disputes: Often arose from the dissolution of business partnerships 

 

-Debt: Efforts to delay or enforce payment of debt when there was no legal 

remedy on the law side of the court. 

 

II.  DOCUMENTS COMMONLY FOUND IN A CHANCERY CAUSE 

 

Bill, Bill of Complaint, or Bill of Injunction: Outlines the complaint of the 

Plaintiff against the Defendant. 

 

 To the worshipful court of (name of locality) sitting in Chancery: 

humbly complaining show to  the court your orator... 

 

Answer: The Defendant’s response to the complaint in the Bill; it may deny 

all of the allegations, take exceptions to some or otherwise explain the 

actions of the Defendant.  It may also be called a Demurrer. 

 

 The answer of ____________ to a Bill in Chancery exhibited against 

himself by         ... 

 



Depositions: The testimony of a subpoenaed witnesses given upon 

questioning by plaintiff and/or defendant.   

 

Affidavits: A voluntary statement of facts given by a subpoenaed witness 

given without being questioned. 

 

Commissioner’s Report: The findings and recommendations of the 

commissioners, which may be filed before or after the final decree. 

Decrees and Final Decree: Regular decisions made by judge during the life 

of the chancery suit. The judge’s final decision on the case is the “Final 

Decree” 

 

 This cause came on this day to be finally heard... 

 Or 

 ...this case is stricken from the docket. 

 

Petitions: a) A request made by individual(s) to be made a party plaintiff or 

party defendant to an ongoing chancery suit. b) A request made to the 

chancery court by individual(s) to issue a ruling on a matter of equity.  

Typically there is not a defendant.  Also referred to as an ex parte petition. c) 

A request made to the chancery court by individual(s) who are not party 

plaintiffs or defendants to issue a ruling on their behalf in an ongoing 

chancery suit. 

 

Docket: Lists the plaintiff’s and defendant’s names (commonly referred to 

as style of suit), and the dates of court actions including the filing of the bill, 

answer and final decree.  The docket is often used as a wrapper for the other 

documents in the case.  In some cases, the docket is written on the back of 

the bill and then that document is wrapped around the others.  

 

Other Documents: Wills, deeds, notices, subpoenas, copies of judgments, 

receipts, exhibits, accounts, broadsides, newspapers, and plats are a few of 

the other records which may be found in a Chancery Cause.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chancery Records Index 
 

 http://www.virginiamemory.com/collections/chancery/ 

 Almost 90 localities available 

 57 counties and cities whose chancery causes have 

been digitally reformatted. 

 Posted nearly 7 million digital chancery images. These 

include Augusta County Chancery Causes. 

 

Additional online resources 

 
 Virginia Heritage Project – Finding Aids 

 http://ead.lib.virginia.edu/vivaxtf/search 

 

 Out of the Box Blog - 

http://www.virginiamemory.com/blogs/out_of_the_box/ 

 

 Chronicling America – Historic American Newspapers 

 http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/ 

 

 Legislative Petition Database – 

http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/petitions/ 
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