
HISTORIC COUNTY RECORDS COME HOME 

           In recent months, the Washington County Archives has witnessed a homecoming of sorts. 

Documents that had long been held outside of the county’s control were returned in two separate 

transfers. In the most recent transfer, some of the county’s earliest and most historic records were 

returned by the Tennessee Historical Society and the Tennessee State Library and Archives 

(TSLA) in Nashville. Kelly Wilkerson of the TSLA brought them with her when she came to 

attend the dedication of the county archive building on April 1, 2017 in Jonesborough. 

          Among the records returned were the original handwritten minutes of the Court of Pleas 

and Quarter Sessions (County Court), the forerunner of our present County Commission. These 

documents record the establishment of local government west of the Appalachian Mountains. 

They record actions taken during the frontier era, in the American Revolution, and during the 

movement to establish a new state called Franklin. This attempt ultimately failed. In the records 

much history is found, whether it is tracking traitors during the Revolutionary War or admitting a 

21-year-old Andrew Jackson to practice law. The approximately two linear feet of returned 

records cover the time period from 1779 to 1809. 

          The county records had been taken to Nashville in 1886, when the Washington County 

Court made arrangements with the Tennessee Historical Society (THS) to preserve the county’s 

earliest public documents. They were also the state’s earliest records. The agreement required the 

society to make a written transcription of the records, which were bound and returned for use at 

the courthouse in Jonesborough, while the originals were preserved in Nashville by the society. 

In 1927, the THS deposited the records with the Tennessee State Library and Archives. There the 

records remained until their recent return to the Washington County Archives, 131 years after 

leaving Jonesborough. Our farsighted forefathers on the County Court wisely placed in the 

agreement the understanding that the records “forever remain the property of the county.” 

          Speaking on behalf of the TSLA, Secretary of State Tre Hargett, whose office oversees the 

state library, said “I am happy that we were able to return these valuable records to Washington 

County. It’s wonderful and very fitting that Tennessee’s oldest county now has its own archives 

building where these historic treasures can be kept.” 

          Some months earlier, after an absence of almost 60 years, an extensive collection of 

county records held at the Archives of Appalachia at East Tennessee State University came home 

to Jonesborough. In August 2016, these became the first substantial records to enter the newly 

renovated archive building. It was a sizeable move. This collection consisted of 468 boxes and 

1,042 volumes and filled 276 shelves. This is the equivalent of 828 linear feet of records, enough 

to stretch the length of nearly three football fields. 

          These records cover numerous county offices and courts, including records from the 

Assessor of Property, Clerk & Master (Chancery Court), Circuit Court, County Court, Register 

of Deeds, Sheriff’s Department, Superior Court of Law and Equity, and Trustee. The collection 

includes some of the oldest records in the county and in Tennessee, covering a time span from 

1779 to 1955. The Washington County Court Records collection, as it was known, was the most 



widely used collection at the Archives of Appalachia and used in unique and various ways to 

answer research questions. For example, a doctoral student from the Sorbonne in Paris once 

studied old store ledger books from long forgotten court cases in writing her dissertation on 19th 

century textiles. There was, however, a large (unknown to the public) portion of the collection 

that had never been processed, which will now become available to researchers. Of the 1,042 

volumes, 605 volumes have been untouched and unseen since 1958. What interesting things 

people are likely to find! 

          How did the records end up at ETSU in the first place? On the evening of May 5, 1958, a 

sudden flood struck downtown Jonesboro (as it was then spelled).  During the flood, some 

records were damaged. Fearing further future damage, the County Court in July of 1958 made 

arrangements with Dr. Burgin Dossett, president of East Tennessee State College (now ETSU), 

and Hal Smith, the school’s head librarian, to store these endangered records at the library. For 

about two decades, the records remained in storage, safe but inaccessible and unused. With the 

creation of the Archives of Appalachia in 1979 and the hiring of trained and professional 

archival staff, work finally began using modern archival methods to organize and make these 

records publicly available again. As provided in the 1958 County Court minutes, the records 

were returned to the county once it had an archive capable of caring for these valuable 

documents. 

            The Washington County Archives appreciates the cooperation of the archive 

professionals at the Tennessee Historical Society, the Tennessee State Library and Archives, and 

the Archives of Appalachia in insuring the safe return of the county’s prodigal records. 

 


