
WWW.NJSTATELIB.ORG

Trials and Tribulations: 
Making Historical Court Records Freely Accessible to All

Caitlyn Cook (she/her)

NJ Documents and Digital Collections
New Jersey State Library
ccook@njstatelib.org

1
WWW.NJSTATELIB.ORG



The New Jersey State Library

• Founded in 1797 
as the Library of 
the NJ Legislature

• Role has 
expanded into a 
public research 
library

• Emphasis on NJ 
collections
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Court of Errors and Appeals Collection 
1910 volumes, ~2.6 million pages, ~15,000 cases
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What was the Court of Errors and Appeals?
• Court of “last 

resort,” 1844-
1947

• Large court that 
oversaw final 
appeals for wide 
range of case

WWW.NJSTATELIB.ORG

4



What Types of Cases Did They Hear?

• Civil rights and suffrage
• Enslavement, 

commitment
• Labor and industry

• Railroads, workers’ rights
• High crimes

• Kidnapping, murder

• Personal cases
• Divorce, probate, 

property
• Local disputes

• Municipal, inter-agency
• Political disputes
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A Hidden Collection
• Limited access 

outside of the NJSL
• State Archives
• Summary content 

available

• Difficult to find within
the NJSL
• Limited indexing
• Homegrown 

organization 
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Physical Index Cards

• Abbreviated
• Human-Interpreted
• Internal numbering 

system
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• Fragile materials
• Spine widths range from 2-

10 in.
• Arranged in questionable 

order
• Mixed media stuffed 

between pages

The Volumes Are a Hot Mess
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• Equipment will be used to 
digitize 3 hidden collections 
over the next several years:
• Court of Errors and Appeals
• Collections of the Port Authority 

of NYNJ
• Documents related to land use 

and development

• “Telling New Jersey’s Untold 
Stories”

• Funding for better 
equipment through NARA’s 
National Historic 
Publications and Records 
Commission

Digitization and Preservation
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Digital Transitions Versa

• Workbench with moveable 
plates and auto column

• Phase One iXH camera
• 150MP
• Edge to edge sharpness
• Can capture 4ftx3ft item at 

300ppi or a film negative at 
6500ppi 

• Engineered to hang without 
loss of focus
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Behind the Scenes Work

• Completed:
• Index cards scanned and 

transcribed
• Volumes cleaned and 

evaluated

• Ongoing:
• Dividing PDFs into case files
• Writing metadata, case by 

case
• Quality control
• Partnering with Backstage 

Library Works 
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Total Digitized Online

• Pages digitized: 909,340
(695volumes)

• Pages online: 52,688 
(119 volumes, 862 cases)

Content added daily
Free to access and download
Full-text searchable
Names indexed and browsable

https://hdl.handle.net/10929/52564

Current Status:
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The Cases

• NJ politics
• High crimes
• Railroads and industry
• Rights and freedoms
• Local and personal 

histories
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State vs Bruno Hauptman (Lindbergh kidnapping)
1935, Volumes 1373-1376

https://hdl.handle.net/10929/133075
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State Board of Assessors v Morris and Essex Railroad, Delaware, 
Lackawanna and Western Railroad 

1886, Volume 109 case 4
https://hdl.handle.net/10929/141713
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1918, Volume 747 case 9
https://hdl.handle.net/10929/139676

• Harry C. Hendee, killed while 
employed by the Wildwood, 
Delaware Bay and Short Line. 

• Case hinged on if he was 
“employed” if working on an 
assigned task different than hired 
to do

Workers’ Rights
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1869 Volume 20 case 9
https://hdl.handle.net/10929/140510

• James H. Baird vs. Adeline W. 
Baird (1864)

• Plea for divorce citing domestic 
violence. Case chronicles family 
history and custody outcome

Personal stories
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1864, Volume 15 case 3
https://hdl.handle.net/10929/140358

• Edward Kearny vs Agnes Kearny, et al

• Estate case of Civil War General Philip 
Kearny, for whom Kearny (city) is 
named

• Large estate, multiple families

Historical figures
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1869 Volume 20, case 7
https://hdl.handle.net/10929/140508

• Henry D. Johnson, vs. Inhabitants 
of the Township of Princeton

• Collection of bounties for Civil War 
recruits and substitutes (fraud and 
theft of funds)

Local Histories
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The Road Ahead

• Estimated to continue over the 
next 5 years

• Content added daily
• Metadata will be reviewed and 

improved
• Volumes will be evaluated for 

long term preservation
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Digital Collections: 
https://dspace.njst
atelib.org

Direct link:
https://hdl.handle.
net/10929/52564

Accessing the collection
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