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Importance of Records Preservation 

 



 

Sherman’s March 



 
 In Louisville, Sherman's men piled all deed books in 

front of the court house and burned them. The logic 
was that big plantations would not be able to prove 
land ownership.  

Sherman’s March to the Sea 



 
 Texas counties had nearly 15 fires in the 30 years after 

1870. Those 30 years proved to be filled with destruction 
and unwelcome surprises, as every year there was at least 
one recorded courthouse fire. Between marriage, land, 
probate and other county records, many documents were 
lost in this short period of time. 

 Texas County Courthouse Fires 1873-1877 
 In the four short years between 1873 and 1877, 9 courthouse 

fires took place resulting in partial or total loss of court 
records. 

 In the 1880’s, fewer courthouses were completely 
destroyed, but many records and vital documents were 
lost. 

Texas Courthouses with 
Missing Records 



 
 

• 1875 - In an unfortunate Christmas Eve event, Denton 
County Courthouse was consumed by fire. Because nearly 
all county records were irreparably damaged, many 
seeking land or family records must find another way to 
conduct research. 

 

Denton Courthouse 
Missing Records 



 
 The courthouse fire destroyed most of the county 

records and was rumored to have been started by 
Henry Underwood, outlaw and associate of Sam 
Bass, in order to destroy indictments returned 
against some of his friends.  

 

Who started the fire in 
Denton? 

https://localwiki.org/denton/courthouse on the square/_files/Oldch.jpg


 
Whether the indictments and evidence supporting 

them went up in smoke is not known, but 2,000 title 
papers did. Destruction of the county’s legal papers 
was a great loss.  

Countless controversies arose because of the 
destruction of these records, and a shadow was 
thrown on hundreds of land titles. 

Who started the fire in 
Denton? 



 
 After the fire, the county rented the Cumberland 

Presbyterian Church at West Oak and Bolivar for a 
courtroom. The district court records were moved to that 
building.  

 When the Presbyterian Church housing the court was 
burned, suspicion centered on Underwood. Everyone felt 
sure then, that he had destroyed this temporary court to 
destroy evidence against himself and his cattle thieving 
friends. Underwood was indicted for arson and was held 
in jail in Denton and later at Gainesville for six months 
and finally released. 

 

Who started the fire in 
Denton? 





 
 The office of County Clerk has been in existence in Texas since 

1836, superseding the “escribano” of Spanish-Mexican rule.  
The Texas Constitution, Section 20, Article 5 provides: 

 “There shall be elected for each county, by qualified voters, a County Clerk, who 
 shall hold his office for four years, who shall be clerk of the County and 
 Commissioners Courts and recorder of the county, whose duties, perquisites and 
 fees of office shall be prescribed by the Legislature and a vacancy in whose office 
 shall be filled by the County Commissioners Court until the next general election; 
 provided that in counties having a population of less than 8,000 there may be an 
 election of a single Clerk who shall perform the duties of District and County 
 Clerks.” 

The county clerk is the record keeper and 
Registrar for the county, Commissioners Court, 
and County Courts. 

 

 

Overview 



 
Of all the various responsibilities assigned to the 

County Clerk, the recording of legal instruments is 
perhaps the most traditional and basic duty.  These 
legal instruments will be: 

 Instruments that prove ownership or interest in real 
property, 

 Instruments concerning the identity of commercial 
activities, and  

 Instruments concerning the identity of persons. 

Recording and Filing 
Instruments 



 
 The instruments are filed and recorded in a safe and 

permanent manner and an index is provided so 
records may be easily and completely retrieved. 

Many records hold historical value that require by 
law the original to be preserved for future 
generations. 

 

Recording and Filing 
Instruments 



 
 The County Clerks’ offices contain a library of 

records, such as deeds, maps, plats and other records 
pertaining to property located within the county.  
These records are open to the public and provide 
valuable data regarding the size, shape and location, 
legal description and property owner of all property 
within the county. 

Property Record Manager-
Public Access 



 
County Courts occupy the middle level of hierarchy 

of the court structure and are supported by the 
County Clerk.  The clerk files misdemeanor cases 
and continues processing until the case is closed; a 
case may be appealed to a higher Court. 

Criminal Court 



 
Civil cases handle disputes between parties.  Cases 

may be filed in County Court when the matter in 
controversy ranges from $500 to $250,000 depending 
on the limits outlined in statute for a County Courts 
jurisdiction. 

 Denton County Court at Law No. 2 handles civil cases  
in which the matter in controversy exceeds $500 but 
does not exceed $200,000. 

Civil Court 



 
 Probate courts in Texas take on a slightly different 

role than do the civil and criminal courts. Probate 
cases deal with protecting the wishes, rights and 
obligations of persons regarding their property when 
these persons are unable to do so as a result of death 
or incapacitating illness, either physical or mental.  
The Latin term “probate” translated literally means 
“proof” and has come to mean the act or process of 
proving a will in Texas legal procedures. The County 
Clerk is responsible for filing, recording and 
maintaining probate records. 

 

Probate Court 



 
 Data Collector and Manager- responsible for gathering 

data and reporting to several state and local agencies 
including the: 
 County Auditor  

 County Treasurer 

 Voter Registration 

 Bureau of Vital Statistics 

 Department of Public Safety 

 Attorney General 

 Supreme Court of Texas 

 Office of Court Administration 

 

Data Collection and 
Reporting 



 
Recording Cattle brands 

Determining wet or dry liquor status on applications 
for the sale of alcoholic beverages in the county 

 Elections where there is no designated Elections 
Administrator 

  Records Management  

  Filing retired Notary records  

  Bail Bond Board member 

 

Additional Duties 



 
 The County Clerk is the clerk of the Commissioners 

Court and shall serve the court during each of its 
terms. 

 The clerk shall post notices of the agenda for each 
Commissioners Court meeting, shall attend all 
regular and special meetings as ex-officio clerk, and 
shall take minutes of those meetings.  The records 
are open to the public. 

 

Commissioners Court 



 
 The County Clerk’s involvement in the area of vital 

statistics is principally the issuing of marriage 
licenses and the recording of birth and death 
certificates. 

 By law, copies of Vital Records are available to only 
qualified requestors with exception of: 
 A birth record becomes public information  after 75 

years have passed since the birth. 

 A death record is public information and will be 
available to the public on and after the 25th 
anniversary. 

 

Vital Statistics 



 
 The County Clerk is the local registrar for all birth and 

deaths occurring in Texas, which will be recorded by the 
Bureau of Vital Statistics of the Texas Department of 
Health in Austin. 

Vital Records include:  
 Issue, Record and Index Marriage License and Declarations 

of Informal Marriage 

 Issue Birth Certificates 

 Issue Acknowledgments of  Paternity 

 Amend Birth Certificates 

 Issue Death Certificates 

 

Vital Statistics 



 
 Effective January 1, 2014 – January 1, 2016 all civil/family case 

filings in Texas must be e-filed using the state e-filing system.  
The e-file mandate has only a few exceptions for a filer to 
submit a paper document.  E-filing for Courts enables filers and 
clerks to efficiently process civil/family documents and fees 
online. Filers must set up a user account using the 
efiletexas.gov portal or a certified e-filing service provider. 
Many Texas courts are already participating in the e-filing 
service, with the final counties scheduled to be in compliance 
by 2016. E-filing will revolutionize trial courts in providing 
standards and processes to ultimately reach the goal of being a 
“paperless” environment.                                                         

 For more information go to:               www.efiletexas.gov 

 

E-Filing 



 
 File copy of proposed and approved budget 

 File copy of budgets of cities within boundaries 

 Collect fees specified in statute 

 Make reports to auditor/treasurer with disbursement 

 Receive funds ordered by the court and disburse upon 
court order 

 Maintain accounts for minors 

 Hold cash bonds in registry on criminal cases 

 Responsible for collection of criminal court costs 

 

Financial 
Responsibilities 



 
 The County Clerk provides support for the county 

courts in each county working closely with the 
judges. By law the County Clerk is required to 
receive a minimum of 20 hours of Continuing 
Education to assist in keeping apprised of statutory 
requirements and processes of the County Clerk. 

 

Summary 



How to navigate 



 
www.dentoncounty.com 

 Contains useful information for all departments 
within Denton County 

 This includes:  

 Closure Notifications 

 Construction Updates 

 Health Concerns  

 

Denton County Website 
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Over 1600 Passports 
processed in the past  
2 weeks 
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 

Recording Department 



 
 Locations 

 Denton 

 Carrollton  

 Crossroads  

 2 New locations opening soon  

 Flower Mound 

 Frisco 

Recording Department 
Quick Facts 



 
Always put a return address within any real 

property document being recorded. 

 Passport application cannot be paid with cash - 
requires a money order or check payable to US 
Department of State 

Recording Department 
Helpful Hints 



 

Courts Department 

Criminal/Juvenile 

Civil 

Probate/Mental Health 



 
 Serves 5 County Criminal Courts and 1 Juvenile 

Court  

 Located on the 1st floor of the Courts Building  

 Clerk assigned to each court 

 E-Filing Not Mandated for Criminal  

 The clerk’s office files up to 10,000 cases per year 

 

Criminal Department 
Quick Facts 



 
 Provide attorney bar number on all filings  

One case number per filing  

Get to know your court clerks; each court has its own 
regulations and preferences  

Criminal Department 
Helpful Hints 



 
 Serves 1 County Court at Law 

Civil Department located on the 2nd floor of the 
Courts Building 

 Clerk assigned to court located on 4th floor 

 E-filing was mandated January 2014 

 Files up to 4,000 cases per year 

Civil Department Quick 
Facts 



 
 Provide an email address on all filings 

Occupational Driver’s License for minors are filed in 
Juvenile Court 

 E-file all orders as separate lead documents 

 

Civil Department Helpful 
Hints 



 
 Serves 1 Probate Court and 1 Mental Health Court 

 Located on the 2nd floor of the Courts Building 

 E-filing was mandated January 2014 

 Files up to 2,000 cases per year  

Probate/Mental Health 
Department Quick Facts 



 
 E-filing a “Copy of Will” as a lead document is 

helpful to make copies in the future with the file 
mark   

 Personal Representative information sheets for 
Guardianships will not be accepted via e-file, as we 
require full Social Security Numbers 

We request the exhibits be merged into the pleading 
as one pdf or as an attachment (exception may be 
made if pdf is too large) 

 

Probate/Mental Health 
Department Helpful Hints 



 

Collections Department 



 
Collects more than $5 million in fines and court costs 

annually  

 Processes more than 5,600 applications annually 

 2015 Warrant Roundup – we mailed 900 notices and 
collected almost $45,000 past due  

Quick Facts from 
Collections Department 



 

Law Library 



 
 Located on the 2nd floor of the Courts Building  

 There are 5 scanners available in the library & 1 in the 
attorneys lounge for e-filing 

 WestlawNext database on all 10 computers for online 
research 

 Conference Room that fits up to 8 people; available for 
first-come-first-serve walk-ins if not already in use by 
reservation 

 All print material and other media are available to 
checkout for attorneys only---7 days with no late fees (yet) 

 

Law Library Quick Facts 



 
Quarterly newsletter “The Q” 

 Email to sign up: 
Stephanie.Bassinger@dentoncounty.com or 
Kathleen.Bransford@dentoncounty.com     

 

Law Library Newsletter 



 

All Departments 



 

 Total of 72 employees for the County Clerk’s Office 

Combined total of more than 375 years of experience  
in the Denton County Clerk’s Office 

Quick Facts 



 
All plain copies for Civil, Misdemeanor, & Probate 

documents are $1.00/page 

All certified copies are $5.00 for certification plus 
$1.00/page 

Certified copies of Occupational Driver’s License 
Orders are $5.00 

When you  file a motion always include an order. 

 

 

Helpful Hint from 
Clerk’s Office 





 
Cutting wasteful travel costs and managing the 

budget more conservatively. 

Removing layers of management between the office 
and the public. 

Working more effectively with other elected officials 
and department heads. 

 Lowering employee turnover and increasing 
productivity by managing employees with 
professionalism and respect.  

As Denton County 
Clerk, I am… 



 

Renegotiated our Registry account 

Old account has been transferred to a 
newer account with a more competitive 
interest rate 

Made trainings available to the Public  

Implemented an “Open Door Policy” 

As Denton County 
Clerk, I have… 



 

Make criminal records available online  

Implement the ability to e-file in criminal 

Make fully executed Commissioner’s Court 
documents and contracts viewable online 

Add credit card capability in the law library 

As Denton County 
Clerk, I will… 





 
Cases filed with District Clerk’s Office 

 Expunctions  

 Divorce 

 Tax office duties 

 Vehicle License & Registration  

 Property Taxes 

 

Not Duties of County 
Clerks 



 
 Per Texas Gov. Code Sec. 81. 102  

Which means: 

 We cannot assist in telling someone what to file 

 We cannot assist with the content of their filing 

 We cannot make offers on criminal cases 

We cannot recommend an attorney.  

 

Clerks are Not Licensed to  
Practice Law 



Questions? 


