
Early African American Marriages in Laurel County, Kentucky 
 

This document contains the contents of a ledger book housed at the Laurel County      
History Museum and Genealogy Center which supplies information about the  
earliest legal marriages of African Americans in Laurel County, Kentucky.  
 

Originally labeled “Negro Marriage Register,” it was identified as “Marriage  
Register - Negro 1866-1875, Microfilm #L1235” when it was microfilmed by the 
Kentucky Department for Libraries and Archives. It is currently labeled “Black 
Marriages 1866-1875.” 
 

Enslaved people were not allowed to legally marry in Kentucky and most other 
states. Even after the end of the Civil War, Kentucky did not allow African  
Americans to legally marry until after the 13th Amendement, which granted free-
dom to enslaved people in the United States, was ratified in December 1865 and 
made federal law. It should be noted that the Kentucky General Assembly did not 
ratify the 13th Amendment for another 111 years, finally doing so in 1976. That’s 
not a typo. It was 1976 when Kentucky ratified the 13th Amendment. 
 

After the 13th Amendment became federal law in December 1865, the Kentucky 
General Assembly began amending state laws to conform with the newly granted 
civil rights of the now free African Americans. Finally, on February 14, 1866,  
Kentucky passed a law allowing former slaves to legally marry: 
 

 “Be it enacted by the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Kentucky: 
[Section 1.] That all negroes and mulattoes may intermarry with each other in the 
same manner and under the same regulations that are provided by law for white 
persons: Provided, That the clerk of the county circuit court shall keep separate  
records of the same.”  
 

And Section 2 provided that: 
“All negroes and mulattoes who have heretofore lived and cohabited, and do  
now live together as husband and wife, shall be taken and held in law as legally 
married, and the issue held as legitimate for all purposes.” 
 

They were required to declare their intention to remain as husband and wife at the 
County Clerk’s office and pay a fee.  
 

[NOTE: The passages in quotation marks are transcribed exactly as printed in the 
Act of the General Assembly. The language is a product of the time in which it was 
written. An image of the Act in its entirety is on the following page. Please read it 
for yourself to see all the information it contains. The pages following the Act con-
tain the records for Laurel County.] 



Acts of the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Kentucky,  
Passed at the Session of the General Assembly Which was Begun and Held in the  

City of Frankfort, on Monday, the Fourth Day of December, 1865.  
Published by Authority. 

Frankfort, KY. 
Printed at the State Printing Office. 
George D. Prentice, State Printer. 

1866 



“Declaration of Marriage” Certificates 
 
Although we were unable to locate a “Declaration of Marriage” certificate for early African 
American marriages in Laurel County, this 1866 “Declaration of Marriage” between Elisha 
and Susan Young Green in Mason County (below, left) and the Logan County “Certificate of 
Declaration” (below, right) are examples of the certificates many Kentucky counties issued. 
Images courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society. 



Below is the microfilm cover page for the ledger book containing records of the 
earliest legal African American marriages in Laurel County, Kentucky. The original 
ledger book was donated to the Laurel County History Museum and Genealogy 
Center by the Laurel County Court Clerk’s office several years ago. 



Early African American Marriages in Laurel County, Kentucky 
 

     The following transcription was generously provided by Renee Beets of the Laurel County 
Historical Society in London and is reprinted here with her permission.  
     Each entry in the original ledger is on two pages. The left page has three columns:  
1] Date of License, 2] Parties’ Names and 3] Authority. The page on the right side contains one 
column with the Minister’s Return.  
     There were several entries on each set of pages and the clerk used a lot of ditto marks. For 
clarification, Renee wrote the repeated words rather than using the ditto marks.  
     The authority for the marriages on pages 1 - 4 was the County Court Clerk R. L. Ewell. 
 NOTE: Images of the actual pages follow the transcription for each set of pages. 
 

 
Marriage Register, Pages 1 - 2 

 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority   

18th of August 1866  Joel Kemper to Mary Pitman   Clerk Co. Court  
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration of having lived as man & wife for three years and state  
desire to live as such. Certificate given etc. 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority  
Aug 18, 1866   David McKee to Amanda Pearl   Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 8th 1866 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 18, 1866   Robert Brown to Lucinda    Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 11th 1866 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority    
Aug 18, 1866  M. Brown to Rachel Pitman   Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 11th 1866 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 18, 1866  Jerry McKee to Lily Barnett   Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 11th 1866 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
August 18, 1866  Amos Pearl to Emily     Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 10th 1866 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
August 18, 1866  Samuel McKee to Easter     Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 4th 1866 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
August 18, 1866  David Jackson to Jincey     Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 18th 1866 
 

NOTE: See the actual images on the next two pages . . . 







Marriage Register, Pages 3 - 4 
 

Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 10, 1866   George Cardwell to Mahala    Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 1866 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 10, 1866  James Butler to Easter    Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 4th 1866 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 10, 1866  Green Jackson to Mary McKee   Clerk Co. Court  
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 4th 1866 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 10, 1866  George McKee to Sally    Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 4th 1866 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug 10, 1866  John Arthur to Eliza Collier   Clerk Co. Court 
Minister’s Return: Filed declaration August 4th 1866 
 
 

NOTE: See the actual images on the next two pages . . . 







Marriage Register, Pages 5 - 6 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
1866, 2nd of June   Wiley Fletcher to Delpha Jackson  Clerk Co. Court  

Minister’s Return: This is to certify that the rites of matrimony were on the 2nd day of June 
1866 legally solemnized by me between Wiley Fletcher and Delpha Jackson at London Ky in 
the county of Laurel in the presence of W. H. H. Thompson & W. Aikman. 
    ˗˗ Samuel McKee Minister of gos [gospel] 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
August 18, 1866   Charles Lee to Mary Jackson   Clerk Co. Court  
Minister’s Return: This is to certify that on the 19th day of August 1866 the rites of           
matrimony were legally solemnized by me between Charles Lee and Mary Jackson at Judge 
Jacksons in Laurel County Ky in presence of B. Brown & Jackson. ˗˗ Samuel McKee Minister 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Nov 29, 1866   Bartlett Brown to Allace Carr   Clerk Co. Court  
Minister’s Return: This is to certify that on the 29th of Nov 1866 the rites of matrimony were 
legally solemnized by me between Bartlett Brown & Allace Carr at London Laurel County in 
presence of Isaac Carr & Wm. Carr. ˗˗ Samuel McKee Minister 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
[Blank]    John Colyer to Eliza Dunn   Clerk Co. Court  
Minister’s Return: [Blank] 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
Aug. 29, 1867   Jeff Moore to Peggy Gibson   Clerk Co. Court  
Minister’s Return: Laurel County viz ˗˗ It is hereby certified, that under and by virtue of the 
within license, I did on the 27 day of July 1867 at the clerk's office in said county celebrate the 
rites of matrimony between the within named parties Jeff Moor & Peggy Gibson and that Wm. 
F. Watkins & J. T. Black and others were present and witnessed said celebration. Given under 
my hand this 29th day of July 1867. ˗˗ R. L. Ewell Minister C. C. 
 
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
1867     Moses Jackson to Sally Colyer    Ben Chesnut 
Minister’s Return: C. Colyer 25 Dec 1867; Witness Dorcus Chesnut & Martha Hall 
  
Date of License   Parties’ Names      Authority 
1868     Henry Moore to Elizabeth Colyer   R. L. Ewell 
Minister’s Return: Witness Robert Leake & John Colyer 
 

NOTE: See the actual images on the next two pages . . . 







Marriage Register, Pages 7 - 8 
 
Date of License    Parties’ Names      Authority 
April 14, 1870    Jerry McKee & Aimmy Sevier    R. L. Ewell 
Minister’s Return: Witness D. Fletcher and Emily Jones 
  
Date of License    Parties’ Names      Authority 
January 24th [21st?] 1871  John Arther & Polly Johnson    Sam McKee [?] 
Minister’s Return: Witness My Family 
  
Date of License    Parties’ Names      Authority 
Dec 17th ‘74    Humphrey Harden to Ruth Jackson   Green Jackson 
Minister’s Return: Solemnized 17 Dec. 1874 by Green Jackson at Dove Jacksons in presence 
of David Jackson & Ginsey Jackson 
 
Date of License    Parties’ Names      Authority 
Dec 24th ‘74    James Chesnut & Martha Jackson   Green Jackson 
Minister’s Return: Married 24th Dec. 1874, at David McKee’s, in the presence of Bolin 
Farmer & David McKee. 
 
Date of License    Parties’ Names      Authority 
March 10th 1875    Peter Mullins & Mary Arthur   [Blank] 
Minister’s Return: [Blank]  
 
 
 

NOTE: See the actual images on the next two pages . . . 






