
Business of the Court 

More often than not thinking of the court house brings to mind speeding 

tickets, divorce or custody hearings, or perhaps more violent crimes. This is 

only a part of the business and function of the court. You might also find 

yourself working with the Clerk of Court to register a bond for the upkeep of a 

family cemetery or appearing for Jury Service. You may visit the magistrates 

office in order to get married or have an eviction notice issued. Throughout its 

history the court has been an integral part of life in Onslow County. 

The Weekly Star, September 1886. 

With seventeen staff 

including 4 judges and 

9 magistrates in the 

district court, 

supported by forty six 

staff in the Clerk of 

Court’s office, the court 

system is equipped to 

handle a much larger 

case load than they did 

one hundred years ago. Today there are over 500 cases 

each day in District Criminal Court and over 300 cases in 

civil court each week. Criminal Superior Court, which 

hears felony cases, has over 150 cases each week. 

Involuntary commitment, foreclosure, and incompetency 

hearings average nearly 100 each week. Court is held 

Monday through Friday with six to nine sessions going at 

any given time. Three weeks out of the year Court is held 

only on Monday due to Holidays and Judges conferences.  

The Wilmington Morning Star, October, 1920. 

Many trials in North Carolina can be heard by a jury, whether 

criminal or civil. Juries are used to provide a fair and impartial 

hearing of evidence in the case by peers of the defendant and 

plaintiff. When a jury trial has been chosen, jurors must be selected 

to serve. Every two years a Jury Commission for the county 

compiles a list of all registered voters and/or licensed drivers. From 

this list potential jurors are chosen randomly. Historically jurors 

were chosen by Justices of the Peace and raised by the Sheriff and 

his constables.  

To qualify as a juror a person must be: 

-Citizen of the United States 

-Resident of the county where the summons is issued 

-At least 18 years old 

-Physically and mentally competent 

-Able to understand English 

A common reason for visiting 

court is for dealing with domestic 

disputes. Whether divorce, 

custody, guardian ad litem, or 

power of attorney, these sensitive 

issues are handled by the  court 

system, often in the Clerk of 

Court’s office. 

Hearing Declarations of Intent for citizenship, required for 

naturalization prior to 1952, was also the responsibility of the 

court. After declaring intent and a residency period of five years, 

people who desired to become citizens of the United States could 

then submit a Petition for Naturalization. If approved they would 

receive a certificate and become naturalized citizens of the 

country. In August 1838, three Portuguese men declared their 

intent before the Onslow Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions.  

 Minutes, Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions, August 1838. 

The early Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions, during the colonial period 

and the early nineteenth century, was responsible for setting tax rates and 

collecting taxes. The above tax assessment for February 1833 included a 

Parish tax, County tax, Jail tax, and State tax. The court could also relieve the 

tax burden on individuals too old or feeble to work, and similarly removed 

double taxes that were often mistakenly assessed on property.  

Minutes, Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions, February 1833. 

Some of the early forms of court business that 

might bring citizens to the quarterly meetings 

in the courthouse included granting licenses to 

retail liquor, appointing slave patrols, licensing 

peddlers, bonding apprentices, setting ferriage 

rates, laying out roads, and setting contracts for the construction of new public buildings. 

Minutes, Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions, August 1833. 

To learn more about Jury Service in 

North Carolina use your smart phone 

to scan this QR Code, which will take 

you to the NC Judicial Branch website. 


