UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF
MISSISSIPPI, SOUTHERN DIVISION
Nathan D. Ricklin and Megan R. Woolwine v. Nathan D. Clark, Esq.,
in his fiduciary capacity as Successor Trustee of the Crider Family
Share Trust, and Juliette H. Crider

Ricklin - No. 1:25-cv-277-HSO-BWR - Decided June 17, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of Mississippi dismissed plaintiffs’
declaratory-judgment claims concerning whether distributions to the Crider Family Share Trust
constituted trust principal or income. The court held that plaintiffs had not adequately alleged diversity
of citizenship, concluded alternatively that the probate exception barred the claims because the
relevant trust assets remained under the custody and control of the state chancery court, and indicated

that abstention would also be appropriate.
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DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiffs filed an action for declaratory relief under 28 U.S.C. § 2201,

invoking diversity jurisdiction. Defendants moved under Federal Rule
of Civil Procedure 12(b)(1) to dismiss for lack of subject-matter
jurisdiction based on inadequate allegations of diversity and the
probate exception, and alternatively sought abstention. The district
court granted the motions and dismissed the complaint without

prejudice.

STANDARD OF REVIEW On a Rule 12(b)(1) motion, the plaintiff bears the burden of
establishing subject-matter jurisdiction. Jurisdiction may be evaluated

from the complaint, the complaint supplemented by undisputed record



facts, or the complaint supplemented by undisputed facts and the
court's resolution of disputed facts. Declaratory-judgment abstention is

reviewed under the discretionary Brillhart framework.
PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district-court memorandum opinion; nonprecedential

PARTIES Nathan D. Ricklin, Megan R. Woolwine v. Nathan D. Clark, Esq., in
his fiduciary capacity as Successor Trustee of the Crider Family Share
Trust, Juliette H. Crider
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED
1. Whether Plaintiffs adequately alleged complete diversity of citizenship under 28 U.S.C. § 1332.

2. Whether the probate exception to diversity jurisdiction barred Plaintiffs' declaratory claims concerning
the classification and distribution of Trust assets subject to the control of the Mississippi Chancery

Court.

3. Whether the requested relief would require the federal court to exercise in rem or quasi in rem

jurisdiction over property in the custody of the state probate court.

4. Whether the Anti-Injunction Act potentially barred the requested relief because holding the distribution

in the federal court registry could interfere with a state-court distribution order.

5. Whether the district court should abstain from exercising jurisdiction over the declaratory-judgment

action under Brillhart.

HOLDINGS

1. Plaintiffs failed to establish subject-matter jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. § 1332 because the complaint

alleged only the parties' residences and did not allege their citizenship.

2. The probate exception barred Plaintiffs' first declaratory claim because the Trust assets and related
distributions were in the custody and control of the Mississippi Chancery Court, and resolving the claim

would require the federal court to exercise in rem jurisdiction over those assets.

3. The probate exception barred the second claim because Plaintiffs' request to place the September 5, 2025
distribution in the federal court registry would require the federal court to exercise in rem jurisdiction

over property under the state court's control.

4. Even if the court had subject-matter jurisdiction and the probate exception and Anti-Injunction Act did

not independently bar the claims, dismissal under the Brillhart abstention doctrine was appropriate.



KEY QUOTATIONS

“The Declaratory Judgment Act is not an independent basis for subject matter jurisdiction” (11.B)
“A federal court “has no jurisdiction to probate a will or administer an estate.”” (11.C)

“If the answer to both inquiries is yes, then the probate exception precludes the federal district court from

exercising diversity jurisdiction.” (I1.C.1)

“But “declaratory judgments are different.”” (11.D)

€<

[T]he Brillhart inquiry is grounded in three fundamental concerns: federalism, fairness, and efficiency.””
(ILD.1.h)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

After L.E. Crider died in 2018, the Chancery Court of Jackson County, Mississippi, administered his estate and
later created the Crider Family Share Trust through an agreed judgment. The Trust received 7,966 shares of
Muskegon Energy Company stock; Juliette H. Crider was the income beneficiary, and Nathan D. Ricklin and
Megan R. Woolwine were remainder beneficiaries. Muskegon made distributions to the Trust in 2024 and 2025,
and the Trustee allocated them as income. Plaintiffs alleged that the distributions resulted from a partial

liquidation and therefore constituted principal under Mississippi law, entitling them to the distributions.
PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Following the creation and administration of the Crider Family Share Trust in Mississippi state chancery
proceedings, Plaintiffs filed this federal declaratory-judgment action concerning whether distributions to the
Trust were principal or income. While the federal action was pending, the Trustee pursued direction regarding
distributions in the Chancery Court of Jackson County, Mississippi. The federal district court dismissed without
prejudice because Plaintiffs failed to adequately plead citizenship for diversity jurisdiction; alternatively, it held
that the probate exception barred the claims and that Brillhart abstention was appropriate.

DISPOSITION

dismissed
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