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Intro 
A brief history of official records covering births, marriages and deaths and their use in family history 

investigations discussing: 

 Civil registration from 1837 to present day covering the General Register Office’s Births, 

Marriage and Death certificates, indexes and registers. 

 Records prior to 1837, specifically Parish Baptism, Marriage And Burial registers. 

The talk will include examples of the various documents, where they can be found and problems commonly 

encountered.   

1837 to Present 
 

History of the General Register Office 
 

Legislation and Organisation 
Civil registration is the system by which a government records the events of births, marriages, and deaths 

of citizens and residents.  Other events that are typically recorded include still births, change of name, 

divorce, annulment of marriage, adoption, legitimization.  

 

Civil registration was first introduced in England and Wales with the Births and Deaths Registration Act 

1836.  At the same time the General Register Office of England and Wales was set up and the registration of 

births, marriages, and deaths in England and Wales became mandatory on 1 July 1837.  However initially 

the onus lay on registrars to discover and record events, so parents only had to supply information if and 

when asked.  However in 1875, the Births & Deaths Act 1874 was introduced, whereby those present at a 

birth or death were required to report the event.   

 

Civil registration was introduced in Scotland on 1 January 1855.  A significant difference from the English 

system is the greater detail required for a registration.  This means that if a certified copy of an entry is 

requested, it will contain much more information. 

 

Subsequent legislation on 1 April 1845, introduced a similar system in the whole of Ireland for Protestant 

marriages and on 1 January 1864 for all birth, marriage and death events.   

 

Registration was undertaken by civil registrars who report to the Registrar General at the General Register 

Office (GRO) in London.   

 

England and Wales were originally divided into 619 registration districts increased to 623 from 1851, each 

district under the supervision of a Superintendent Registrar.  The districts were based on the old poor law 

unions. The registration districts were further divided into sub-districts each under the charge of Registrars 

who were appointed locally.  The local offices are generally responsible both for maintaining the original 

registers and for providing copies to the GRO for central retention.   

 

In 1970 the GRO became part of the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS), with the Registrar 

General in overall charge.  Until then it had had several other statistical functions, including the conduct of 

population censuses and the production of annual population estimates; all these were moved elsewhere 

within the new organization.  The GRO then became a division within OPCS, headed by a Deputy Registrar 

General. 

   

In 1996 the OPCS, and therefore the GRO, became part of the newly created Office for National Statistics 

(ONS), and the office of Registrar General was merged with that of Head of the Government Statistical 

Service. 
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On 1 April 2008, the General Register Office for England and Wales (GRO) became a subsidiary of the 

Identity and Passport Service (IPS).  The transfer of GRO to IPS was finalized in 2007.   

 

In 2013, IPS was renamed HM Passport Office, while remaining an agency of the Home Office. 

 

The General Register Office for Scotland has overall responsibility for registration administration and 

drafting legislative changes in Scotland (as well as census data).  They are governed by the Registration of 

Births, Deaths and Marriages (Scotland) Act 1965 and subsequent legislation responsibility has now been 

devolved to the Scottish Parliament. 

 

Both Registrars and Superintendent Registrars may also conduct statutory civil partnership preliminaries 

and ceremonies, citizenship ceremonies and other non-statutory ceremonies such as naming or renewal of 

vows.   

 

The official registers are not directly accessible by the general public.  Instead, indexes are made available 

which can be used to find the relevant register entry and then request a certified copy of the details. 

 

Procedure of registration of Births, Marriages And Deaths  
Births 

In the early days of the system, it was up to each local registrar to find out what births, marriages and 

deaths had taken place in his sub-district.  It has therefore been estimated that only about 50–60% of 

births, both legitimate and illegitimate, were registered as parents were not legally obliged to inform the 

registrar.   

 

As a result of the Births and Deaths Act 1874, registration was made compulsory from 1875 and the onus 

was now on parents to inform the registrar when they had a child and a penalty of £2 were imposed on 

those who failed to register.  Births had to be registered within 42 days at the district or sub-district office, 

usually by the mother or father.  If more days had elapsed but it was less than three months since the birth, 

the superintendent registrar had to be present and if between three months and a year, the registration 

could only be authorized by the Registrar General. 

 

Until 1926, there were no registrations at all of still born children.   

 

For illegitimate children, the original 1836 legislation provided that "it shall not be necessary to register the 

name of any father of a bastard child." From 1850, instructions to registrars were clarified to state that, "No 

putative father is allowed to sign an entry in the character of 'Father'." However, the law was changed 

again 1875 to allow a father of an illegitimate child to record his name on his child's birth certificate if he 

attended the register office with the mother.  In 1953 a child’s father could also be recorded on the birth 

certificate, if not married to the mother, without being physically present to sign the register. 
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Adoption 

Child adoption had no legal status in Britain (including under the separate legal system of Scotland) until 

1926, when the first Act was passed which regulated this in England and Wales. Until then, child adoption 

was an informal and generally secretive procedure which gave the adoptive parents no rights whatsoever: a 

biological parent could appear at any time and demand custody of a child they had neither seen nor 

contributed to the care of for years at a time. 

 

The Adoption of Children Act, 1926, made adoption in England and Wales a legal process from 1 January 

1927. Petty Sessions Courts would have magistrates approving adoptions and a clerk would keep a file 

recording the process. These surviving records would be held by the local archive and may not be open to 

the general public. Adoptions were subsequently entered into an official register known as the Adopted 

Children Register. This is held by the GRO but is not accessible to the general public.  

 

You will need to have the adopted child’s adoptive name and date of birth to obtain the adoption 

certificate. 

 

However, the certificate will not give the child’s birth name so it is not possible to cross reference – even 

though the child’s original birth entry will note the adoption – and you will need to have those details to be 

able order the original birth certificate. 

 

Marriages 

For marriages, unlike Births and Deaths, Church of England clergy acted as the local registrar.  Two identical 

registers of marriages were kept and when they were complete, one was sent to the superintendent 

registrar.  Every three months, the clergyman had to send a copy of his marriage records (detailing 

marriages that had taken place in the preceding three months) directly to the superintendent registrar.   

 

The Marriage Act 1836 also permitted marriages by license to take place in approved churches, chapels 

and nonconformist meeting houses, other than those of the Church of England.   

 

However, marriages were only legally binding if they were notified to the superintendent registrar by the 

officiating minister so in effect, this required the presence of a local registration officer as the authorising 

person.  When a nonconformist minister or other religious official, such as a rabbi, performed the 

ceremony it was necessary for the local registrar or his assistant to be present so that the marriage was 

legal.   

 

This legalization was not repealed until 1898, after which date, nonconformist ministers and other religious 

leaders could take on the role of notifying official, if so appointed, and on the condition that their premises 

were licensed for the solemnizing of marriage.   

 

The civil authorities, i.e.  the local registrar, could also perform marriage by certificate in a register office.  

Changes in marriage laws since 1836 have also affected how marriages are registered, for example, civil 

partnerships for same-sex couples were introduced by  in 2004.  Same-sex marriages in England and Wales 

began at midnight on 29 March 2014.  and the GRO records these ceremonies through its civil registration 

system. 
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Deaths 

The local registrar had to be informed of a death within five days,  burial (or cremation) cannot take place 

until the death had been properly registered.  The death had to be registered by 

 a relative or some other person present at the death  

 or present during the final illness of the deceased 

 or the person responsible for disposing of the body,  

 or a responsible person from an institution (e.g.  a care home).   

 

From 1845 the cause of death had to be certified meaning that a doctor had to certified the death before 

registration.   

 

Deaths are normally be registered in the district where the death occurred.  Once a death has been 

registered, the registrar will normally issue a Certificate for Burial or Cremation, unless the death is being 

investigated by the coroner or there is an inquest.  This certificate gives permission for the body to be 

buried or for an application for cremation to be made.   

 

The GRO indexes 
Every three months, the superintendent registrars send a copy of each entry of birth, marriage and death 

registered by their office in that quarter, to the Registrar General in London.  From these returns the 

General Register Office produced indexes to its records which are open to public inspection and the indexes 

can be used to order birth, marriage and death certificates. 

 

Up until 1983, the copies received by the Registrar General were bound into volumes and three separate 

alphabetical indexes were prepared quarterly based on the end of March, June, September and December, 

often referred to as Quarter M or Q1  

 

From their inception, the alphabetical indexes give the surname, the forenames if registered, the 

registration district and the volume and the page on which the entry may be found.  These details enable 

the appropriate record to be located.   

 

Before 1866, the indexes were written by hand on heavy parchment has shown below, though some have 

been replaced by printed copies.  
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The GRO Registration District Book can be used to assist in the tracing of registration events in England & 

Wales from the year 1837 onwards; providing a number / number & letter code for each registration 

district for a specific year.  This book is downloadable from the GRO Website. 
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Birth Indexes 

The birth marriage and death indexes are basically similar however the formats have changed slightly over 

the years, for example where the first or second names or first name and initial were shown. 

 

Since the September quarter of 1911 the mother’s maiden name has been included in the birth index as 

indicated below.   

 

The following show the changes in format for the birth index over time. 

 

From September 1837 – 1851 

 

Name 
 

Sup Registrars District Vol Page 

Duckworth John George Rugby XVI 254 

Dudman Male Aylesbury VI 123 

 

From 1852 - June 1911 

Name 
 

Sup Registrars District Vol Page 

Galbridge Joanne A Bethnal Green 1C 34 

Gilbride John A Aston 10B 38 

 

From September 1911 - 1983 

Name of Child Mother's maiden name District Vol Page 

Edwards Ann Simmons Aston 6D 2 

Edwardson Peter Smith West Ham 4A 28 

 

From 1984 - 1992 

Birth Name Mother's maiden name District Name DOR Vol Page No. 

Ross John A Hughes Bethnal Green 1087 16 2765 

Russell Simon Green Middlesex 1289 21 1254 

 

From 1993 

Name of 

Child 

Mother's maiden 

name 
District Name 

District 

No. 

Reg 

No. 

Ent 

No. 
DOR 

Jackson 

George 
Simpson 

Surrey South 

Western 
761-2C C1A 157 1295 

James Allan Ashton Lancashire 268-1B H7B 256 1097 

 

From 1984, the indexes are in annual instead of quarterly volumes.  These indexes give the month of 

registration as the first and second digits in the document reference number.  The next two digits give the 

year.  Thus the reference number 0485 9 2128 refers to an event registered in April 1985.   

 

 



From Cradle to Grave Page 7 of 25 
 

Marriage Indexes  

Marriages are indexed in the quarter in which they take place rather than when they were reported.  There 

is an index entry for each spouse so when searching if both names are known try and pick the rarest 

surname first.  From the March Quarter of 1912 the marriage index entry for one spouse also records the 

other spouse’s surname. 
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Death Indexes 

The death index generally shows where the death occurred rather than where the deceased lived or was 

buried.  From the March Quarter of 1866 until the March quarter of 1969 the death index specified the 

deceased’s age at death (or rather the age stated by the person reporting the death).  From the June 

quarter 1969 the indexes provide the deceased’s date of birth, however this can be unreliable.   
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Searching GRO Indexes 
The indexes can be viewed on microfiche at the National Archives, major libraries, county record officers, 

LDS Family History Centers and but more commonly can now be searched on a pay-per-view basis on 

several family history websites such as Ancestry and Find Your Past.   

 

A free, searchable index, can be consulted online on the FreeBMD.com website.  This is an ongoing project 

hoping to transcribe the whole GRO Index. 

 

GRO Index Search 

There is also the GRO Index, an index of births from 1837 to 1915, and deaths from 1837 to 1957.  Unlike 

the indexes available elsewhere where it is only possible for researchers see these details for births 

registered from July 1911 onwards, the birth index also provides mothers’ maiden names for the full range 

of entries.  

 

The deaths index search contains the age of death (for deaths) for all years.  You need to register for this 

service but can then order certificate through the website if required. 
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FreeBMD 

FreeBMD is an ongoing project, the aim of which is to transcribe the Civil Registration index of births, 

marriages and deaths for England and Wales, and as such the whole index has not yet been transcribed. It 

covers the period 1837 to 1983  

 

The following example shows a search for the marriage of the parents of Almond Trevossa Fowler  Pearce 

who in the 1851 Census were listed John H Pearce born in Devon and Mary A Pearce born in Limehouse.  As 

the Pearce’s lived in Limehouse I assumed for many years that they would have been married in Limehouse 

however this had led to a brick wall. 

    

 
1851 Census Class: HO107; Piece: 1554; Folio: 614; Page: 48 

 

So searching freeBMD - 

 

 
 

This gave the following possible match but married in Bermondsey. 
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Clicking on the highlighted page 

 

Solution was to obtain birth certificate of Almond Pearce and confirm mothers maiden name. 
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Certificates 
The GRO currently charge £9.25 for each certificate of birth, marriage or death, although a more expensive 

premium service is available for those who need copies of documents quickly.  GRO certificates are used as 

a source by family historians to trace ancestry as well as being used for official purposes like applying for a 

passport.   

 

From 12 October 2017 the GRO has been piloting a service to provide PDF copies of digitised historical birth 

and death records. The pilot will now run for a minimum of 9 months. 

 

Applications for each PDF cost £6, must be made online, and include a GRO index reference. England and 

Wales records which are available as PDFs in this extended pilot only include: 

 

 Births:1837–1917 

 Deaths: 1837 –1957 

 

GRO Birth Certificates 

 

Birth certificates issued by the GRO are printed on a red form and contain the following information: 

 

 Registration District And Sub-District  

 Entry Number  

 Date And Place Of The Birth  

 Name Of  The Child (If Already Chosen)  

 Sex  

 Name Of  The Father  

 Name And Maiden Name Of The Mother  

 Profession Or Occupation Of The Father  

 Name, Address And Position Of The  Informant(S)    

 Date Of Registration  

 The Name Of The Registrar 

 A Name Given After Registration e.g.  If they were given a different name after baptism within 

12 months of the birth being registered. 

 Notes In The Margin 

 

Adoption Certificates 

Adoption certificates issued by the GRO are printed on a red form and contain the following information: 

 

 Entry Number  

 Date Of Entry  

 Name Of  The Child  

 Sex  

 Name Of  The Adopter or Adoptees 

 Date Of Birth of The Child 

 Date of Adoption and Court By Which Made  

 Signature  Of The Registrar 
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Marriage certificates 

Marriage certificates issued by the GRO are printed on a green form and give the following information: 

 

 Year And Place Of Solemnization Of The Marriage And Registration District And Sub-District  

 Names, Addresses And Condition e.g.  Bachelor or Widower Of Both The Bride And Groom 

 The Rank Or Profession Of Both Their Fathers 

 The Name Of At Least Two Witnesses And The Officiating Minister Or Registrar 

 Whether The Marriage Was By Banns, License Or Registrar's Certificate. 

 

 

Death certificates 

Death certificates issues by the GRO are printed on a black and purple form and give the following 

information: 

 

 Registration District And Sub-District 

 Entry Number; 

 Name Of The Deceased,  

 Their Supposed Age At Death  

 Occupation 

 The Cause Of Death 

 Date And Place Of Death 

 The Informant And Their Relationship To The Deceased 

 The Name Of The Registrar; 

 

 

From 1969 death certificates also record the date and place of birth of the deceased and, if applicable, the 

maiden name of a woman. 

 

Certificates issued in other parts of the United Kingdom contain different or additional information and 

have a different format. 

 

Certificates issued by the GRO clearly state that they are only certified copies (not original documents), that 

they are not evidence of a person's identity, and that there are criminal offences relating the unlawful 

amendment or falsification of a certificate, or using or possessing a false certificate.  Certificates contain the 

seal of the General Register Office and show an abridged version of the Royal Coat of Arms. 
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1538-1837 
 

Parish Records 
The Church of England structure uses the local parish church as its basic unit. Parishes may extend into 

different counties or hundreds and historically many parishes comprised extra outlying portions in addition 

to its principal district, usually being described as 'detached' and intermixed with the lands of other 

parishes.  

 

Church of England parishes nowadays all lie within one of 44 dioceses divided between the provinces of 

Canterbury with  30 parishes and York 14 .  Based on the C.of.E website there are more than 12,500 

parishes in England& Wale 

 

Traditionally each parish normally has its own parish priest (either a rector or vicar, owing to the vagaries of 

the feudal tithe system: rectories usually having had greater income) and often supported by one or more 

curates or deacons.  Now, however, it is common for a number of neighboring  parishes to be placed under 

the charge of a priest who conducts services by rotation, with additional services being provided by lay 

readers or other non-ordained members of the church community as necessary. 

 

In England civil parishes and their governing parish councils evolved in the 19th century as ecclesiastical 

parishes began to be relieved of what became considered to be civic responsibilities. Thus their boundaries 

began to diverge. The word "parish" acquired a secular usage. Since 1895, a parish council elected by public 

vote or a (civil) parish meeting administers a civil parish and is formally recognized as the level of local 

government below a district council.  

 

Parish registers are a vital resource for the period prior to civil registration, which began in England and 

Wales in 1837.  When looking for registers, it’s important to know what the parish boundaries were at a 

specific point in time because many parish boundaries have changed over the centuries.  For example, 

beginning in the 1830s many of the larger old, or “ancient,” parishes began being split up into smaller 

parishes. 

 

 

The Phillimore Atlas and Index of Parish Registers 

The Phillimore Atlas, first published in 1984, outlines old parishes prior to 1832 and provides the date of 

the earliest surviving registers for the parish.  The atlas includes England, Wales, and Scotland. 

 

Some counties included hundreds of parishes, so knowing a parish’s location is a huge help when you’re 

trying to locate your ancestor’s parish records.  In addition, your ancestor may have left records in several 

nearby parishes, all while living in the same area.  The Phillimore Atlas provides an easy way to see what 

parishes were in the area prior to 1832 so you can do a thorough search. 

 

Topographical maps face each parish map and show the contemporary road system and other local 

features.  An index lists all parishes with grid references to the county maps, and provides registration 

districts and census information.   
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There is also a good interactive map on the Church of England web site 

 

https://www.churchofengland.org/more/policy-and-thinking/research-and-statistics 
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History of Parish Registers 
Medieval - In medieval times there were no parish registers.  For some years before the Reformation, 

monastic houses (especially the smaller ones) the parish priest had been developing the custom of noting 

in an album or on the margins of the service books, the births and deaths of the leading local families.   

 

1538 - Through the efforts of the then Vicar General Thomas Cromwell a mandate was issued by Henry 

VIII to keep parish registers.  This order that every parson, vicar or curate was to enter in a book every 

wedding, christening and burial in his parish.  The parish was to provide a sure coffer with two locks, the 

parson having the custody of one key, the wardens the others.  The entries were to be made each Sunday 

after the service in the presence of one of the wardens.  The mandate was enforced under a penalty of 3 

sols, 4 deniers for the repair' of the church.  These entries were made on paper, sometimes upon loose 

sheets.  The parishioners penalty was divided between the poor box and repairs for the church.  Many of 

these very early records are hard to read plus being written in Latin and are often very sparse - giving only 

the fathers name at a Christening and only the persons name in a burial entry. 

 

1558 - Queen Elizabeth passed another law that was a duplicate of her father's .  Many more registers 

began at this date.   

 

1597 - Registers were to be made of parchment instead of paper, and annual reports of all parish register 

entries were required to be sent to the appropriate bishop, these were called Bishop's Transcripts.  No 

doubt the reason there are  gaps in some of the early parish registers or they do not exist at all, is that the 

paper had disintegrated and were not available.  In some areas earlier paper registers were destroyed at 

this time.   

 

1603 - Every parish chest should have three locks one for Priest and two parish clerks to have keys.  Only 

could be opened when all three could be present.  Priests sometime keep notes in day books with entries 

of Christenings (Chr.), Marriages (Marr.) and Burials (Bur.) and was kept until all could get to the chest.  

Other problems with parish registers.  Sometimes private baptisms did not get into the records.   

 

1631-1706 A fee of 6 deniers was introduced for registration of births therefore many people did not have 

their children christened.  The minister was fined if he did not record the vital records and people were 

fined if they did not bring their children in.  This was hard to enforce and so did not last long.   

 

1642-60 - During the Civil War registers were neglected and Bishop Transcripts were not required.   

 

1653 - Cromwell, was made Lord Protector and acted as king.  The parish church of England was 

disestablished, many ministers fled for their lives, some were able to hide their registers and other registers 

were destroyed.  Cromwell ruled that there would be no one religion in England all religions could be 

practiced.  The government took away registration duties from the ministers entrusted them  to the justices 

to form a new Parish Register (not Registrar) elected by all the ratepayers in a parish, and sworn before and 

approved by a magistrate.  Parish clerks of the church were made a civil parish clerk and they recorded 

deaths, births and marriages in the civil parishes.   

 

1660 - In the restoration of Charles they went back to the church to keep christenings, marriages and 

burial.  The civil records that were kept were filed in with the parish in their registers.  It is quite usual to 

find entries explaining the situation during the Interregnum.  One rector stated that on 23 April 1643 "Our 

church was defaced our font thrown down and new forms of prayer appointed".   
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1666-1680 - Charles II passed an Act requiring all corpses to be buried in wool, to bolster the woolen 

industry.  The affidavit required only from the Minister.  If "Affidavit" appears on burial records it means 

that the person was buried in wool. 

 

1694 - A duty of 2 shillings per birth, 2 shillings 6 denier per marriage and 4 shillings per burial of all non-

paupers with a sliding scale rising to 30 pounds for the birth of the son of a Duke, 50 pounds for a dukes 

marriage and burial.  All births were to be notified to the rector or vicar within five days, under a penalty of 

40 shillings.  Vicars were likewise fined for failure to keep a record of those who were born and not 

christened.    The government thought it would be a good way to raise money for the crown to carry on the 

war against France and specially provided that a birth should not be exempt from tax merely because the 

parents failed to have the child christened. it seems likely that in many parishes such births were not 

registered and presumably no tax was paid.  In other parishes, however, there is clear evidence that the 

parson in his capacity of tax-collector looked up the neglectful parishioner and collected the tax, plus, his 

six pence.  

 

1733 - Latin was discontinued in parish records.   

 

1752 - The Gregorian Calendar was adopted and the first day of the year was changed from March 25th 

(Lady day) to January 1st.  In 1751 England and Wales were still using the old style, Julian calendar, which 

began each year on March 25th.  Most of Europe has changed to the new style, Gregorian calendar, and so 

England also decided to change.   

 

This meant that 1751 commenced on March 25th and ended on December 31st, and was only nine months 

long.  Many register entries before and during this period made between January 1st and March 24th have 

a double entry (e.g.  Jan 1st 1750 may be shown as Jan 1st 1750/51.).  

 

The papal bull issued by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582, decreed that 10 days be dropped when switching to the 

Gregorian Calendar. However, the later the switch occurred, the more days had to be omitted.  In North 

America, the month of September 1752 was exceptionally short, skipping 11 days going fron the 2
nd

 to the 

14
th

 overnight. 

 

This can be used to explain  the unusual date of the  beginning of the British tax year on 6 April. From 1753 

until 1799, the tax year began on 5 April, which corresponded to 25 March Old Style. After the twelfth 

skipped Julian leap day in 1800, it was changed to 6 April, which still corresponded to 25 March Old Style. 

However it was not changed when a thirteenth Julian leap day was skipped in 1900, so the tax year still 

begins on 6 April.  

 

1754 - Lord Hardwick's Act required separate registers for marriages (plus banns books).  These were 

recorded on printed forms and that these should be in books of vellum or good and durable paper, to be 

provided by the churchwardens.  The act exempted only Quakers and Jews from being married in the 

Church of England.  The act was passed for the preventing of Clandestine (secret) marriages.   To make the 

Act more effective, a special printed form was devised which called for the signatures of the officiating 

minister, the two witnesses and those of the bride and groom.  An indication of the marital status of the 

bride and groom (spinster, bachelor, widow, widower) and their resident parish was given.  Marriages were 

to be either by banns (announced from the pulpit on three successive Sundays) or by license.  

  

1783-1793 - The Stamp Act of 1783 granted to the crown a stamp duty of three pence upon every register 

entry of burial, marriage, birth or christening, the officiating minister, who collected the duty being allowed 

a commission of 10 per cent for his trouble.  Two years later this act was extended to cover 

Nonconformists.  This legislation was raised in order to raise money to pay for the American War of 

Independence.   
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1812 George Roses Act- After the 31st of December 1812, registers of public and private baptisms, 

marriages and burials were to be made and kept by the rector.  It stated that 

 "amending the Manner and Form of keeping and of preserving Registers of Baptisms, Marriages, 

and Burials of His Majesty's Subjects in the several Parishes and Places in England, will greatly 

facilitate the Proof of Pedigrees of Persons claiming to be entitled to Real or Personal Estates, and 

otherwise of great public Benefit and Advantage".  

 “Registers of baptisms, marriages and burials to be made in separate books provided by the King's 

printer at the expense of the respective parishes.”  

 “The rector, etc., as soon as possible after the solemnization of the rite, to enter in the proper 

register book the several particulars described in the schedules and to sign the same; and in no 

case (unless prevented by sickness or other unavoidable impediment) later than seven days after 

the ceremony.”   

 “The register books to be kept in a dry, well-painted iron chest, in some dry, safe and secure place 

within the usual residence of such rector, etc.” 

 

1814 - Burial in woolen repealed  

 

1837 – Beginning of civil registration. Since Civil registration of 1837 church marriage registers are now 

kept in duplicate, the incumbent sending each quarter a copy of all marriage entries to the district 

superintendent registrar, who sends it to the Registrar general, together with records of births, marriages 

and deaths he has collected through his secular registrars.  When the marriage registers are filed, one copy 

is retained in the parish and the other goes to the secular registrar.   

 

Parish registers 
Most of the earliest surviving registers are composite registers covering baptisms, marriages and burials in 

a single volume. The entries in them are sparse and lacking in detail. Each entry consists of the date of the 

event followed by the most basic information: the baptisms rarely recorded more than the name of the 

child and the father's name, the marriages would usually give the names of both parties but are unlikely to 

tell you anything else while the burial entries often consisted of nothing more than the name of 

the deceased. 

 

Later Acts increased the amount of information required  
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Composite Registers 
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Post Hardwick Act 

 

 
 

Marriage Records may include:  

 Parish of marriage 

 Date of marriage 

 Full names of bride and groom 

 Name and office of minister 

 After 1754, marriage by banns or license and full names of witnesses 
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Post Rose’s Act 

 

 
 

 Baptismal Records may include:  

 Parish of Baptism 

 Date of baptism  

 Given name of child  

 Full names of parents  

 Name and office of minister 

 After 1812, residence and  Occupations of parents 
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Post Civil Registration 

 

 
 

Burial Records may include:  

 Parish of burial 

 Date of burial  

 Name of deceased  

 Name and office of minister 

 After 1812, age at death and residence of deceased  
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Finding Parish Registers 
 County Record Offices 

The original parish registers are now usually stored in a county record office. These can be viewed by 

the public, but the archivists are very reluctant to allow handling of these old and unique books.  

Often Transcript and microfiche are available at the record office. 

 

 International Genealogical Index 

The LDS, for its own purposes has also produced an index of many parish register entries — mostly 

baptisms and marriages. Originally created in 1969, the IGI contains free genealogical information, 

submitted from various sources including data researchers, records obtained from contributors who 

are not members of the church, and data extracted from microfilmed birth or marriage records.  

 

The IGI contains many duplicate names, accumulated over time from many sources, and no real 

effort is made to validate the information. Many IGI records contain information on the submitter 

and date of submission. The IGI is available at FamilySearch , the LDS genealogy website. 

 

In 1995, after a major controversy, a deal was struck between the Jewish and LDS communities to 

"Remove from the International Genealogical Index in the future the names of all deceased Jews who 

are so identified if they are known to be improperly included counter to Church policy." In 2008 The 

Vatican issued a statement directing its dioceses to block access to parish records from Mormons 

performing genealogical research. 

 

 Pay As You Go 

Find Your Past, The Genealogist Etc. 

 

 Online  

A lot of transcript and original images available for example  

Aldbourne Wiltshire -  John Dymond has transcribed the complete Parish Registers (including 

those of the Primitive and Wesleyan Methodist chapels) and the Censuses 

from 1841 to 1891. These have been published as a searchable database 

which can be searched by surname, by event or by year. 

http://www.treelines.co.uk 

 

Medway Towns - Parish records (Archdeaconry of Rochester) Image but no index. 

https://cityark.medway.gov.uk/ 

 

 Pallot's Marriage Index  

Includes more than 1.5 million marriages in England which took place between 1780 and the 

commencement of civil registration on 1 July 1837. 

 

The Index covers all but two of the 103 Church of England parishes in the old City of London and 

Middlesex, and more than 2,500 parishes in 38 counties outside London. Compilation began in 1813 

using handwritten slips of paper to record the names of the bride and groom, the date of marriage 

and the church or chapel in which the marriage was celebrated. Collection continued over a period of 

more than 150 years, often including details such as whether the bride and groom had been 

spinsters, bachelors, widows, or widowers.  

 

Available through Ancestry.Com (Pay Site)  

 



From Cradle to Grave Page 24 of 25 
  

 Boyd's Marriage Index  

is a collection of names for English marriages copied from local parish marriage registers, Bishops' 

Transcripts and marriage licences, from when marriage registration began to be mandatory in 1538 

to 1840. Registers from more than 4,300 parishes have been indexed, totaling 5,648,473 names.  

 

Boyd's Marriage Index is especially helpful to family historians researching Yorkshire, Cambridge or 

East Anglian ancestry due to the thorough collections made by these parishes. Although all counties 

in England are included, none are entirely complete. The marriage record entries contain the first 

and last name of the bride and groom, the year, county and parish where the marriage took place, 

and source of the record.  

 

Available through Find My Past.Com (Pay Site)  

 

Bishops Transcripts 
Beginning in 1598, every parish priest of the Church of England was supposed to make a copy of his parish 

register and send it to send to the archdeacon or bishop every year.  Termed either archdeacon’s or 

bishop’s transcripts, these copies were generally produced in the same form as a regular parish register.  

Thus, most bishop's transcripts before 1812 were recorded on blank sheets, and then on pre-printed forms 

afterward.  Many priests stopped producing these transcripts with the beginning of civil registration in 

1837, but some persisted even into the twentieth century.   

 

In its most basic sense, a bishop's transcript is a copy of a parish register.  As bishop’s transcripts generally 

contain more or less the same information as parish registers, they are an invaluable resource when a 

parish register has been damaged, destroyed, or otherwise lost.  Bishop's transcripts are often of value 

even when parish registers exist, as priests often recorded either additional or different information in their 

transcripts than they did in the original registers.   

 

 

Dade Registers 
Before Rose’s Act of 1812, there was no standardized form in which parish records were to be kept.  Pre-

1813 registers manifest a wide variety of skills and enthusiasm in record-keeping, from the barely literate to 

the garrulous. 

 

Anyone who works in 18
th

 century Yorkshire records will at some point come upon a ‘Dade Register’, in 

which an unexpected wealth of genealogical information is embedded in a single record. 

 

William Dade, came from a clerical family.  Dade’s close involvement with parish registers made him see 

their potential as a precious source of historical data.  He instituted a form of record-keeping in his parishes 

which asked for additional information to be added to register entries for the benefit of ‘the researches of 

posterity’.  Each record of baptism, for example, was to include not only the father’s profession and ‘abode’ 

but also those of the father’s parents; the entry was also to state where the infant was placed in the family 

(whether first or second son, etc).  Burial entries were to include the cause of death, the age of the 

deceased, and family details which made them to the Victorian death certificate that was to be introduced 

in 1837. 

 

Dade’s scheme was approved by Archbishop William Markham and introduced in the whole diocese from 

1777.  However, the concept of  form-filling had yet to be imprinted in the national psyche.  The extra work 

that it generated meant that it was short-lived and not all incumbents complied; those in densely-

populated industrial parishes found it particularly arduous.  It was discontinued after 1812 when the new 

parish register books came in. 
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Barrington Registers 

From about 1783, as Lord Bishop of Salisbury, the Rt Rev. Shute Barrington instigated a similar system 

somewhat simpler than Dade's, and followed this in Northumberland and Durham from 1798 

 

Example Dade Birth Records 

 
 

 

Samuel 

second son 

Fisher Of Stephen Fisher of Selby 

Joiner Son of Anthony Fisher 

of Easingwood carpenter by 

Rachel his wife Daut
r
 of 

William Bell of Huby gent 

Mary daughter of Samuel 

Stoppard of Selby labourer by 

Mary his wife Daut
r
 of Michael 

Turner of Castleforth labourer 

March 

15
th

  

March 

15
th

 

 

Example Dade Burial Records 

 
 

 

Samuel 

 

Fisher Son  Stephen Fisher of Selby 

Joiner by Mary his wife 

Daut
r
 of Samuel Stoppard of 

Selby a forest labourer 

March 17
th

 

Selby Churchyard 

Infant  

Mary Fisher Wife of Stephen Fisher of 

Selby Joiner and daughter of 

Samuel Stoppard of Selby a 

forest labourer
 
by Mary his 

wife Daut
r 
of Michael Turner 

of Castleford labourer 

March 20
th 

Selby Churchyard 

27 Child Bed 

 


