Before 1837 in England & Wales.
Tracing your ancestors before the census and civil registrations. ©Nick Thorne
By far the most regularly asked question about family history is the one that is about researching
ancestors before 1837 in England and Wales.
Why this date? The answer that many of you will probably already know is that, with the formation
of the General Register Office in 1837, began the start of civil registration. With civil registration
and the records this produced we can find our ancestors with some ease using the indexes that were
compiled when the data from the local registrar of the 619 registration districts began to be collated.
From the 1st of July 1837 all births, civil marriages and deaths had to be reported. The local
registrars sent the information on to their superintendent registrar who, in turn, passed their district's
information on to the Registrar General at the GRO every three months. Anglican church ministers
sent their own lists to the GRO while marriages in churches of other denominations would have
been compiled by the local registrars as they would have had to be present to record the legal side
of the marriage.
This was not, however, the start of the state's desire to keep records on the population. Prior to 1837
the Parish church had an important role to pay in the collecting of information on the subjects.
It can certainly be argued that the number one source for people searching for their ancestors in this
country are the local records of the established church of the state, namely the Anglican Parish
Church for the area where your ancestors resided.
Without these records, written down and stored away over the years by the sometimes unwilling
clergymen and their parish clerks of communities up and down the country, then millions of people
would have been lost to us.
We, family historians, really owe a huge debt to these clerks and clerics for the hours they had spent
writing up this valuable information. We can thank them for carrying out their duty to the state as
these few lines of archaic handwriting may give us, perhaps, an all to brief insight into the lives of
our ancestors as they are received into the church, are betrothed or buried. These concise mentions
of names and dates are really most important to us researchers and to finding our roots.
From researching the history it would seem that, until the late 15th century only a small number of
people were even remotely interested in the recording of births, baptisms, marriages and deaths.
Those people who were concerned, about vital events, were from the monastic houses, or from the
landed classes of the gentry and aristocracy. The reason for this was simple and had much to do
with the passing on of land to the rightful heir. Marking out who was to inherit was important to
some, as was the matter of legitimacy of that heir.
For the rest of society there was little need for this information, added to which the church taught
that people were individually insignificant in God's great and wonderful Creation. But come the end
of the Middle Ages, things changed. First of all, there were growing scandals over the blood
relationships between parties at a marriage. The Church forbade marriage between relatives including those to who you were related to only spiritually; your godparents for example.
Meanwhile, in the upper reaches of society divorce on the grounds of consanguinity was becoming
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more common at this time.
A person, therefore, had to know who they were related to so as not to fall foul of the laws of God,
as applied by His Church. Obviously it had become most important for the Church to be able to
have this information to hand when they were called to marry people.
The second circumstance leading to records being kept was that Europe wide the Church
administration was becoming more concerned that the regulations were followed to prevent the
damnation of the souls who flouted the law.
Another was the rise of Renaissance thinking now placed more emphasis on humans being
interesting as individuals and so their lives were now considered worthy of recording.

Where are these precious records to be found nowadays?
In England and Wales most parish registers will be found housed in the local county record offices.
True, some registers will still be with the incumbent minister at the church that they belong to, but
the majority have been safely deposited at a record office.

You should be able to find a number of
indexes to them, however, none are
complete and they often include errors. As
is always the case, in all family history
research, you are advised to check the
original records and not rely on transcripts
of the record.
That is not to say that you have to seek out
the actual register itself. At the county
Leicestershire & Rutland County Record Office
record office you will probably only be
able to see a microfiche or microfilm copy, but this at least lets you read the entry as it was written
rather than relying on the index alone, or someone's reading of the record and eventual
transcription.
In my course on English and Welsh Family History
that I have written and uploaded to a special website
from which weekly lessons will be sent to my
members, I have an in-depth look at County record
Offices and the fabulous treasures that they contain
for the family historian.
See: www.FamilyHistoryResearcher.com
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For births and some marriages you can check the free Mormans' website at www.familysearch.org
as an aid to locating the actual records. But remember to look at the primary source at the record
office, or by ordering up a microfilm at a LDS centre, before you can enter it as fact in your family
tree.
Obviously there are the paid for sites, where you can search their data by taking out a
subscription or by buying pay-as-you-go credits. Among these are the British Origins' website
(www.origins.net) here you will find the Boyd's Marriage Index where approximately 1 in 8
marriages are recorded.
On Ancestry.co.uk there is the Pallot's Index, particularly good for
your London ancestors covering the dates 1780 to 1837, plus releases
of various parish records over time.
Another site to look at is www.TheGenealogist.co.uk who are also
adding indexes of parish registers all the time, as is also
www.Findmypast.co.uk and www.FamilyRelatives.com.

The Society of Genealogists in London holds the largest collection of
transcripts and indexes to parish registers to view in their library at
14 Charterhouse Buildings, Goswell Road, London EC1M 7BA.
Every time I have visited this organisation I have come away with
some useful information for my research and so I highly recommend
it to you.
Before travelling, however, I suggest that you find out what they
have on your area of interest by using their website www.sog.org.uk
to search their library catalogue. This will save you valuable time
before you get there.

For deaths, there is always the National Burial Index which you can
access at the subscription or pay-as-you-go site:
www.findmypast.com. You can also purchase the latest version on
CD from many online genealogical retailers.

The Society of Genealogists,
London.

Clearly the system of parochial registration has grown from its early shaky beginnings to be a
treasure trove of information about our ancestors and one that, certainly, is a contender for the title
of the supreme source for family historians.
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Once you have discovered your forbears in the parish registers then you can consider using other
resources to get back before 1837.
The Press.
Newspapers are something to consider, although they must come with a slight warning to you that
they are not going to look quite the same as their modern day cousins.
The first newspapers that reported on current news and recent events were published in the 17th
century. The Oxford Gazette and the Daily Courant will seem, to the modern eye used to the papers
of the 21st century, to be of a significantly different style and dissimilar layout. Notwithstanding
this, as a resource they could be useful to some people in tracking your forefathers exploits and or
accomplishments.
Wills.
One of the other important resources for you to consider are the last will and testaments of your
ancestors. From as far back as the 14th century people were compiling lists of property and other
possessions that they wished to be passed on to their heirs.
Not all of these documents have survived by any means,
but when you are lucky enough to find an example of a
forebears' will then it is likely to spread quite some light
on the wealth and social status of your ancestor.
There will be special lesson on this subject in my course
FamilyHistoryResearcer Academy.
For the family historian wills are a fantastic and often forgotten about resource.
Clearly, before we go any further you do have to be aware of a few points.
•

Firstly, not everybody made a will and so you may not be able to use this source of
genealogical information in your own research but it is still worth a check.

•

Certainly although not everyone made a will, it is still surprising just how many did, often
leaving just a small amount of money or goods and chattels.

•

Until a change to the law in 1882, married women were simply not able to make a will.

In 1858 the State took responsibility for the administration of wills in England and Wales. Previous
to this date it was the province of the Church of England to prove wills in this part of the United
Kingdom. Evidently, from 1858 all English and Welsh wills were proved at the Principle or District
Registries.
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Pre 1858 wills
Before 1858 searching for wills is more difficult than for those after this date. Probate was granted
by the Church of England and wills were proved in a variety of Ecclesiastical Courts. These
include: Archdeacon's courts, Consistory Courts, Commissionary Courts, Prerogative Courts of
Canterbury and York, and lastly, the strangely named Peculiar Courts. Different geographical areas
tended to use a particular Court although not exclusively so.
If the subject of your research were very wealthy or, perhaps, owned a lot of land then the advice is
to consult the indexes of the Prerogative Court of Canterbury (PCC) first. If you have no luck there
then move on to those of the lesser ecclesiastical courts of the region in which they lived.
PCC records are held by the Family Records centre at The National Archives, Kew, Richmond,
Surrey, TW9 4DU. But records of the lesser ecclesiastical Probate courts are highly dispersed. You
should try the local authority archives, such as public libraries and County Record Offices of the
appropriate region, and also any local historical research institutes. Major ecclesiastical centres are
also likely to have their own archives.
Fortunately, to simplify matters most wills before 1858 have now been indexed and both indexes
and wills can be found in the County Record Office concerned. I have found this list of County
Record Offices at the following website that may be of help:
http://www.progenealogists.com/greatbritain/englandrepositories.htm
Record offices are usually very helpful and will respond to written enquiries. Most are now on email. You could enquire whether they have a reference to your Ancestors will and if so the cost of
photocopying and postage. Prices will vary but will not usually be prohibitively expensive. They
may also make a charge for their time.
Clearly wills can offer you a great insight into your ancestor and may also give you information on
other members of the family that you previously were unaware of. Happy searching!
Criminals?
Crime and punishment is another rich area to explore especially if you think that your ancestor may
have found themselves on the wrong side of the law. Many of us will be unaware of the
misdemeanours of our ancestors, let alone any felonies they may have committed!
A series of records have recently been released on some of the big genealogical membership sites
such as www.findmypast.co.uk and Ancestry.co.uk.
Criminal registers, that started in 1791 for the City of London and Middlesex, list all the people
indicted for criminal offences. They will also state whether the accused were found guilty or not.
The lists for the rest of England and Wales began in 1805.
The registers are really quite detailed, especially for before 1837. You can expect to find the name,
birthplace, perhaps a physical description in some cases, the nature of the crime, where and when
the trial took place and the sentence given. Most importantly, you will find the date and place of the
trial which will enable you to search for the trial documents in the appropriate court's records.
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Courts were arranged on a county basis and the one for London is the famous Old Bailey. A
fantastic resource on line is the website www.oldbaileyonline.org
One of the biggest collection of historical criminal records from England and Wales has been
published online by the family history site www.findmypast.co.uk in association with The National
Archives.
Over 2.5 million records dating from 1770-1934 are easily searchable and provide a wide variety of
colour, detail and fascinating social history, chronicling the fate of criminals ranging from
fraudsters, counterfeiters, thieves and murderers and their victims.
They contain mugshots, court documents, appeal letters, examples of early Edwardian ‘ASBOs’where habitual drunks were banned from pubs and entertainment venues – and registers from the
prison ‘hulk’ ships, which were used when mainland prisons were overcrowded. One such hulk, the
‘Dolphin’, housed 6,000 prisoners between 1829 and 1835.
There are details of Victorian serial killers including Amelia Dyer, who, between 1880 and 1896, is
believed to have murdered 400 babies by strangling them with ribbon and dumping them in the
Thames. She was hanged at Newgate Prison in 1896 aged 57.
Another particularly gruesome murderer who appears in the Crime, Prisons and Punishment records
is Catherine Webster, who killed widow Julia Martha Thomas, 55. She pushed her down the stairs,
then strangled her, chopped up her body and boiled it. Julia’s head was found in David
Attenborough’s garden in 2010.
Debra Chatfield, a family historian at findmypast.co.uk , said: “We have been eagerly anticipating
the launch of these records that provide an amazing opportunity to trace any villains and victims in
your own family.
The Findmypast site has painstakingly published online entire registers containing mugshots of
habitual drunks that feature incredible descriptions of criminals’ appearances, demeanour and
identifying marks.
There is also the database of British newspaper articles available on findmypast.co.uk which
provide the researcher with unparalleled detail and show how the crimes were reported when they
were committed. This supplements the new criminal records and makes searching through as
enjoyable as it is easy, whether you are researching your own family history or are interested in
social history.
Paul Carter, Principle Modern Domestic records specialist at The National Archives has said that:
“These records span several government series and show the evolution of the criminal justice
system in the nineteenth century as the country dealt with the impact of industrialisation,
urbanisation and population growth.
“They record the intimate details of hundreds of thousands of people, beginning with judges’
recommendations for or against pardons, to petitions through which criminals and their families
could offer mitigating circumstances and grounds for mercy, and later, licences containing
everything from previous convictions to the state of a prisoner’s health.
“As well as the Georgian highway robber, the Victorian murderer and the Edwardian thief, the
courts often dealt with the rural poacher, the unemployed petty food thief or the early trade unionist
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or Chartist. The records are a fascinating source for family, local and social historians.”
The information in the records comes from a variety of Government departments including the
Home Office, Prison Commission, Metropolitan Police, Central Criminal Court and the Admiralty.
The records from 1817-1931 will be published first followed by the period 1770-1934 later in 2013.
While on the subject of Prison hulks, Ancestry.co.uk has a record set available for “Prison Hulk
Registers and Letter Books, 1802-1849″ These records contains the incarceration records of nearly
200,000 people locked up in giant floating jails known as prison hulks.
The convicts’ records that are physically stored away in The National Archives in Kew, provide us
with a fascinating insight into the Victorian criminal underworld and conditions aboard the
Dickensian ships, which were created to ease overcrowded prisons.
Prison Hulks became an all to common place means to intern criminals during the 18th century.
This was a time when many warships, previously used in naval conflicts were being
decommissioned and then converted into huge floating prisons.
Some of the ships that feature in this fascinating collection include HMS Bellerophon that saw
action during the Napoleonic Wars, HMS Retribution, from the American Revolutionary War and
HMS Captivity, a veteran of the French Revolutionary Wars.
Check these records on Ancestry.co.uk to see who were imprisoned on these hulks and details of
each inmate’s name, year of birth, age, year and place of conviction, offence committed, name of
the hulk and, somewhat fascinatingly, character reports written by the ‘gaoler’ that provides an
intriguing insight into the personality of each convict.
A an example, the entry for one Thomas Bones recalls that he was ‘a bold daring fellow, not fit to
be at large in this country’, while the record for George Boardman explains ‘this youth has been
neglected by his parents and been connected with bad company’. William Barton’s record simply
reads ‘very bad, three times convicted’.
As well as featuring murderers, thieves and bigamists, the records also reveal examples of rough
justice. Several eight-year-old boys were imprisoned on the hulks, as was 84-year-old William
Davies, who was sentenced to seven years imprisonment for sheep stealing and later died on board
the hulk HMS Justitia.
Manorial Records.
If we want to go even further back in time, then it has to be acknowledged that it is quite difficult to
trace our ancestors in the period before the commencement of parish registers in the mid-16th
century.
Before then, you may be able to find some intermittent references to people who may or may not be
your ancestors, but whom sport the correct names, in the wills, tax records or court documents that
you find. What is most likely, however, is that you will be unable to trace a proper line of descent
for these people. To find documents that can prove that one person was related to another in this
period is very hard indeed, unless you find your ancestors in the property records.
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It is possible for the family historian to find property records for both those that were substantial
land owners, as well as for ancestors who were yeoman, tenant farmers and labourers. The English
manorial documents have been said to be perhaps one of the few types of records in which
genealogical information about the common man, as opposed to those from the upper classes, is
likely to survive from medieval times down to us today.
So what was the manorial system?
In the times, known as the Middle Ages, land in England and Wales would be held from the English
monarch by a lord. On this lord's land the peasants worked and would, in return, receive his
protection. What we have to understand is that Anglo-Saxon society was of a very rigidly
hierarchical structure. A person's social status depended on which family they were born into and
the family relationships that existed. Land was power and it was the primary source of wealth at this
time.
Then came the Norman conquest of England. From then on all of the land was considered to be
possessed by the monarch, in other words all of England was his. The new king would then grant
use of it, to those he chose to, by means of a legal transaction known as an "enfeoffment".
Effectively the king would grant lands or "fiefs" to the earls, barons, bishops and others of his
realm, in return for them providing him with some type of service.
The principal was that there were two sorts of tenure depending on the type of service rendered by
the tenant to the lord, One was free tenure and the other was unfree.
Free tenure can then be subdivided into different forms again.
A tenure in chivalry, for example "tenure of knight service", would be where the tenant was charged
to provide his lord with a number of armed horsemen. Mark Herber in his excellent book Ancestral
Trails The History Press; ISBN 978-0750941983 points out that this type of tenure was soon
commuted to a money payment (or "scutage"). Herber also explains that among the types of "free
tenure" was to be found "spiritual tenure" where divine services, or "frankelmoign" by which a
clergyman, holding land from the lord of the manor, would pay his due in prayers said for the lord
and his family."Socage tenures" existed where the tenant provided his lord with agricultural services
such as ploughing the lord's retained land for 20 days a year.
"Villein tenure" or unfree tenure applied to those men known as villeins, serfs or bondmen. This
class of tenant would not have been free to leave the manor without obtaining the permission of the
lord. They would also have been subject to many obligations, some of which were onerous and
these individuals would have held their land in exchange for providing the lord with a number of
days work in return for the land. Herber gives the example of a person giving the lord four days
work a week - but the nature of the work could vary depending on what was required.
All our ancestors would have fitted into the strata of society depending on where they were in the
hierarchy. Vassals swore homage to the lord. The lord may owe homage, in turn, to another lord or
directly to his king.
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A 'tenant-in-chief' was a lord who held his feudal land directly from the king. At the bottom of
society's pile were to be found the peasants, who are sometimes refereed to in the literature as
"serfs" or "villeins." Their lives were hard and in exchange for living and working on the lord's
land, known as the "demesne," the lord offered his peasants protection.
Thus the manor, and the hierarchical system that it upheld, was the way that feudal society
governed medieval England. It had administrative control over who was able to legally succeed to
the title of a piece of land. It could function as a court of law and hold our ancestors to count.
The manorial system developed from fusing together the Saxon with the Norman. The old Saxon
system of agricultural estates were united with the conquering Norman's idea of every man owing a
fealty to his lord, while the lord owed fealty to his lord and upwards to the king at the top.
Manorial documents, Herber in his book explains, are perhaps one of the few types of records in
which genealogical information about the common man, as opposed to those from the upper classes,
is likely to have survived from medieval times. He explains that it is probable that the genealogist is
going to find that those records of the "court baron" are going to be the most useful to them of all
the manorial records. These dealt with the everyday business of the manor and would have meet
every 3 or 4 weeks for a typical manor. It would be here that such business as the reporting of
tenants' deaths would take place and also the payment to the lord of the manor a corresponding
feudal due, called a “heriot”.
When a customary tenant died and his heir succeeded to the tenancy, the land would need to be
surrendered at the court baron and the admission of the new tenant would be recorded along with
the relationship between the two being noted. Occasionally, you may also find records of payments
for the marriages of the daughters of customary tenants (merchets) or even records of the
remarriage of widows.
Apart from these specific records of the events, which are of immense interest to any family
historian finding their forebears in the manorial records, many tenants could also be routinely
found, within the documents, being named for a whole host of reasons. They may be listed as
officials or jurors; they may be noted down as being absent - with or without leave; or they may
even get into the records because they were "amerced" or fined by the court baron for some minor
offence or other.
Many English manors would have also held a "court leet", that would have acted as a court of law
whose jurisdiction would have been with the routine local matters. In earlier times they even heard
cases in which the punishment was death but the jurisdiction of the court leet declined and
disappeared in Tudor times.
One other important manorial record is that of the survey. Here it is usual to find a list of the names
of the manorial tenants and, sometimes, you may also see listed more comprehensive information
listed with the names. The survey will have three main categories, the custumal, the extent and
rentals.
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•

The custumal, which recorded the tenants and what they held along with their obligations to
their lord, was generally common in the 12th and 13th centuries.

•

The extent, was a valuation of the land of the manor, including the demesne (or the land
retained by the lord of the manor for his own use) and is thought to have been inspired in the
13th century by the official land surveys associated with the "inquisitions post mortem".

•

Rentals, included a lists of the tenants of the manor and the rents payable by them. These list
began around the 14th century at a time when it became more common for the lord of the
manor to rent out the "demesne" to be worked, rather than the lord working it himself.

In Tudor times, also, very detailed surveys took place and were recorded and any surviving
manorial documents will reflect this information. As you can no doubt appreciate, surveys can be a
very valuable tool to the family historian, because named tenants may often be associated with an
identifiable land-holding on the manor.
While the focus of most manorial documents is with the ordinary tenant, it is still worth
remembering that they often also identify the lord of the manor. This can be useful to a researcher
who is looking for the likes of a dated reference to a death, or perhaps the remarriage of a widow
who holds a manor for her life. In medieval times, to gain such a dated reference can sometimes be
a godsend.
In the later part of the middle ages most of the forms of tenure were replaced by monetary
payments. Military tenures being abolished in 1660 and then an statute of 1922 finally changed all
forms of tenure into common socage in 1922. The present situation in England & Wales is that most
of the land is now held by freeholders from the Crown. It is for this reason that, should one die
without a legal heir, that your land reverts to the Crown in that case!
For further information on manor courts check out the research guides on The National Archives
site:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/research-guides/manor-court-rolls.htm

This report has drawn together several types of records that may be of use to the family historian
trying to tackle the question of how to get back beyond 1837 in English and Welsh family history. It
would seem that this is one of the biggest brick walls that family historians face for lack of
knowledge of what is available to them and how to access the records.
Once we take our investigation back in time and come up against the lack of state records, then we
are suddenly faced with this problem. It is the need to consider a much wider variety of documents,
in order to find our family lines. To some it is too difficult.
But once you learn how to crack this area of family history research, tracing your line back into the
past can massively increase the enjoyment you can get from this research. For me, there is the shear
excitement of the chase through historical records. Trips to the County Record Offices, The
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National Archives and The Society of Genealogists are great fun.
There is also the detective work that has to be done that finally provides the clue which reveals one
more generation of my family. All of this can be so much more satisfying to achieve than just
finding great-grandparents in the census collection online.
I have produced an audio CD that can help you learn the methods needed to crack this oft reported
brick wall.

I want to share with you my personal experiences in tracing family history over the years and also
what I have learnt from other genealogists that I have exchanged information and techniques with.
Such things as how to mine down for more detail and how to get the most from the membership
sites such as Ancestry, The Genealogist.co.uk, Findmypast.co.uk and so on. To this end I have also
compiled an English and Welsh Family history course that takes the beginner from entry level to
intermediate with weekly tutorials emailed to their inbox. To read more about the course please go
now to www.FamilyHistoryResearcher.com/academy

