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INTRODUCTION

Mankind has always been interested in its lineage, whether to be sure of “belonging” to a particular family, clan or tribe, or to ensure that names, titles, rights, land or other possessions are passed on to the next generation. The keeping of records of who begat whom, and when, are an essential tool through which such things have been passed down through the ages. It is difficult to say when the first “registers” were kept, but there is evidence that some form of registration was kept by the Greeks and Romans. 

The Old Testament is full of genealogies, and lists the decent of those who number amongst the Twelve Tribes of Israel. This was particularly important to the Levitical tribes to prove their right to the Priesthood, or the offices of Singer, Gatekeeper and Temple Servant [see Nehemiah 7]. So important were these lists that the New Testament opens with Matthew’s recitation of the genealogy of Jesus from Abraham through King David to Joseph - 42 generations in all!  


“….Jehoshaphat the father of Joram…


  … Jeconiah the father of Shealtiel..


  …Zerubbabel the father of Abiud…” 

Sadly (some might argue) these first 17 verses of Matthew are now usually left out, and the readings at the carol services begin at verse 18 “Now the birth of Jesus Christ came about like this….”!  Even the place of his birth is tied in with the need to keep records – his parents were travelling to Bethlehem of Judaea because they were required to go to the City of David to register under the requirements of the Roman Emperor Caesar Augustus’ census. 

PARISH REGISTRATION
For our purposes, however, English parish registration began in the 16th century. In 1538 each parish was required to keep records of all baptisms, marriages and burials within its boundaries, an order of Henry VIII’s Vicar General, Thomas Cromwell, probably influenced by a general trend in Europe for keeping national records. They were further obliged to provide a chest with two locks in which to keep the registers, 
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FURTHER READING:

Suggestions for the Guidance of The Clergy with reference to the Marriage and Registration Acts etc

Issued by the Registrar General, and usually available free to churches on application to the local Register Office

A very useful book for those responsible for filling in marriage registers, the forms of wording to be used and making corrections. 

Anglican Marriage in England and Wales – a Guide to the Law for Clergy – The Faculty Office of the Archbishop of Canterbury

Available by post from The Registrar, The Faculty Office, 

1 The Sanctuary, Westminster. London. SW1P  3JT, 

for which a small charge is usually made.

A Guide to the Parochial Registers and Records Measure 1978 (as amended on 1st January 1993) with practical suggestions for custodians and users.  

Church House Publishing, Great Smith Street, London, SW1P  3BN

ISBN:  0 7151 3747 6 

Keep or Bin ? The Care of your Parish Records 

– Church of England Records Centre
Church House Publishing, Great Smith Street, London, SW1P  3BN

An Introduction to Church Registers – Lilian Gibbens 
The Federation of Family History Societies, The Benson Room, Birmingham & Midland Institute, 

Margaret Street, Birmingham B3  3BS

ISBN:  1 872094 79 1

The following web-sites might also be of interest:

www.britishlibrary.net/family – for government records

www.origins.net – for help on setting about family history

www.ffhs.org.uk – for local Family History Society links 

With grateful thanks to the Rev’d Canon Dr. Tim Macquiban, 

Sarum College, Salisbury. 

This compilation © Christopher P. Crooks September 2000  - all rights reserved
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in 1891, but sadly there is no trace of the original documents now. The surviving parish registers date from 1653/4, although copies of the churchwardens' accounts for 1561 show that a chest was bought for 16d "to kepe the Regester booke in" and in 1566/7 the churchwardens purchased paper and ink for John Winder, a clerk, to "kepe our regestar for christenynge, wedding and buryenge" [East,1891]; the second surviving register began in 1662 with the entry of the marriage of King Charles II and his Portuguese bride, Princess Catherine of Braganza. They were married in Portsmouth on 21st May 1662. Thanks to these books we can trace many things, the least  expected of which is probably the names of the Parish Clerks of  St. Thomas's Portsmouth from John Winder in 1566 ("a clerk") and Peter Carter ("Parish Register") on 19th September 1653, well into the 19th century. The Parish Clerk, being literate, was the obvious choice to undertake the work of recording the population of the parish, and so the clerk, as keeper of the parish registers, took on a very important role for the State. 

WHERE ARE YOUR RECORDS ?

With the increasing interest of people researching their “family trees” it is well worth knowing where your parish records are kept! Make a list of those still held in the church, with the dates such records begin, and a list of those held elsewhere, e.g. the Diocesan Records Office, County Records Office, Military Records offices etc, and the dates when such records begin and end – it could save you a lot of time and energy when enquirers ask you to search for great-grandma’s marriage entry !

Check the location of the following;

Baptism Registers 

from _______  to _________

Confirmation Registers 


Banns Registers

Marriage Registers

Burials Registers

Service Registers
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with one key given to the Parson and the other kept by the Churchwardens. 

Although some parishes were already keeping records, it was by no means universal and this statutory requirement was not always welcomed; some clergy resented these extra duties and others may only have had minimal writing skills and so failed to comply with the order. Consequently records remained patchy.  In the 1st year of Queen Elizabeth’s reign – 1558 – a reminder was sent to all clergy.

In 1598 an order was passed requiring all registers to be of parchment books rather than loose paper sheets as had been the case in some parishes. The duty of making and maintaining these records was placed with the local church since, in the already established parish system, a readily available administrative unit was found. The ecclesiastical parish was the basis of much registration and local administration and fulfilled this function for 300 years (with a slight interruption during the Commonwealth) until 1st July 1837, when civil registration of births, marriages and deaths was introduced by law alongside the church’s register of services which marked the parallel liturgical offices. 

Number 70 of the Canons Ecclesiastical of 1603 explains at great length how the registers were to be maintained. The Churchwardens, at the charge of the parish, were to provide “one sure coffer with three locks and keys; whereof the one to remain with the Minister, and the other two with the Churchwardens” and that each Sunday the chest was to be opened by these three, and in the presence of the Churchwardens, the Minister was to write the names of all those baptised, married or buried in the parish that past week. 

During the Commonwealth an Act of August 1653 drastically altered the law in these matters. The power to solemnise marriages was vested in Justices of the Peace, and no longer with the clergy. The duty of recording these weddings became the responsibility of the “Parish Register”, an official elected by the ratepayers of the parish and sworn-in by the magistrate. However, remnants of the old ways survived, since in many cases the “Register” was either the Minister of the parish or the Parish Clerk (whose duty it had been for the past century). With the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660 the situation was reversed once more.
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REGISTER BOOKS

In 1753 Lord Hardwicke’s  Marriage Act required for the first time that entries for banns of marriage and the marriage entries themselves should be recorded in “proper books of vellum or good and durable paper” to be provided for the parish by the Churchwardens. Each entry was to be numbered, to follow a prescribed form (preferably printed) and be signed by the parties and the witnesses.  The Act also had a regulatory effect on non-parochial churches that were not licensed for marriages, and eliminated “irregular” or “clandestine” marriages. 

George Rose’s Act of 1812 further regulated the recording by the parish authorities through the provision by the King’s Printers of separate register books, transcripts of which had to be made by each incumbent every year and forwarded to the civil registrar. The parish was required to keep these books in a “dry, well-painted, iron chest, in some dry and secure place, either at the parsonage or in the church”. Many churches still possess iron chests from around this time emblazoned with the initials of the then Churchwardens. Salisbury Cathedral has one initialled W.B. and dated 1813, made of cast iron in the Bramshaw Foundry. 

CIVIL REGISTRATION 

From the 1st July 1837 Civil Registration of Births, Marriages and Deaths has been the responsibility of the Registrar General through local Register Offices. All marriages in Anglican churches (and in fact many other denominations) are currently recorded in duplicate registers provided for the purpose by the Registrar General, each clergyman or woman of “the Established the Church of England” acting as Registrar for the purpose of solemnising the ceremony and signing the register in Anglican churches duly licensed. He/she may delegate to the Parish Clerk, Verger or other suitably competent person, the writing-up of the register, the “certified copy” (often wrongly called the “certificate”) and the certified quarterly returns to the local Register Office provided that the Authorised Person (usually the priest-in-charge or incumbent) signs the originals, and any copies as “true copies”. The church no longer registers births and deaths within the parish, but is still obliged to maintain registers of baptisms and burials in the parish (including the burial of cremated remains) together with Banns of Marriage, Confirmations and services in the church. 
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MARRIAGE PRELIMINARIES
The Church of England is, as the Established Church, in a privileged position of being able to administer its own preliminaries to marriage, usually by the calling of banns during divine service. This custom arose in the early Middle Ages to prevent consanguity (marriage between blood relations). Certainly by the time of the Book of Common Prayer, the calling of banns in church was a normal practice.  The need to check publicly that those intending to marry were not already married or blood relations, and therefore prohibited from marrying, was necessary since in certain degrees such union was unlawful and rendered the marriage null and void.  The Table of Kindred and Affinity, usually printed in the back of the Book of Common Prayer, was first published in 1563 by Archbishop Parker, based on the Old Testament laws on intermarriage found in Leviticus 18.  In certain circumstances Bishops are able to grant licenses to dispense with the need to call banns, but not to allow marriage within the prohibited degrees. These licenses seem to have been granted since the 14th century, but are now generally administered by surrogates appointed by the Diocesan Chancellor.  Special licences are also granted from time to time by the Archbishop of Canterbury, which both negate the need for banns and also give dispensation from the strict rules of residence.   See “Anglican Marriage in England & Wales – a Guide to the Law for Clergy” (details on page 6 of this booklet). 

CARE OF REGISTERS 

Long term care of parish registers and other important records has been governed by law since the passing of the 1978 Parochial Registers and Records Measure, which has been subsequently revised by the C of E (Misc. Provisions) Measure 1992.  This resulted in many registers being placed in the dare of local authority Record Offices, designated as Diocesan Record Offices under the Measure. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF RECORD KEEPING

There are many examples of early records, but the following gleaned from St. Thomas’s Portsmouth (now Portsmouth Cathedral) may be of interest.  The cathedral's earliest surviving parish record is a document of 1572, although transcriptions of original documents from the previous decade were made by W. H. Saunders, a local historian, and published 
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