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CHAPTER 7
parishes, varying considerably in size and population. Although there

Parish Records

have almost always been religious minorities such as Jews in England,
of England from the sixteenth century onwards, when the country
broke away from the authority of the Papacy in Rome. Those Christian

The third of the four main sources that genealogists use are

minorities that did not thereafter subscribe to the Established Church,

ecclesiastical records generated at local level by parish churches

conformists’. They remained small in number until the nineteenth

and various other religious organizations. Registers of baptisms,

these non-conformist groups will be discussed separately below.

for example Quakers and Roman Catholics, came to be known as ‘noncentury, in part due to the persecution they faced. Surviving records for

marriages and burials contain some biographical information that

theoretically to the sixteenth century, when parish registers were

Parish Records of the Church
of England

first introduced. This chapter explains what the records are, how

In 1538, Henry VIII’s chancellor Thomas Cromwell introduced legisla-

you can use to extend your family tree further back in time –

you can use them, and where they can be found. It also lists some
of the non-conformist records generated by religious groups outside

tion that required every priest to record all baptisms, marriages and
burials within his parish, and it is these surviving records that enable
genealogists to trace their ancestors beyond the start of the great
record series of the nineteenth century – civil registration certificates

the authority of the Church of England.

and census returns. Few records survive this far back – on average,
most English parishes have records that start around 1611 though there
are some examples in Wales from 1541 – because many of the early

It is possible to make significant progress in building your family tree

‘

Parish records are

among the longest
continuous sets of

’

records available.

records were not kept with any degree of care, being written on loose

using the two sources discussed in the previous chapters – civil regis-

sheets of paper which have not survived the passage of time. A further

tration certificates and census records. However, if you want to work

royal proclamation was issued in 1558 instructing that these parochial

further back in time, pre-nineteenth century, you will have to turn to

events be written on parchment rather than loose paper, which

records generated at a local level, not by the State but by the Church.

increased the chances of survival; therefore 1558 is generally recog-

Together, these sources are loosely described as ‘parish registers’ and

nized as the start date of parish registers.

they record key events in a person’s life, such as baptism, marriage and

Another Act of Parliament, passed in 1597, is also important as it led

burial. Since parish registers were introduced in the mid-sixteenth

to the birth of what are known as ‘Bishops’ Transcripts’. As well as

century, and continue to the present day, they are one of the longest

compiling their own parish registers, local clergy were instructed to

continuous sets of record available – though a large degree of luck is

make annual copies of each register and send them to the bishop of the

required to find an ancestor in the earliest surviving registers.

diocese in which they served. Therefore these are very useful duplicate

Historically, Christian Britain was divided into dioceses, each admin-

copies of the original parish registers and can be used as an alternative

istered by a bishop and consisting of smaller territorial sub-divisions

if the original does not survive (or is partly or wholly illegible).

known as parishes. A parish is a geographical unit under the adminis-

However, Bishops’ Transcripts sometimes contained less detail than

tration of a local priest or pastor, and they have existed in England,

parish registers, or recorded slightly different information, so it is

Wales, Scotland and Ireland since the end of the sixth century. By the

worthwhile examining both sources where possible.

nineteenth century, England and Wales had approximately 11,000

HOW TO…

the vast majority of the population belonged to the Established Church

There are other factors to consider when viewing the earliest registers.

…make the most of parish
registers
1. Prior to the commencement of
civil registration, parish registers
that recorded baptisms, marriages
and burials on a local level are
our only way of confirming the
births, marriages and deaths of
our ancestors. These can be more
difficult to trace, because there is
not one centralized index and you
usually need to know which
parish your family was living in
to be able to locate their entries.
Parish registers also contain less
detailed information than civil
registration certificates, making it
more challenging to compare
details from record to record.
Nevertheless, the fact these
registers survive for some parishes
as far back as the sixteenth
century means there is a wealth of
information about your ancestors
waiting to be discovered, with a
little patience and determination!
2. If you find civil registration
documents for your ancestors that
do not give the information you
were expecting to find, it may be
worth looking for the parish
register of whichever religious
ceremony would have marked the
event to see if the two records
corroborate one another.
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Ca s e S t u d y

Insolvent debtors were held in local prisons, but The National

USEFUL INFO

Archives holds the records of some major debtors’ prisons in London,
including Marshalsea, Fleet, King’s Bench and Queen’s Bench prisons

You can learn more about the
precarious life of a debtor by
reading Lester Markham’s book
Victorian Insolvency:
Bankruptcy, Imprisonment
for Debt, and Company
Winding-Up in Nineteenth
Century England.

in series PRIS. From 1861 insolvent debtors were allowed to apply for

Nigella Lawson

bankruptcy, and as of 1869 debtors were no longer routinely sent to jail.
Nigella Lawson already knew a fair amount about her

relief for the liberated

Bankruptcy Records

family’s background; her mother, Vanessa Salmon, was

inmates.

G

Most case files for bankruptcy hearings do not survive, though The

an heiress born into the Lyons Coffee House dynasty

G

G

G

Nigella continued to

National Archives has some records in series B 3 and B 4, and more

and, given the high profile of Lyons cornerhouse

investigate the history of

records pertaining to bankruptcies can be found in B 1 to B 10.

tearooms as a quintessentially British institution,

the company, and turned

Notices of bankruptcies and insolvent debtors’ cases can be found in

Nigella was acquainted with the history of the

to Salmon & Gluckstein,

local and national newspapers, and Commissioners of Bankrupts

company – for example, the little-known fact that

the tobacco sellers, who

published notices in the London Gazette.

instead of trading in tea they originally sold tobacco

claimed to be the largest

The Court of Bankruptcy was established in 1832, but before this a

under the name Salmon & Gluckstein. Yet this

in Europe at their launch in

creditor had to petition the Lord Chancellor to commission a bank-

information enabled her to uncover business archives

1873. One of the founding fathers was her 2 x great-

ruptcy case. Proceedings in the Court of Bankruptcy under the Joint

surrounding the family, and learn more about some of

grandfather, Barnett Salmon. His surname was

Stock Companies Acts of 1856 and 1857 are in series B 10 for the

the founders of the company to whom she was related.

originally Solomon, and on the 1841 census it

period 1857 to 1863. After 1869 records of the Board of Trade contain

The starting point for Nigella’s investigation was her

transpired that his father Aaron was a clothes dealer

bankruptcy proceedings.

mother’s family, the Salmons, and their links to Lyons.

in the East End. Barnett started work as a travelling

The records of district bankruptcy courts set up after 1842 are held at

Nigella already knew that her grandfather, Felix

tobacco salesman. He married Helena Gluckstein in

local record offices.

Salmon, was instrumental in running the company

1863, and went into business with his father-in-law

and shaping its direction towards the famous Lyons

Samuel Gluckstein. From consulting trade directories,

The National Archives research guides, Legal Records Information 5:

cornerhouse tearooms. Travelling around London,

where the business was advertised, and material in

‘Bankrupts and Insolvent Debtors 1710–1869’ and Legal Records

many of today’s famous landmarks such as the

institutions such as the London Metropolitan Archives,

Information 6: ‘Bankruptcy Records after 1869’ take a detailed look at

Trocadero and Hard Rock Café were formerly in the

Nigella was able to trace the success of the tobacco

all the records for English and Welsh debtors. The Society of

possession of Lyons. Yet despite his success, Felix

company, and the decision to branch out into other

Genealogists has two Bankrupts Directories for 1774–86 and 1820–43,

Salmon came across in family stories as a melancholy

lines of business – and from these origins, Lyons was

microfiche copies of which are at The National Archives.

man, and one possible cause was his role during the

born in 1889. To ensure none of his family was ever

Second World War. Although he was in the catering

threatened with poverty, Barnett set up a family fund,

Scotland, and information about tracing the records can be found via

corps, Nigella discovered from research at the Imperial

but equally insisted that none of the women were

an online research guide under Court of Session – Sequestrations, as

War Museum that he was likely to have been attached

allowed to work. According to his will, Barnett was

this court handled the sequestration of bankrupts’ possessions under

to one of the regiments

worth £3.5 million in

Similar records for Scotland can be found at the National Archives of

various laws passed in the nineteenth century.

Merchants

that liberated the

today’s money when he

German concentration

died, and – true to his word

camp at Belsen. One

– he set up a trust fund for

cannot begin to imagine

his wife worth £3 ⁄4 million.

the trauma of the event,

Merchants were entrepreneurial businessmen whose prosperity grew

particularly since he was

from the seventeenth century as they sought trade with far-off places

also Jewish, and worked

 One of the famous Lyons

and brought riches to British ports. Renowned enterprises like the East

in the catering corps

tearooms, along Piccadilly,

India Company grew from humble origins, with a small group of

responsible for famine

London, in 1953.
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Troubleshooting Guides

Troubleshooting Guides

Chart 1: Army Service Records, First World War

Chart 2: Army Service Medals, First World War

1. Was your ancestor an officer?
If yes, go to number 2, if no go to number 9.

2. Did your ancestor serve in the British Army
or the Indian Army? If the British Army, go to
number 3, if the Indian Army, go to number 8.

3. Did your
ancestor serve
after 31 March
1922? If yes, go to
number 4, if no
go to number 5.

1. Did your ancestor receive any medal for his
service? All personnel that fought abroad were
entitled to a campaign medal. If no, go to number
2; if yes, or you do not know, go to number 3.

9. Your ancestor was a non-commissioned officer (NCO) or ‘other
rank’. Did he serve in the Indian Army or the British Army? If the
British Army go on to number 10; if the Indian Army go to number 16.

8. The Indian Army records are at the British
Library in the Asia, Pacific and Africa
Collections. Start by using the Indian Army List
to trace the basic career. Further information on
other biographical sources can be found in I. A.
Baxter, India Office Library and Records: A
Brief Guide to Biographical Sources.

10. Did your
ancestor serve
after 1920?
If yes, go to
number 4; if no
go to number 11.

x

5. The majority of records for your
officer ancestor will be at The National
Archives (TNA). Have you searched for
him in the Army List? If no, begin by
doing this. If yes, note down his basic
career details (regiment, date of joining,
leaving, promotions) and go on to
number 6.

6. The service records will be in TNA
Series WO 339 or WO 374. These can
be searched online by entering the
surname of your ancestor in the
catalogue along with either/both of
those references. If there are numerous
potentially correct entries go to number
7; if not order all the potentially correct
files to find the correct service file.
Once this has been found it can be
photocopied or digitally photographed.
Please note, the surviving records are
not the original service records created
by the Army as these were destroyed by
enemy bombing, but, rather, the
surviving correspondence files of
individual officers.

7. If there are too many files to identify
the correct record, use the index to WO
339, found in WO 338. The information
contained in WO 338 is more detailed
and should help identify the correct
entry in WO 339 or WO 374.
x
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4. The records are still held by the
Ministry of Defence. They can be
contacted at the following address and will
charge a fee for searching:
Ministry of Defence
Army Personnel Centre
Historic Disclosures
Mailpoint 400, Kentigern House
65 Brown Street
Glasgow G2 8EX
Tel: 0141 224 2023 or 0141 224 3303
E-mail: disc4.civsec@apc.army.mod.uk.

x

4. If the medal awarded was a 1914 Star, 1914/1915

2. There is no further research to
be done if your ancestor did not
receive a medal.
x

11. The surviving service
records are in The National
Archives in Series WO 363
and /or WO 364. Did your
ancestor die in service? If yes
go to number 14; if no go to
number 12.

x

12. Did your ancestor receive
a pension? If yes, go to
number 15; if no, or you do
not know, go to number 13.

16. If your ancestor was
an NCO/other rank in the
Indian Army, his service
papers will be at the
British Library in the Asia
and Africa Collections.
The service papers of
soldiers who served during
the First World War can be
searched on an annual
basis by viewing the unattached lists in Indian
Army 1908–1944,
L/MIL/14/144–175.

3. It is possible to check to see if your ancestor
received a medal by searching online on The
National Archives website in Documents Online
at www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline.
The National Archives have placed all the medal
index cards for every medal issued during the First
World War online, searchable by name. Begin by
searching for a card by entering the name and any
other details known. If a card is not found go back
to number 2; if a card is found, go to number 4.

Star, a British War and Victory Medal, a Territorial
Force Medal or the Silver War Badge, then they were
campaign medals. Further research can be done by
going to number 5. If the card is an index for an
award of a Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM),
Military Medal (MM), Meritorious Service Medal
(MSM) and Mention in Despatches, they were
gallantry medals. Further research can be done by
going to number 6.

5. The Medal Index Card for
campaign medals has numerical
references to the Medal Rolls
found in The National Archives
Series WO 329.
x

14. If your ancestor died in service,
he would not have been awarded a
pension and his service record
would be found only in WO 363.
x

13. The service records can be found in either
WO 363 or WO 364 on microfilm. WO 363 is
the main series, known as the ‘burnt’ series as
the majority of records were destroyed by
enemy bombing in 1940. Hence, only 20–25%
of the original total survives. WO 364 contains
the service files for those soldiers who were
awarded a pension. Both series may contain
the service record. However, many of the
records were bombed, and there is only a 30%
chance of finding a service record.

15. If your ancestor was
awarded a pension his
record should be in WO 364.
However, sometimes
additional information may
be included in WO 363, so
both sets of records should
be checked.
x

x
x

denotes end of the line with your research

6. If your ancestor was awarded a
gallantry medal then the citation of this
award can be followed up in the London
Gazette. The card should give the date of
when the citation was made in the
paper. This reference can be searched
online at www.gazettes-online.co.uk. It
may also be possible to find out the
reasons behind the award of the medal
in local or national newspapers.
x

