TRACING YOUR ENGLISH
ANCESTORS ONLINE
T a k e y o u r t r e e b a c k f u r t h e r wi t h t h e s e we b s i t e s a n d t i p s

There are many excellent web resources for finding your family history in England, through
subscription sites and freely available records.
This overview will help you to understand the types of records available to researchers, where to find
them, and how to use them.

UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEM
A brief history
Henry VIII created the Church of England in 1534 to enable him
to divorce his wife, Catherine of Aragon, who could not produce
a male heir.
In 1538 Oliver Cromwell, by order of Henry Tudor’s court,
decreed that parishes must keep records of baptisms,
marriages and burials, intended mainly for taxation purposes.
Some initially ignored this request, despite the risk of
punishment. Some record keepers were also inconsistent and
some registers did not survive intact, if at all.

Check for information about a parish at the
FamilySearch Wiki:
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/England_
Genealogy
And Genuki:
https://www.genuki.org.uk/big/eng

Many parish registers have been maintained since close to that
period and up to the beginning of civil registration in 1837.

BIRTHS, DEATHS & MARRIAGES
Yo u r v i t a l r e c o r d s
You will probably find yourself having to seek out certificates
to validate your research. Civil registration, that is, compulsory
registration of a birth, death or marriage, began in the latter
half of 1837. Indexes are available online through Ancestry
($), Findmypast ($), and for free at FreeBMD. In some
instances actual certificates are available for some parts of
England via sites like Ancestry, but mostly all you will see are
basic details from an index which will enable you to purchase
a certificate, such as the names, registration district, year and
quarter, and volume and page numbers.
Certificates can be purchased directly from the UK in two
ways. In some instances the county record office (local
council) will hold original copies, which are worth seeking out
for the original handwriting which appears on them. You would
need to check if these are available in the area in which you
are looking. Alternatively the GRO (General Registry Office) is
the main repository for all records and you can order from
them for a reasonable fee. The GRO copies you will receive
are typically duplicates of originals and don't always have
original handwriting.
Historical searching at the GRO is simple and requires you to
register with an email address and password. You can link to
an order from the record which makes the process simple, and
you have the option of a digital download for births and
deaths. Certificates are approximately $25 AUD.

Useful links:
FreeBMD: https://www.freebmd.org.uk/search
GRO: https://www.gro.gov.uk/gro/content/

What will a certificate tell me?
A birth record will show the date and place of birth, full name of the child, and names of both parents,
including the mother's maiden name. A marriage certificate like the one shown below has the date,
name of both parties, ages, status, profession, residence, and names of both fathers and their
occupations. You will also get the names of witnesses, who could be family members or close friends.
A death certificate will provide you the date, name and age of the deceased, as well as the place of
death, cause of death, their occupation, and the name of an informant, which may or may not be a
relative.

THE CENSUS

Another essential tool for English research is the census.
Taken every 10 years, records survive from 1841 and are
currently accessible up to 1911.
These records are available on the subscription sites such as
Ancestry and Findmypast only, however some free sites have
made content available, including FreeCen, and some of the
Online Parish Clerk Scheme pages may have content (more
on that later).
The 1841 census has fewer details than subsequent years.
Family relationships are not stated and ages were usually
rounded off to the nearest five. From 1851 there is much more
useful detail, including place of birth.

A typical household entry will include the head of the household (an adult male if present), then a wife
(if applicable) followed by any children, other relatives in the house, and lastly servants and lodgers.

This entry for Paddington in London from 1861.

1939 REGISTER

The 1939 Register is a record of all civilian inhabitants of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland on the eve of WWII.
The register was to be a critical tool in coordinating the war
effort at home. It was used to issue identity cards, organise
rationing and more. In addition to being a record of personal
information about your family, it is also a snapshot of what life
was like in their community.
As the 1921 census is not yet available, and the 1931 census
was destroyed during an air raid on London and the 1941
census was never taken, these records are an
important account of the UK population at this time in history.
Records of people not yet deceased, or assumed to be alive,
are officially closed. Information includes residence, name of
household members present, their date of birth, marital status
and occupation.

PARISH RECORDS
Taking you back
Now that you've found your family in birth, death, marriage
and census records you are ready for the next exciting phase
of your journey, parish registers.

Most people alive from the 1500s to the 1800s would have been likely to have been baptised and married in
a church, and buried in a churchyard.
The earliest family history records besides manorial* and land records and wills are parish records. These
are essential to get your family tree back further. First you will need to identify which parish your family came
from. Hopefully you will have gathered some clues from other vital records. If not, a search of family history
sites by your ancestor's name should help.
*Manorial records were mediaeval community records from the manors of feudal society, documenting land tenure and information
about ordinary people not found elsewhere. These are not usually digitised.

Once you have found the place where your ancestor was from you will be able to identify if parish records
exist for that place online. For Ancestry and Findmypast, check their list of available records on their Card
Catalogue and A-Z of Record Sets respectively. Alternatively go to the FamilySearch Wiki previously
mentioned.
It is important to consider surrounding parishes as well. Many towns were near borders and people frequently
travelled across them. If you're extremely lucky, your ancestors will have stayed in the same parish for
hundreds of years! Most towns were parishes in their own right, but some localities were parochial
settlements of a wider parish and you might find registers recording people from different locations at the
main church. If the bride’s parish of origin differed to her groom, sometimes you will find children baptised
there also.

Make use of maps (Google maps and Street View are great) to get to know the location. You might discover
that some children were baptised in another nearby parish, which could be due to inaccessible terrain or an
easier route to travel, or connections with extended family members. Always broaden your search!

Example of a register with extra-parochial parishes included: Prestbury, Cheshire.

County changes
In 1965 changes first began, creating the new Greater London,
which absorbed parts of Surrey, Kent and Essex.
In 1974 a major local government reform took place. The Act
abolished administrative counties and county boroughs, and
divided England into counties.Cumberland, Herefordshire, Rutland,
Westmorland and Worcestershire, vanished from the administrative
map, while new entities such as Avon, Cleveland, Cumbria and
Humberside appeared, in addition to six new metropolitan counties.
When you are relating parishes to a modern map, keep this in
mind. Most genealogical sites will refer to the original pre-1974
counties.

Parish browsing
With most digitised parish registers you can browse through the whole books from beginning to end. This is
useful and highly recommended. Some registers are faint or damaged, and often written in illegible
handwriting. Records are often mis-transcribed and it is easy to miss vital information. Ancestry tends to
make a lot of mistakes with this, so never rely on index entries alone.
The page below, from Cole Hill Presbyterian chapel in Tamworth, Warwickshire, has a list of all of the
parishioners of this dissenting chapel, noting when they first came there for worship and where they were
living. This has been recorded in the early pages, which was not indexed and would otherwise have not been
noticed. So look deeper, you might uncover some real gems!

If you can read the burial record below, you will see something interesting from the parish of Brenchley in
Kent concerning the ancestor of the Diamond family:
John Dimonde, a Frenchman (from whom all the Diamonds came)

Family mapping
If you have identified a family connection to a parish over time, it is useful to map them out. Record all of the
entries for your surname and connect people by baptisms, marriages and burials. I found my Lakin ancestors
in Tamworth in Staffordshire had their origins in Orton-on-the-Hill, a town just over the border in
Leicestershire. By drawing up a chart I could work out family connections much more easily.

The Dissenters
Dissenters, or non-conformists, were folks of Protestant faith who
had broken away from the established Church of England.
This included Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians,
Methodists, and Unitarians, and also Quakers.
Dissenters usually maintained records of baptisms and marriages
for their chapels and Meeting Houses. Many of their records have
survived and have been digitised on Findmypast & Ancestry.

Most dissenters were buried in their local Church of England parish church as few of these
denominations had their own burial grounds. Non-conformists did not have a belief in consecrated
ground, and everyone had the right to burial in their parish churchyard (although Church of
England clergy could only conduct service to those who followed the Church of England until 1880).
As dissenters of the established church they would often deliberately blend in, using the Church of
England church as well as having their own services, to avoid persecution. You may occasionally find
two baptisms for one child.
You might also come across clandestine marriages. These were conducted by a clergyman without
banns or a licence but still legally valid. They were performed outside of the couple's parish, and often
occurred in prison chapels. Some couples did this to avoid the expense of a licence, and if they
wanted to be married privately. Many took place at the Fleet prison in London (records of which are
available on Ancestry).

Handwriting
Deciphering early records can be a challenge. The more you look
at registers, written by different hands, the easier it becomes.
Make use of charts found on the internet if you’re unsure how to
read the fancy letters, as they differ considerably!

Following the right path
What do you do when faced with the problem of not knowing which
ancestor is yours?
Two people with the same name in the same area born in the same
year…?
My advice is to check all parishes in the vicinity of the place where
you think your ancestor came from and map the families out at
each locality. Then check all available records that you can and for
the individual that is your "maybe". Did he/she pass away, marry
someone else, stay in the parish or move away? Trace them like a
detective. Check siblings also. Are there wills that mention
extended family? Were they present at a sibling's wedding?
Never assume something that looks like a good fit to be right and if
you are relying on someone else's research, check everything for
yourself.

SUBSCRIPTION SITES
F i n d my p a s t

Findmypast has the largest online collection of UK and Irish
parish records, with regular new additions.
Subscription rates are reasonable depending on the
membership tier chosen. For a UK only sub, expect it to cost
about $200.
Some public libraries, such as ours, subscribe to the library
edition. It is available on the Local History PC's at our three
Local History sites: Noarlunga, Aldinga and Hub Libraries.

Records available cover the UK, Ireland, Australia & NZ, and the US & Canada.
They specialise in parish records as the company is UK based. Collections are particularly strong in
the midlands area.
In comparison to Ancestry, they are superior in terms of ease of searching and results. But what you
get from it depends on the area you are looking for. Both Ancestry and FMP have digitised nonconformist collections.
For a more complete list of what is available go to the A-Z of Record Sets under the Search tab
(membership not required to view this content). Also check out helpful guides and keep an eye on new
content with Findmypast Fridays - updates on new releases available in the Help section.

Searching
Begin by entering what you know. Make use of name variants and consider a wildcard (*) if
names are likely to be spelled in unusual ways. As you fill in detail it will populate how many
results you will get – keep an eye on this and refine accordingly if you are getting far too
many.

The result list will be alphabetical but you can click on the year tab at the top to switch it to
chronological order. You can also use the filters at the left to adjust your search. Where an
original image exists, you will see this alongside the icons on the right.

Wildcards
Although Findmypast is excellent with variant spellings, keep in mind the difficulty in legibility with some
records. Wildcards can help if satisfactory results are not forthcoming. Insert an asterisk in the name
(shift 8) to use a wildcard.
As an example: my Bowyer ancestors in Leek, Staffordshire, were often spelled Boore/Boor/Bore in the
early registers. To get around this, I used a broad term Bo* (see below).

You can place them anywhere and use as many
as you like (like this one for Broadhurst).

Dates
Findmypast allows a generous searching range of 40 years give
or take. Make use of this as often years can be guesswork
based on ages at death and baptisms which can occur any time
after the birth of a child.
Having a wide year span makes broader searching for extended
family members and different events over time a lot easier.

Places
Again be aware of your parish!
Tamworth straddles the border of
Staffordshire and Warwickshire. Using a
radius is useful if your ancestors tended to
go from one place to another. Even if they
didn’t, it is often a good idea to expand
your search.
Findmypast also allows you to select
location limiters under Record Set from the
search page.

Parish Registers on FMP
Findmypast’s collection of digitised original registers allows you to browse the entire books.
This is useful if the records you have been searching are hard to read, and could have been
mis-transcribed.
Searching through from start to finish, or from the time your ancestors were in the parish, helps
you to map out potential families connected to yours and make important links. It’s particularly
important to do this when there are multiple families in the parish which share your family’s
surname.
As an example, in Leek, Staffordshire, there were two Ralph Pilsbury’s at the same time. From
the original registers we can ascertain that Ralph the elder lived at Leekmoore, and Ralph the
younger lived in the town – both baptised their children at the same church. Impossible to
figure out the separate families from indexes alone!
After you have scrolled left to right once, it will also display the image number, in which you
can type a number if you are wanting to skip further forwards or backwards in time.

Information from parish records is usually basic including given names, date, father's name for a baptism
and sometimes the mother's name, depending on the time period or vicar's preference, and sometimes an
address.
If you are lucky you might see something like the records below. Extended family members are
mentioned, expanding the family tree!

Non-conformist baptism from Wattisfield in Suffolk naming maternal grandparents of the child.

Baptism from Macclesfield in Cheshire, explaining the birth order of the child, and detailed information about both parents.
Most unusual!

Capturing content
Use the Download button (see image below, bottom right) to save a copy. It is also
recommended to download before printing to get the full page view. Use the side arrows to
scroll to subsequent pages of a document.
You can also use the Snipping Tool (under Windows Accessories) to capture portions of a
page.
Zoom in or out to adjust the view to your preference.

Other useful records
Marriage bonds and allegations/licences
These records give additional information than the parish register marriages alone, where they
exist.
Marriage bonds and allegations only exist for couples who applied to marry by licence, and not
by banns*. The couple had to declare there were no impediments to their marriage and a
penalty would apply to the groom and his bondsman (usually a friend or relative) if the
allegation proved false. The penalty was set high to deter unlawful marriages.

The existence of a bond/allegation does not prove a marriage actually took place, it was only an
application. You need to follow up with a marriage record.
Information included the intended parish/parishes of marriage, ages (sometimes approximate),
residence and occupation. If one of them was a minor, parental consent had to
be given.
Until 1733 Latin was the official language of legal documents. Until this time the first part of a
marriage bond will be in Latin. The second part will be in English.

*What are banns?
Banns of marriage were
public announcements at
the couple's home parish
church, of their intent to
marry. They were read
aloud on three Sundays
before the wedding date, to
ensure the marriage was
valid.

Wills and Probate
Wills, where they exist, are valuable sources of information
about family relationships, and can help fill in gaps where
people might not be traced easily in parish registers.
Findmypast has indexes for many locations, and some fully
digitised collections which include Cheshire, Leicestershire,
and Staffordshire.
Other collections can be found on Ancestry.

Bastardy Records
Though often difficult to find online, records of paternity of illegitimate children, bastardy records, are
important tools for the family researcher. It was not uncommon to find single unwed mothers and you
could well expect to have one in your tree. Bastardy orders were a method used by the parish,
responsible for the financial welfare of children born to unmarried women, to obtain maintenance from
the reputed father.
Below is an example of a bastardy order. If you are having no luck finding one, look up the website for
the county record office in the relevant county for help.

Apprentices, criminals and residences
Expand your search to other collections. There are
also apprenticeship records, criminal records,
electoral records, and the British newspaper
collection (not available on the library edition).

Ancestry
Ancestry is the biggest worldwide
subscription site. There are millions of
records covering Australia & NZ, USA &
Canada, UK & Ireland, and mainland
Europe.
All public libraries in South Australia have
access to Ancestry Library Edition via public
computers.
To help you get acquainted with the site,
Ancestry has a YouTube channel with
helpful videos:
https://www.youtube.com/user/AncestryCom

There isn't much on the website to guide you but a search of the Card Catalogue will help you familiarise
the content available.
The difference between Library Edition and a personal subscription is with tree building and connecting
records to ancestors.
To discover what they hold, make use of the Card Catalogue, found under the Search tab. Refine the list
by region and/collection, or a keyword search.

For the UK there are vital records such as the census, and birth, death and marriage indexes, and parish
registers which cover most parts of the country. They share index data with FamilySearch (LDS church
records) so coverage extensive. Original digitised registers include:
Dorset
Somerset
Gloucestershire
Derbyshire
London including Surrey
Manchester
Liverpool
Northamptonshire
Oxfordshire
Yorkshire
Warwickshire
Wiltshire
There are also various record collections for other counties so do check with the Card Catalogue.

Searching - tips and tricks
Ancestry is an American based product,
and Library Edition is set to American
records by default. To get around this you
have to be specific with place names. As
you type, it will generate a place it
recognises, which you should select to
keep with the recommended format.
With your own subscription, it is easier to
overcome this and get records more
relevant to your search terms.
Select Exact to place/county/surrounding
counties. If you don’t, you will still
get American records in Library Edition.

Ancestry's search algorithms are inferior to Findmypast, and their transcriptions are prone to errors.
When entering a surname it is wise to select Soundex/Sounds Like options from the Exact box below
the surname field. You can also use a wildcard. Wildcard (*) searching can be useful where there
could be a letter or two likely to be spelled incorrectly. You have to use at least three letters for this to
work, but you can place the wildcard anywhere.

Also consider the use of nicknames. For years I was eluded by the lady above. Stumbling on family
letters connected me to other relatives who could be traced to Derbyshire. Eventually I found her
baptised as Nelly. Her sister Sarah was baptised as Sally. Neither of those names have appeared in
any other records!

Examining original records
Where an original record exists, I can't
stress enough the importance of looking
at it carefully.
In the example (right), Ancestry have
understandably had a difficult time
deciphering this record, and have chosen
the name Edward Childs as the son of
Samuel and Elizabeth, when it is in fact
David.
Transcribers do their best but errors and
omissions are prevalent. Users can
submit corrections but the errors will
remain. Never trust index entries alone.
If someone doesn’t show up in a search
where you’d expect them to, seek out
specific record collections from the card
catalogue, where they exist (for example,
go straight to Dorset, England, Church of
England Baptisms, Marriages and Burials
1538-1812 (see below). Select the parish
from the drop down menu on the right
and browse the registers. Ancestry has
entire counties covered and allows you to
search complete registers this way.

Now back to a general search. Once you have entered details and clicked the Search button, a list of
results will appear, usually with the most relevant hits first (but not always!). You may need to adjust
your search terms, using Edit Search and other filters on the left.
You can hover over the collection title (in blue) for a preview of the record.
Click View Image to see the original.

Viewing and capturing images
Scroll left to right for other pages in the register. Use the zoom function to get closer. You can move
the page around with the hand icon by holding the left mouse button down. View thumbnails of other
pages and an index of people transcribed via the tools at the bottom of the page. Remember to be
cautious of the accuracy of the names!

To capture, click Save at the top right. This is also necessary to print.

Send Image Home will send a link to your email address and allow you to open the record at home,
regardless of whether you have a subscription or not. Make use of Library Edition to capture historical
records to attach to your tree at home. It costs you nothing!

Census
Searching the census on Ancestry can be
difficult, usually due to spelling issues
and incorrect place names. And
sometimes just because your people
aren’t where you expect them to be!

In this case, William’s name was spelled
correctly. His age was almost right. His
place of birth, however, was
misinterpreted. He was born in
Bletchingdon in Oxfordshire. The county
had been abbreviated by the
enumerator to its accepted form, Oxon.
The transcriber of the Ancestry indexes
has mistaken it for Mon, short for
Monmounthshire, and this error will stay
with this record, by default, despite
submissions to correct it.
In 1841 William was harder to find. His
surname was spelled incorrectly, and he
was not in London as expected, but in
Staffordshire with his employer, the Earl
of Bradford, sleeping that night in the
stables of the Earl’s country estate.
With Ancestry, you have to think outside
the box a bit, and try different ways of
searching to get the most out of it. Adjust
and expand your search to make sure
you don’t miss anything.

Wills & Probate
Ancestry has different will and probate
collections to Findmypast, so it is
advisable to search both sites.
Their main collection is the Prerogative
Court of Canterbury wills (1384-1858) for
which there are full digitised images.
The Prerogative Court of Canterbury was
a church court under the authority of the
Archbishop of Canterbury, which was
responsible for the probate of wills where
the value of the goods involved was more
than five pounds, and the property was
held in two (or more) dioceses within
Great Britain.
Ancestry also holds digitised wills and
probates collections for Wiltshire and
Yorkshire and indexes for other
collections.

Family trees
Ancestry allow you to create family trees for free. The downside is that as a non-member, you can’t
access records matched to your ancestors. The hints you receive, in any case, should be treated with
caution.
Creating a tree is an intuitive and simple process with a clear and user friendly appearance. The ease
of linking to documents and uploading your own is an advantage. Paid members will receive green
leaf hints on their tree which can point to useful information, and also to completely irrelevant
information.

Warning about public trees
As a member, you will receive hints for matches not only to records, but to other people’s family trees.
Accepting the hint is as simple as the click of a box. Undoing the mess it causes is a
lot less simple. Once it is done it cannot be readily undone! Use people’s trees as a guide only, no
matter how well researched and sourced they may appear to be.

Other useful records
There are many varied collections. Familiarise
yourself with these and make use of Ancestry’s
Card Catalogue.
Expand your search outside the vital collections
to build your family story.
Make use of free sites as well, don’t be
restricted by the pay sites. Treat with
caution anything you can’t verify. Original
records are always best but not
everything is online.

Poor law removal record from Dorset

Monumental inscriptions
Genealogists know the importance of grave
hunting! Make use of the monumental
inscriptions available on pay sites and also link
to community sites like Find A Grave, or Billion
Graves. You might be in luck and find a photo
of your family’s grave.
(Treat the family history information on Find a
Grave with caution as it is often usersubmitted).

BEST FREE SITES
F a mi l y Se a r c h
The Mormon Church (Latter Day Saints) regard family history
as important to their beliefs and have been collecting parish
records for a number of years, making them freely available
to everyone.
Their website has had index content for many years. As they
move towards digitising the old parish registers on film held at
Salt Lake City, the digitised images are being incorporated
into the site. However that content is restricted to church
members, and only viewable by the general public at a Family
History Centre.
To search their indexes at home, you will need an email
address to register a user name and password and sign in at
each session.
As valuable as their records are, without seeing originals and
relying on index entries could potentially lead you up the
wrong path. Results displayed are often irregular despite best
efforts at search limiters, and some records link to usersubmitted family trees, which have known errors.
Be thorough and check other sources also.

FreeBMD
FreeBMD is part of the FreeGenealogy network who aim to provide
free access to transcribed records. In this case it is the civil
registration indexes for births, deaths & marriages. Although the
GRO have this search function, they don’t include marriages.
It is easy to use and has many filters to help get the best results.
With marriage entries, you will get all potential spouses to all people who were registered on that
page in that district, so it is up to you to work out which spouse is a match.
Note the volume and page numbers, quarter of the year, and district to apply for the certificate.

FreeReg
FreeReg is a similar project to FreeBMD, providing free access to
parish record transcriptions.
It relies on the contributions of volunteers but has many English, Welsh
and Scottish parishes covered.
Searching is easy, worth a look if you are having no luck elsewhere.

OPC Scheme
The OPC (Online Parish Clerk) scheme is operated by groups of volunteers with an aim to provide
free transcriptions of parish records.
A number of counties participate: Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Hampshire, Kent, Lancashire, Somerset,
Warwickshire & Wiltshire.
Each site varies considerably in terms of appearance and content. Usually there is a parish list and
links to a parish page, with online data available only where it exists.

OPC parish page for Melbury Osmond in Dorset

County Record Offices and Historical Societies
In England the County Record Offices, or councils, are a repository for historical archives for each
county. They hold parish registers and other historical documents and have a copying service (for a
fee). If you are prepared to pay, make use of them when you can’t find a record elsewhere.
There are also historical societies in most counties who compile resources and will often have them
for sale. Membership fees are small and there is often access to members-only content.

Online forums
Ancestry Message Boards allow you to post a query in public and hopefully receive a helpful
response! You can make use of these even if you are not a member.
Rootschat (shown above) is another forum to connect with researchers around the world who might
have access to records in the area you are searching that you can’t get to. I have been extremely
fortunate to get some great responses like this one!

Google It!
Google your parish and you just might find some free records!
Some parishes have their own websites, and some keen family
historians also put up content on their own family sites.

Prepared by Kelly Dyer, Local History Officer, Noarlunga Library

