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CIVil REGISTRATION OF BIRTHS, MARRIAGES AND DEATHS IN ENGLAND AND WALES

Civil registration of births, marriages and deaths, in England and Wales, started on 1 July 1837 introduced
after legislation in 1836, the Marriage Act of 1836 (Act of 6 & 7 William IV, chapter 85) and the Births and
Deaths Registration Act of 1836 (Act of 6 & 7 William IV, Chapter 86). Registration was undertaken by civil
registrars who reported to the Registrar General at the General Register Office (GRO) in London, now part of
the Office for National Statistics (ONS): (Mark O. Herber, Ancestral Trails, Genealogical Publishing Company,
Inc., 1998)

Since the original birth, marriage and death registers are not open to the public, getting access to the
information on one of these certificates.is done by first searching the national birth, marriage and death

. indexes that have been created by the GRO for this purpose.

The indexes for the three events are each divided into quarterly volumes, with the names for each quarter
listed alphabetically. Once an entry in one of the indexes is found, you are then able to use that information to
order of certified copy of a death, marriage or birth certificate from the GROIONS. The other information that
can be .obtained from the index include: year, record type, quarter (referred to by the last month of fheqcsrter:

. March, June, September, and December), district (each county in England and Wales was divided up into
registration districts), volume, and page number. '"

1837·1874
The CQuntry was divided into Registration Districts, each under the control of a Superintendent Registrar.
Registrars were appointed to issue certificates for births and deaths which occurred in their area. Their duty
was to actively collect information and they were paid according to their success. There was no penalty for not
registering a birth or death, so records from this time are incomplete, possibly a third of the population is
missing from these early records. When the local registers became full they were sent to the Superintendent
Registrar for safe keeping. The Superintendent Registrar produced local indexes of events and four times a
year sent copies to the Registrar General in london.
Births·
Parents were not bound to give birth information unless requested by the Registrar. Some w~re not truthful
about the date of birth, as they had to pay if the registration was more than 6 weeks after the birth. Some
parents thought baptism was a legal alternative.

Marriqges
From 1837, marriages could take place in a local register office, instead of a church. A new type of marriage
regist~r was introduced for all marriage ceremonies. The Church of ~ngland, Jews and Quakers could conduct
and register fheirown marriage ceremonies. Two registers were completed, one for the church thE!ofher for
the state. Other denominations. (Methodists, Baptists, Unitarians, etc) had to apply for their chapels to be
licensed to conduct marriages and could only conduct a ceremony there if, in addition to the minister, 'a
Registrar was also present to record the events in a Register Office marriage register. This did not change
until f898. .

~
From~1874
The eirths and Deaths Registration Act of 1874 (Act of 37 & 38 VictOria, Chapter 88) made registration
compulsory. The onus for registration of a birth was passed to the parents, or the occupier of the house where
a birth took place. The birth had to be registered within 42 days or a £2.00 fine was imposed. It still remained a
common belief that baptism registered the birth, also if the parents ran out of time they would either lie about
the d~te of birth or simply not register and hope not to get caught. . .

t
The responsibility for recording a death was placed on arelaton of the deceased. The registration had to be
supperted by a certificate signed by a doctor, and the death had to be registered within 5 days.


