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WILLS:What they are and what they tell us

Wills often furnish vital information for genealogists. They can:
• define precise relationships within family groups
• name relatives in different parts of the country and the world
• name children, nephews or nieces whose existence you never suspected
• bring to light family skeletons such as acknowledging illegitimate children
• add "flesh to the bones' of a genealogical study by providing a guide to the

wealth and life style of an ancestor

But it is also important to note:
1) Not everyone made a will or course but a surprising number did some leaving

very small amounts of money.
2) Married Women were unable to make a will until the law changed in 1882.

After 1858 the State administrated wills in England and Wales in place of the
established Church. All wills being proved at the Principal or District Probate
Registries. These have been indexed by year alphabetically and are available to
view at the Principal Registry, London and on microfiche at some other UK Record
Offices. They are easily searched, and contain a summary of the will which often
includes very useful genealogical information. A copy of the will can then be ordered
from the Principal Registry in person or for postal applications - Probate Searches
and Copies Dept, Duncombe Place, York. See
http://www.courtservice.gov.uklfandllprob guidance.htm for more information

Before January 12th1858 searching for wills is complex. Probate was granted by
The Church of England, wills being proved within a hierarchy of over 300
Ecclesiastical Courts:
• Archdeacon's courts
• Consistory Courts
• Commissionary Courts
• Prerogative Courts of Canterbury and York (the superior PCC)
• Peculiar Courts (outside the usual jurisdictions).

Different geographical areas tended to use a particular Court although not
exclusively so. 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. For a list of County Record Offices see-
http://www.oz.netl-markhow/englishros.htm. Record offices are usually very helpful
and will respond to written enquiries. Most are now on e mail. You could enquire
whether they have a reference to your Ancestor's will and if so the cost of
photocopying and postage. Prices will vary, but will probably be around £1.00 per
page plus postage. They may also make a charge for their time.

The following are useful resources to explain the necessary details of boundaries:
• The Phillimore Atlas and Index of Parish Registers (Cecil Humphery-Smith,

Phillimore, 2nd ed. 1995);
• Probate Jurisdictions (J.S.W. Gibson, FFHS, 6th ed. 1996);
• Ancestral Trails (Mark Herber, GPC, 1997);
• PCC Wills and Other Probate Records (Muriel Scott, PRO, 1997).

Where to Begin
Consider your starting point: either begin with the local archdeaconry court and work
up to the PCC, or from the PCC down. Several factors need to be considered.
1) For an individual or for aUentries of one name over a period of time.
2) Is it restricted to a specific region or does it span the whole country.
3) Social standing - wealthier families used the higher courts.
4) Religion. Non-conformists being more likely to use the court of the PCC in

London.
5) The period. Only one central court in London existed when Oliver Cromwell was

in power, 1653-60.
6) Did the testator die out of England. For example, sailors dying overseas owing

more than £20 in back pay had their probate handled by the PCC.
7) Access to existing aids. Available indexes are worth searching first, whether or

not known facts suggest a different court as the starting point.

Keep in mind that when a bishop was in an archdeaconry on a visitation, probates
were moved up from the archdeacon's court to the diocesan court. Snobbery in
some cases, and the place of residence of the executor/executrix in others, meant
that some probates were heard outside the expected jurisdiction.

There are a variety of indexes to the wills and administrations at the pec from 1383
to 1858 at the LOS Family Records Centre in London. Here are a number of useful
sources:

http://www.courtservice.gov.uklfandllprob
http://www.oz.netl-markhow/englishros.htm.

