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PLEA FOR PARISH REGISTERS.

[

INTRODUCTORY.

. ——

By the Civil Registration Aet,® passed 17 August 1836, the
State for the first time undertook the duty of registering in
one Central Public Office the Births, Marriages and Deaths of
all the inhabitants of England and Wales irrespectrvely of their
religious opinious, ]

Since June 1837, (when the provisions of the Act came into
operation) duplicates of the entries of all Births, Marringes and
Desths in England and Wales, have been regularly transmitted
to the General Register Office, London, where they are alpha-
betically indexed, on a most elaborate plan, and rendered
accessible to the public for a small search fee,

As a certified copy of any entry in the books of the
Registrar-Grenersal is receivable in evidence “ without any
further or other proof of such entry,” the modern parish Regia-
ters gince June 1887 poasesa little of that peculier value and
interest which attach to the Old Parish Registers. These
latter, however, still remain of the utmest importance, and
are a part of our National Hecords even more deserv-
ing of careful preservation than many of the documents
stored in the fire-proof buildings of the Public Record
Office. Yet the act of 1836 strangely omitted to make any
provision for the safe-custody of these old registers (which, in
many instances, date back to the year 1588) : an omission atill
more surprising when we consider the grave nature of the facts
disclosed in the printed Parish Register Abstract which had
been presented to both Houses of FParlinment three years
previously.t

For the institution of Parish Registers, we are indebted to

* «An Act for registaring Births, Marriages and Deaths in England.
6& 7T WIL IV, c. 86,

t Bee p, 10, goat,



Thomas Cromwell, the energetic Minister of Henry VIIL In
1538, acting as Vice-gerent of the King in all matters Ecclesi-
sstical, he iseved an Injunction to the Clergy ordering every
parson, vicar or curate for every church to * keep one book or
register wherein he should write the day and year of every
wedding, christening and burial ... and also there insert every
persons name that should be so wedded, christened and buried.”
To ensure the safe-kecping of the Register book, it waa further
ordered that the parish should *be bound to provide of their
common charges one sure coffer with two locks and keys,” one
key to be retained by the parson the other by the
churchwardens.

Similar Injunctions were issned by King Edward VI, in
1547, and by Queen Elizabeth in 1589 ; in which latter year
olso every minister on institution was required to subscribe a
protestation that he would keep the Register-books according
to the Injunctions.

Ome of the moat important regulations for the preservation
of the old registers was contained in Canon No. LXX.,
authorized by King James in 1603 by which ecopies of all
Parish Registers then extant were ordered to be made on
perchment and preserved. For the future the registers were to
be kept in “ one sure coffer, with three locks and keys " one
for the minister and ome for each of the churchwardens.
Nearly all the older registers now extant consist of the parch-
ment copies executed in obedience to this Canon.

Pasging over the forther regulations ms to parish registers
eontained in the ordinances of Parlinmeni in 1644 and 16563,
and in the Acta of Charles IT. William IIT. and George 11.* we
come to Mr. (afterwards Sir) George Rose’s act of 1812,} which

* 80 Car. T . B.w 436 &7 Will. IIL. . 6; 7 & 8 Will. IL c. 65; 26
Geo. 1L, 0. 83,

# “An Act for better regulating Parish and other Registers of Births,
Baptisms and Buriuls in England " 52 Geo, TIL, ¢, 146, It is this Acs
which commits the Iudicrous blunder of firet enacting a pemmlty of 14
vears' transportation for falsifying the register, and then directing that
half the penalty shall be received by the informer.!
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thongh ill drawn and with many inperfections of datail,
contained several important provisions for perfecting the mode
of registration. By this Act, registers of Baptisms, Marriagea
and Barials, were directed to be kept by each incumbent in
separate books of parchment or paper to be provided by the
King’s Printer at the expemsa of the respective parishes
aocording to Scheduled forms, such books to be preserved * in
a dry well-painted iron chest in some dry safe snd secure
place ” within the usual residence of such incumbent (if resi-
dent within the parish} or in the parish church.

From 1818 to the present time the form of the regisiers has
been governed by the regulations of this Act—but its provisions
for the safe-vustody of these records have in too many
instances been most shamefully neglected: and like the precau-
tiona of earlier times have utterly failed to preserve the registers
in their integrity.

IMPORTANCE OF PARISH REGISTERS.
—— —

It i3 no mere antiquarian interest which attaches to these
records. Their safe-custody is & matiter of practical impor-
tance,not to any one class of the people only, but to all classes,
Every individual be he rich or poor, peer or peasant, has an
nterest in the preservation of our Old Parish Registers; but,
to the poor man, of whose existence they constitute almost the
onlyrecord, it is of special consequence to preserve intact

#Thess gimple annals of the Village Poor.”

“ While the rich "said Lord Elcho, in moving for
leave to introduce the Bill which afterwards became
the Aet by which the system of Civil Registration
was applied to Scotland,® “have their title-deeds, their
parchments and their seulptured monuments, there is literally
oo record of the poor man’s birth or death except the Parish

* 17 & 18 Vict. o. BO.



