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Introduction


This book is aimed primarily at those who have begun the journey of discovering their Scottish ancestors, but who find themselves facing problems that prevent them from progressing their research further, commonly known in family history circles as ‘brick walls’.


The term ‘brick wall’ has become something of a cliché in the world of genealogy. Pick up any family history magazine and you are likely to find an article or two promising to help you break through one. A brick wall is generally considered to be a problem that prevents a particular person or family line from being traced further. However, the term may also be used more broadly to describe any genealogy problem, such as when an individual cannot be found in records in which they are expected to appear (such as in a census taken during their lifetime), even if that doesn’t prevent them from being traced further.


This book provides a range of information, advice and techniques to help solve these genealogy problems. The first three chapters describe the main records used to trace Scottish ancestors, and the repositories and websites where those records can be found. The next three chapters discuss good research techniques, and some of the approaches that genealogists worldwide have developed to ensure their research is thorough and accurate. Chapter 7 looks at some of the reasons we may encounter difficulties when tracing our ancestors, and at solutions that may be applicable to many different situations. The final chapter deals with some specific genealogy problems and the sources available to tackle them, as well as looking at ways to take research further.


This arrangement reflects my own belief that many so-called brick walls are of our own making. Genealogy problems may be caused not only by a lack of knowledge of records and an inability to access them, but also by a failure to search effectively, approaching a problem with too narrow a perspective, and an unawareness of how to correctly interpret information found in records and to use that information to advance research.


It is no exaggeration to say that the availability of digitized records online, an area in which Scotland has been well ahead of her neighbours, has revolutionized genealogical research. When I first became interested in family history I would visit my local library after work on one of the evenings it was open late, hope to get a seat at one of the few microfilm readers, spend hours scrolling through census microfilms, and with luck, perhaps find one record of my family before closing time. Today I can access the same records, fully indexed, from home, at three in the morning whilst wearing my pyjamas (if I so choose!) and can quite literally find my ancestors at the click of a button. This has made tracing Scottish family history much easier, and has opened up genealogy to a far wider audience. But it has also created new problems, particularly in terms of searching online databases, and it has certainly not eliminated the need for good research technique.


When I decided I wanted to learn more about my Scottish ancestors, my first trip was to the library to borrow a book on tracing family history. I had little idea what I needed to know in order to get started, but found myself learning about what records were available, why they were created, where they could be found, and how to use them to trace my family tree. Before I began to scroll through those census microfilms, I had to consider where my ancestors were most likely to be living at that time. When I finally found them, I had a good understanding not only of the census records and their arrangement, but also of my ancestors’ community.


Today’s beginner is most likely to start their research online and with a website that invites them to simply type in an ancestor’s name. That is not to say research guidance isn’t available online – there is plenty of useful information to be found on websites hosting genealogical records and elsewhere – but it is often up to the individual to seek it out. It is surprisingly easy for the newly fledged family historian to trace several generations of their family, even quite accurately, with little understanding of the records they are using. It may only be when a problem is encountered that any outside guidance is sought.


I am certainly not advocating a return to the old way of tracing family history (if for no other reason than I rather enjoy researching in my pyjamas!), but I would argue that the need for good research practices is greater than ever if we are to get the most out of online records. And if we hope to solve the more challenging research problems, we need to look beyond the records available online to the many treasures to be found in Scotland’s archives.


Good genealogical research technique means not only familiarizing ourselves with archival sources, but also changing how we approach a particular problem. Instead of thinking of which website or database we need to search, we should instead think about what records may exist that could solve our problem and how to access those records, whether that be online, in an archive, or by searching an online or published index prior to visiting a physical repository.


It is easy to imagine that the answer to our brick wall lies in a document hidden in some ‘dusty’ archive, which will unequivocally provide the answer we are seeking (if only someone would digitize it and put it online!). But in many cases the document we imagine will solve our problem may not survive, or may never have been created in the first place. It is by conducting thorough, methodical research, by analysing available records, extracting small clues and comparing information found in different sources that we can begin to piece together a possible solution. Often we don’t so much break through a brick wall as find a way round it.


A book of this size cannot hope to cover all possible genealogy problems, or all the sources that may be used to solve them. However, it does give guidance on tackling some of the most commonly encountered issues, and provides details of a wide range of Scottish records, some of which may be unfamiliar to readers. Tips on using particular records or techniques are given in short ‘Expert Tip’ boxes throughout the text, while in Chapters 7 and 8 a list of ‘solutions’ at the end of each section summarizes the main points. Suggestions for additional study, and a list of further reading that expands upon the information given in this book, are provided at the end.


Those who have picked up this book in the hope of solving a specific genealogy problem may be tempted to skip straight to the relevant section. I would recommend instead that you begin by reading the chapters on research techniques (Chapters 4 to 7), or at least that you read them before beginning research. You may well find that the solution to your brick wall is one that applies to many different situations, such as an indexing error or spelling variation, or that by spending time analysing the information you have already gathered and taking a more methodical approach to your problem, the answer becomes readily apparent.


I hope that, whatever your level of experience in tracing your Scottish forebears, this book will provide you with some new suggestions for tackling old family history problems, and that it will inspire you to look at your research afresh. Finally, I wish you good luck in finding your Scottish ancestors, however elusive they may be!




1 Sources for Scottish Family History Research


There are many different kinds of historical record that can be used to trace ancestors who lived in Scotland and to resolve family history problems. This chapter describes the main sources used in Scottish genealogy research as well as some lesser known records.


More information on these sources can be found in the record guides within the ‘Help and guidance’ section of the ScotlandsPeople website (www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk) and the research guides on the National Records of Scotland website (www.nrscotland.gov.uk) as well as in the publications listed in the ‘Further Reading’ section of this book.


Statutory Registers of Births, Marriages and Deaths


Civil registration of births, marriages and deaths began in Scotland on 1 January 1855, and the resulting records are known as the statutory registers of births, deaths and marriages. From the start, registration was compulsory and free, and so the statutory registers provide a more or less complete record of every birth, marriage and death that has occurred in Scotland from 1855 until the present day.


Most family historians begin their research in the statutory registers, perhaps with their own birth, or that of a parent or grandparent. The registers have been digitized and are fully indexed. They can be accessed at the ScotlandsPeople Centre in Edinburgh (part of the National Records of Scotland), at one of the associated Local Family History Centres around Scotland, or online through the ScotlandsPeople website (www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk).


When statutory registration was first introduced, Scotland was divided into registration districts (initially a total of 1,027), mainly based on existing parishes. A separate register of births, marriages and deaths was kept for each registration district, and at the end of each year the register was closed and a copy transmitted to the General Register Office in Edinburgh.


In 1855, the first year of statutory registration, more information was collected than in later years. However, this was found to be impractical, and from 1856 onwards the amount of information was reduced, although the exact details recorded have varied over the years. This means that 1855 is a particularly significant year for family historians, and you can count yourself as very lucky if one of your ancestors was born, married or died in that year. If the birth, marriage or death of an ancestor’s sibling was registered in 1855, then it is particularly worth seeking out the record, as the information on birthplace and parents may well assist in tracing your own line.


From 1856, the statutory registers of births provide the following details:




• Name and surname of the child


• Date, time and location of the birth


• Sex of the child


• Father’s name and occupation


• Mother’s name, including maiden surname and any former married surnames


• Parents’ usual place of residence (if not the same as the place of birth)


• Signature, designation and residence of the informant (often, but not always, one of the parents)


• Date of registration and signature of the registrar
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A page from the Statutory Register of Births.
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The date of the parents’ marriage, a particularly useful piece of information, was added in 1861. The basic format of the birth record remained unchanged until the later twentieth century, and the details recorded remain very similar today.







EXPERT TIP


A peculiarity of the Scottish registration system that can cause confusion is that until 1934 if a birth took place in a different registration district from where the father usually resided (or the mother in the case of an illegitimate birth), a copy of the birth entry was sent to the registrar of the district of residence and the birth was also entered into the register there. This can make it appear as if a birth has been mistakenly registered twice. In fact if both entries are examined, it will be apparent that one is the original (containing the original signature of the informant) and the other is a copy, with a note in the margin cross-referencing to the original registration.





When a couple married in Scotland, details were entered on to a form known as a ‘schedule’, which was filled in by the person officiating the marriage. This form was then taken to the relevant registrar who entered the details into the marriage register for the district. For this reason, marriage records do not include the original signatures of the bride and groom.


From 1856, marriage records include the following information:




• Date and location of the marriage


• Mode of celebration (for example, by the forms of which church)


• Name, occupation and marital status of each party (although occupations were not always recorded for women, even those who worked)


• Relationship between the bride and groom (if any)


• Age and usual residence of each


• Names of both sets of parents, including father’s occuption and mother’s maiden surname


• Names of the officiating minister and two witnesses


• Date of registration and the signature of the registrar







EXPERT TIP


In the nineteenth century, most marriages in Scotland did not take place in a church. The most common location was the bride’s home, although the manse (the minister’s home) and hotels were also popular. In order to determine which church the couple attended, in particular the bride as it was most likely her minister who performed the marriage, note by what forms the marriage was performed (for example, ‘according to the forms of the Church of Scotland’) and the name and designation of the minister. The designation of the minister may state which church he was attached to (and in rural parishes there may have been only one church of each denomination), but if not, it may be necessary to consult directories and biographical dictionaries of church ministers in order to identify the relevant church. Knowing which church a family attended is particularly important when researching in the pre- 1855 period, but as churches kept their own collections of useful records, it may also be helpful after 1855.





Scottish death records are an important genealogical source because they record not only when and where a person died, but also give the names of parents and any spouses. It should be noted, however, that information may only be as reliable as the knowledge of the informant, who was not always a close relative.


The information found on a death record includes:




• Name of the deceased


•Occupation (rarely recorded for married women)


• Marital status, along with the names and occupations of all spouses (current and former)


• Date, time and location of the death


• Usual residence (if not the same as the place of death)


• Sex and age


• Names of parents, including father’s occupation and mother’s maiden surname, and whether they were deceased


• Cause of death and the name of any attending medical practitioner


• Signature and qualification of the informant


• Date of registration and the signature of the registrar





In the period 1855–1860, the place of burial and the name of the undertaker were recorded, although the name of any spouse was not included in the period 1856–1860. Since 1967, the person’s full date of birth has been given as well as their age, but not their place of birth.




EXPERT TIP


Scottish death records are indexed under all surnames by which a person has been, or may have been, known. This means that married women are indexed under both maiden and married surnames, and both surnames can be entered into search fields together (as ‘surname’ and ‘other surname’) in order to identify the correct entry. As a result, women’s deaths are often easier to locate than men’s. When searching for the deaths of a married couple, search for the woman’s death first. Her death record will show whether her husband was then living or dead, and so narrows down the time period in which he is likely to have died.





In addition to the above records, from 1860 each registration district maintained a separate register known as the Register of Corrected Entries. This relates to births, marriages and deaths, and records either an alteration or additional information concerning a registered event. The registers of corrected entries and the records they contain are generally referred to as RCEs. Common reasons for an RCE relating to a birth include a change of name, the legitimization of an illegitimate child by the subsequent marriage of its parents, and the addition of a father’s name to an illegitimate birth originally recorded without one (often as the result of a court case). RCEs added to a marriage record usually concern a subsequent divorce, or the marriage being identified as bigamous and therefore invalid. An RCE relating to a death frequently reports the result of a precognition by the procurator fiscal into a sudden or suspicious death, and may give additional details regarding the cause of death and circumstances surrounding it.


The registers of corrected entries cannot be searched directly, but digitization and linking means that any RCEs relating to a record of interest can be easily accessed. When an RCE was created, a note was originally written in the left margin of the relevant entry of birth, marriage or death, indicating the volume and page number of the RCE. From the late 1960s, when the format of the registers changed, details were noted instead in the space provided at the bottom of the entry. When you view a record that has an associated RCE, either online or at a ScotlandsPeople centre, a message will appear above the record alerting you to the existence of a correction, which includes a hyperlink to an image of the RCE. Keep an eye out for these, as in many cases the RCE will contain valuable information.


In some cases an RCE may not have been linked to the original record, or it may have been attached to the wrong entry. If you see a note in the margin of an entry indicating an RCE but there is no link, then contact the ScotlandsPeople website or staff at the centre. In most cases the right RCE can be easily identified and a copy supplied. However, be aware that not every margin note relates to an RCE – in some cases it may simply indicate a clerical error that has been corrected on the original entry.
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An entry in the Register of Corrected Entries providing details of a divorce.
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EXPERT TIP


An RCE was not always created in circumstances where one would be expected, presumably because information was not passed to the relevant registrar. This includes some marriages that were found to be bigamous, and some illegitimate births where the name of the father was subsequently established by a sheriff court decree. Do not presume that no RCE always means no court case.





In addition to the main series of birth, marriage and death registers, the General Register Office for Scotland (now part of the National Records of Scotland) maintains various other registers, collectively known as the ‘minor records’. These concern events relating to Scots that took place outside Scotland, and include the Foreign Register, Marine Register, Air Register, Consular and High Commissioner Returns, and Service and War Registers (including details of those killed whilst serving in the armed forces). These registers have varying covering dates, and a full list can be found on the National Records of Scotland website. The minor records can be searched in the ‘Statutory Registers’ section of the ScotlandsPeople website and at centres, either by leaving the location as ‘All’ or by selecting ‘minor records’ from the dropdown list of places.




EXPERT TIP


Not all events concerning Scots overseas are included in the minor records, as registration was usually voluntary and depended upon the informant making the effort to do so. However, don’t presume that because a Scottish ancestor was born, married or died outside Scotland you won’t find that event recorded in Scottish records. It is worth checking both the minor records and any local record of the event, as different information may be given in each.





A number of additional statutory registers are maintained by the National Records of Scotland. A register of stillbirths was begun in 1939, although for reasons of sensitivity it is not publicly searchable. Prior to this, details of stillbirths can sometimes be found in burial registers but were not routinely recorded.


An Adopted Children’s Register has been kept since 1930 and includes details of some children who were born earlier but were adopted after the introduction of the Adoption of Children (Scotland) Act 1930. An entry in the Adopted Children’s Register shows the date of birth of the child, the names, occupations and address of the adoptive parents, the date of the adoption order, and the court that issued it. There is no information given concerning the original name or birth parents of the child. Adoptions cannot be identified via the ScotlandsPeople website, but can be found using the system at the ScotlandsPeople Centre, where they appear in the birth index with the code NRH in place of the registration district. The full entries are not digitized, but can be requested on microfiche with a limit of three record requests per day.


Civil partnership was introduced in Scotland in 2005, and the statutory register of civil partnerships can be searched via the ScotlandsPeople website and at ScotlandsPeople centres. Same-sex marriages have been legal in Scotland since December 2014 and can be found within the statutory register of marriages.


The statutory register of divorces, also searchable via the ScotlandsPeople website and at centres, began on 1 May 1984. Prior to this date, details of divorces were entered into the relevant register of corrected entries, and can be found by viewing the marriage record. Only the index to divorces can be viewed, which provides the name of one spouse, the surname only of the other spouse, the year of the divorce, the full date of marriage and the name of the court. It is possible to order an extract decree of divorce, but in most cases the only additional information this will provide is the addresses of both parties at the time of the divorce. A separate statutory register of dissolutions of civil partnerships began in 2007.


Census Returns


A census has been taken in Scotland every ten years since 1801, with the exception of 1941. In the majority of cases, only statistical information survives prior to 1841, and the 1841 census is the earliest complete census available to family historians. Census returns are closed for one hundred years, and the most recent census currently available is the 1911 census. The 1921 census for Scotland is due to be released in 2021.


The 1841 census (taken on the night of 6 June 1841) provides fewer details than returns from later years. The information recorded is as follows: address, name and surname, age, occupation, if born in Scotland whether born in the county of residence or not, or whether born in England or Ireland or elsewhere (listed as ‘F’ for foreign). Individuals are grouped into households, but relationships between household members are not shown. The ages of people over fifteen years of age were generally rounded down to the nearest five years (so someone aged between fifteen and nineteen would be recorded as fifteen), although it is not unusual to find exact ages given. Married and widowed women frequently appear in the 1841 census under their maiden surname. This is helpful for confirming that a particular household is the correct family, but can create issues when searching.
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A page from the 1851 census.
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EXPERT TIP


Relationships between members of a household in the 1841 census can often be inferred, but this should be done with caution. A young girl with the same surname as the head of the household may likely be that person’s daughter, but could also be a granddaughter, niece or more distant relation.





The 1851–1911 censuses are all in a similar format, although some details varied over the years. They provide address, name and surname, relationship to the head of household, marital condition, age and sex, occupation, where born (usually parish and county for those born in Scotland), and various disabilities. The number of children aged six to thirteen in education was recorded in 1861 and 1871. The number of rooms in the dwelling with one or more windows was included from 1861 (shedding light on living conditions), and whether a person was an employer or employed was noted from 1891. Whether a person spoke Gaelic or Gaelic and English was officially included from 1891 but also noted in 1881.


The 1911 census included a fertility question for married women only (not widows), which records the duration of the marriage in years, the number of children born alive, and the number of those children still living. Other new questions asked which industry or service a person worked in, and their nationality, if born in a foreign country.


Census returns for 1841–1911 have been digitized and fully indexed by name. Digital images can be viewed on the Scotlands-People website or in ScotlandsPeople centres, and many genealogy and local studies libraries have microfilm copies of the 1841–1901 censuses for their area. Indexes to the 1841–1901 censuses are available on several commercial genealogy websites, and partial indexes can be found on a number of free websites. Prior to the censuses being made available online, many family history societies published census indexes for their areas, and these can be found in libraries or purchased cheaply from the society.


There are a few surviving records from the 1801–1831 censuses that include the names of individuals. Other lists of inhabitants of particular parishes or areas were compiled for a variety of reasons at different times, and these are often described as early censuses, although they generally provide less detail than the later nationwide censuses. Some of these pre-1841 population listings have been indexed and published by family history and historical societies. Details are given on the website of the Scottish Association of Family History Societies (www.safhs.org.uk/populationlists.asp).


A register of everyone living in the UK was compiled in 1939 for the purpose of issuing identity cards and ration books. Records for Scotland from this 1939 register cannot be searched directly, but it is possible to request details of deceased individuals by applying in writing to the National Records of Scotland (see www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/nhs-central-register/about-the-register/1939-national-identity-register-and-how-to-order-an-official-extract). The information provided is address, date of birth, marital status and occupation, but not the names of other people living at the same address.




EXPERT TIP


The census returns we use to trace our Scottish ancestors are not in fact the original records, but rather contemporary copies made by census enumerators, who transcribed details from the original forms into enumeration books. Inevitably some errors and omissions occurred during the copying process and so information may not always be accurate. Unfortunately the original census forms do not survive.





Old Parish Registers (Church of Scotland)


Prior to 1855, when statutory registration was introduced, the main source for locating details of births, marriages and deaths in Scotland was the registers kept by the parish churches of the Church of Scotland. These are collectively known as the old parochial registers or old parish registers, or OPRs for short.


Up until 1929, the Presbyterian Church of Scotland was the established or state church of Scotland, as well as being the largest religious organization. This means that the majority of the population had some connection with the Church of Scotland, although they may have chosen to worship elsewhere.


The parliamentary act that established statutory registration in Scotland also specified that the Church of Scotland parish registers kept prior to 1 January 1855 were to be transferred to the civil authorities. Those registers kept up until 1819 were transmitted directly to the Registrar General’s Department, whilst those for 1820–1854 were initially sent to the new registrar in each parish, before later being sent on to the Registrar General. This decision means that pre-1855 Church of Scotland registers now have a special status (they belong to the government rather than to the church), and records that might otherwise have been lost have been preserved. Something family historians can be very grateful for!




EXPERT TIP


The Church of Scotland continued to keep registers of baptisms, marriages and burials after 1855 but they do not form part of the old parish registers (with the exception of a small number of post- 1855 events recorded in the OPRs). Later church registers generally contain less detail than the statutory records of the same event, but may still be worth searching.





The old parish registers have been digitized and indexed and can be found on the ScotlandsPeople website and at ScotlandsPeople centres under the heading of ‘Church registers’. They are divided into ‘Births and baptisms’, ‘Banns and marriages’ and ‘Deaths and burials’, and can be searched by selecting ‘Church of Scotland (old parish registers)’ from within each record type.
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The earliest surviving Old Parish Register, beginning 27 December 1553.
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Those new to Scottish family history may initially be excited to learn that the old parish registers begin in 1553. In fact there is just one parish that has records dating back to 1553, Errol in Perthshire, and even that register starts on 27 December 1553. The majority of parish registers began far later, some only in the 1800s, and many contain significant gaps.


The research guides found on the website of the National Records of Scotland include a ‘List of Old Parish Registers’, arranged by county, which note the covering dates of each parish register and provide a useful reference guide for checking the available records for each parish (see www.nrscotland.gov.uk/research/guides/old-parish-registers/list-of-old-parish-registers). However, even these dates can conceal large gaps in the registers.


In 1872 the Registrar General produced the ‘Detailed List of the Old Parochial Registers’, which, as the name suggests, provides a more detailed description of the contents of each register with useful remarks noting missing, damaged or irregular entries. This publication can also be accessed on the National Records of Scotland website using the link above.







EXPERT TIP


The Stamp Duties Act, imposed from 1783 to 1794, placed a tax of three pence on all baptism, marriage and burial entries recorded in parish registers. This was very unpopular, even with those who could afford to pay, and led to an under-recording of events during this period.





Rather than births, marriages and deaths, the old parish registers typically record baptisms, banns of marriage and burials. There was no standard format, and the amount and type of information varies considerably from one register to the next, as well as within each register over time. If we are lucky, a baptism record will give the child’s date of birth, a record of the proclamation of banns of marriage will note the date the couple married, and a burial record will provide a date of death. However, this is often not the case, and we then generally have to presume that the child was probably born shortly before the baptism, the couple likely married soon after banns were proclaimed, and that the deceased died a few days prior to burial, unless there is evidence to the contrary.


In general, a baptism register will provide the date of baptism, the child’s name, and the names of the parents, including the mother’s maiden surname, although earlier registers may omit the mother’s name entirely. There will usually be an indication as to whether the parents were married to one another and the child was legitimate, often termed ‘lawful’, or alternatively whether the parents had been ‘guilty of fornication’ making the child illegitimate or ‘natural’.


Additional details found in a baptism register may include the child’s date of birth, the father’s occupation, the family’s place of residence (not necessarily the same as the child’s place of birth), the names of witnesses to the baptism, who were sometimes relatives, and the name of the minister who performed the baptism (not always the parish minister). These are all important details that can help to identify the family and connect generations, as well as suggesting additional sources for research. Other details that may very occasionally be recorded include the birth order of the child (for example, whether it was the couple’s first or fifth child), after whom the child was named, and the relationship between the child and the witnesses who were present. Such details are one of the reasons why it is always important to view the original records, rather than relying on an index.


Registers of marriages or banns of marriage will often only provide the names of the couple and a date. This could be one of the days when banns were proclaimed (banns were usually proclaimed on three successive Sundays), when the marriage was arranged or ‘contracted’, or when the marriage actually took place. Sometimes more than one of these dates will be recorded, although often it is unclear exactly which date is being given. It may be noted that the couple were ‘afterwards married’, even if the date of the marriage is not specified.


The parish of residence of both bride and groom is often noted (typically ‘both of this parish’), and sometimes a specific place of residence within the parish is given. The groom’s occupation may be recorded (rarely the bride’s), and the name, occupation and place of residence of the bride’s father may be given (rarely those of the groom’s father). Unlike baptism registers, marriage registers generally do not provide the names of witnesses.


When a bride and groom came from different parishes, banns of marriage had to be proclaimed in both parish churches and two records should have been created, one in each parish. This can sometimes cause confusion, as from indexes it may appear that the couple were married twice, often on slightly different dates. It is always worth looking at both records of the marriage, as one may give details that the other does not. The place of marriage may not be stated, but it was typical for the marriage to take place in the bride’s parish, often in her family home.




EXPERT TIP


Pre-1855 Scottish marriage registers almost never state whether the groom was a bachelor or a widower, and only occasionally note if the bride was a widow (the name of her former husband may be given in place of that of her father). It is therefore easy to overlook a previous marriage, particularly as widows usually married under their maiden surnames. Don’t presume a marrying couple were necessarily young or on their first marriage!





Scottish burial registers are most notable for their absence. Many parishes kept no records of deaths or burials at all, and where a burial register does exist it will usually cover a far shorter period than the marriage or baptism register. A date of burial and a name may be all that is given, although other details may include date of death, occupation, age, place of residence and cause of death. Children may be identified in terms of their father (for example, ‘a child of John Brown’), and the burials of married or widowed women may include their husband’s name (ideally ‘Mary Robertson, wife of John Brown’ but sometimes just ‘Mrs Brown’).


Many records described as burial registers are in fact accounts kept of the hire of mortcloths. A mortcloth was a cloth used to cover the coffin during a funeral and each parish had its own, sometimes several of different quality and size, which was available for a fee. Mortcloth records are often even less detailed than burial registers and may give only a date, which may be when the fee was paid rather than the date of death or burial, and a name, which could be the name of the relative who paid the fee rather than the name of the deceased.


Poor families may have been unable to afford the hire of the mortcloth and so their burials may not be recorded. Other families may have had their own mortcloth or had access to an alternative one, such as through being the member of a trade incorporation, and so, again, may not be recorded.


Unless our ancestors had an unusual surname, it may be impossible to identify them from the limited information given in a burial or mortcloth register, but any records are worth examining. Some people were buried in a different parish to the one where they died due to being buried in an existing family burial plot elsewhere, so it is worth extending a search beyond the parish where the person is known to have lived.




EXPERT TIP


Some burial registers include a location of burial within the burial ground, which may be given in terms of distance from the wall of the churchyard or some other feature. These locations may be hard to decipher but are worth noting as they can sometimes be used to determine that two people were buried in the same or neighbouring burial plots and were therefore probably related.





Records of Other Churches


In addition to the Church of Scotland, there are various other churches and religious bodies whose records can be used to trace our ancestors. These can be divided into two groups: first, Presbyterian churches that split from the Church of Scotland at various periods, known as ‘secessionist’ churches; and second, all other religious groups, including Catholics, Episcopalians, Methodists, Baptists, Quakers, Jews and others.


The history of the Church of Scotland, and of those ‘seceders’ or ‘dissenters’ who separated from it, is complex, and there are plenty of reference works available for those with a particular interest. For most family historians it is sufficient to understand that the Church of Scotland parish church may not have been the only church available to our ancestors as a place of worship, and that records of other churches may also need to be searched. Secessionist churches included the Burghers and Anti-Burghers, the Relief Church, the United Secession and the United Presbyterians, amongst others. The most significant break, known as ‘The Disruption’, came in 1843 when around a third of the Church of Scotland broke away to form the Free Church of Scotland.


The Scottish Episcopal Church began as a distinct church from the Church of Scotland in 1582, and was confirmed as separate from the established Church in 1690, when Presbyterianism was restored in Scotland after the religious upheavals of the preceding century. Episcopalianism was strong in some parts of Scotland, and if an English ancestor was a member of the Church of England, or if an Irish one attended the Church of Ireland, then they may have joined an episcopal congregation after moving to Scotland.


Roman Catholicism remained strong in some Highland areas of Scotland after the Protestant Reformation of 1560, and was boosted in the mid-nineteenth century by the arrival of Irish Catholics fleeing the Great Famine. Later Catholic immigrants to Scotland included Italians and Lithuanians.


Other churches with a presence in Scotland included the Quakers (Society of Friends), Independents or Congregationalists, Baptists and Methodists. Their numbers were generally small, and they were usually found in urban areas. Prior to the twentieth century, the only non-Christians found in Scotland in any number were Jews, many of whom were immigrants from eastern Europe.


From 1855 onwards, a person’s religious affiliation can often be identified from that of the minister who married them, although a non-religious form of marriage was also possible. It is particularly important to note any marriages that took place outside the Church of Scotland in the early decades of statutory registration, as these may indicate which church’s records need to be examined when research turns to the pre-1855 period.


The old parish registers include some records of baptisms and marriages that took place in other churches, sometimes recording the name and religious affiliation of the minister who performed the ceremony, or noting that a particular event concerned a ‘dissenter’. Often, though, it is a family’s absence from the parish register that will alert us to a possible secessionist ancestor. For example, if a couple had children regularly baptised in the parish church up until the early 1840s but there are no baptisms found for younger children, it would be a strong indication the family had joined the Free Church of Scotland after the Disruption.


Unfortunately, not all of these other churches have surviving records, and where records do exist they may be very limited in scope – for example, consisting of minute books of church meetings but no registers of births, marriages or deaths. The good news is that many records can be found in archives, and they are increasingly being indexed.


The National Records of Scotland (NRS) holds a substantial collection of other church records as well as some digitized copies of records held elsewhere. Others can be found in local, university and religious archives and some are still held by the relevant church. Searching online archive catalogues, described in the next chapter, will help to identify these. The publication Registers of the Secession Churches in Scotland by Diane Baptie (see ‘Further Reading’ at the end of this book) has been somewhat superseded by the availability of online catalogues, but is still a useful guide for identifying these records.


Many baptism, marriage and burial registers taken from church records held by the NRS are now included on the ScotlandsPeople website listed as ‘other churches’ within the church registers section. By selecting the record type, then ‘other churches’, it is possible to see a list of churches included, which can be narrowed down by county or city. Additional church records are held by the ScotlandsPeople Centre in the miscellaneous records (MR) series, and a list of these is included on the NRS website (www.nrscotland.gov.uk/research/guides/old-parish-registers/list-of-old-parish-registers).




EXPERT TIP


Don’t just look for churches within the parish where an ancestor lived. Those who did not attend the Church of Scotland may have travelled some distance to worship in their chosen congregation. Check for churches in surrounding parishes as well, particularly those containing towns or large settlements.





Between 2007 and 2010, a project was undertaken to gather in, digitize and index Scottish Catholic parish records and the registers of the main Catholic cemeteries in Glasgow and Edinburgh. As a result, all known pre-1855 Catholic registers, and some post-1855 ones, can now be easily accessed, either through the ScotlandsPeople website under ‘Roman Catholic Church’ within the church registers section, or on the Findmypast website (www.findmypast.co.uk) as four separate collections of ‘Scotland Roman Catholic Parish’ records. The publication Scottish Catholic Family History by Andrew R. Nicoll (see Further Reading) provides a useful guide to these registers. Additional Catholic records are held by the Scottish Catholic Archives, housed within the University of Aberdeen Special Collections Centre.


Various Scottish church registers were microfilmed by the genealogical department of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- Day Saints (now FamilySearch), and can be accessed at the Family History Library in Salt Lake City, Utah, USA, and in associated family history centres and affiliated libraries around the world. These records can be identified through the FamilySearch catalogue (www.familysearch.org/catalog/search) or the FamilySearch Research Wiki (www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/scotland_genealogy), which has dedicated pages for each parish in Scotland. A small number have been indexed and can be searched through the main FamilySearch Historical Records site (www.familysearch.org/search).


Some family history societies have indexed and published records of other churches within their areas, including records that are still held by the relevant church. The Scottish Genealogy Society (www.scotsgenealogy.com) has published many indexes to church records, particularly for churches in Edinburgh and the Lothians, and a large number of Free Church records from the Highlands have been indexed by Stuart Farrell and published by the Highland Family History Society (www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org). Some records from both societies can be accessed online through Findmypast (www.findmypast.co.uk). Some unpublished or privately published indexes to church records can be found in family history and reference libraries, including several indexes to episcopal registers for Aberdeen and the North East of Scotland produced by A. Strath Maxwell.


Additional indexes to records of other churches can be found online through Old Scottish Genealogy & Family History (www.oldscottish.com/records.html) and Scottish Indexes (www.scottishindexes.com). The non-OPR births/baptisms, banns/ marriages and deaths/burials indexes on the Scottish Indexes website include records of Quaker births, marriages and deaths, as well as a variety of records from Church of Scotland and other Presbyterian churches.


The registers of Scotland’s synagogues and Jewish cemeteries are held by the Scottish Jewish Archives Centre in Glasgow (www.sjac.org.uk). The centre holds many other records of the Jews in Scotland, including an extensive database with information taken from over seventy sources.


Wills and Testaments


Scottish wills and testaments can sometimes seem disappointing. Relatively few people left them, and when records are located they often contain less information than expected. However, they are valuable genealogical sources that can help to connect generations. Knowing a little more about the records will assist in understanding what is, and isn’t, included.




[image: images]


A page from a testament dative from 1804. Even though this man died without writing a will, his testament provides a large amount of family information.
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A testament is a document drawn up after a person dies, which provides details of what property that person owned, specifies who will act as the executor to manage and distribute that property, and may indicate who inherits what. In other countries these types of document are commonly known as probate records, but the term probate is not used in Scots Law.


There were two types of testament: testaments testamentar and testaments dative. A testament testamentar is technically a testament in which the deceased person, prior to their death, nominated their executor. In most cases a will or ‘latter will’, in which the deceased specified who was to receive their property, is also included. A testament dative was drawn up when the person died intestate: that is, they left no will and did not nominate an executor, and instead the court selected the executor. This was usually a close relative, although it could also be a creditor.


Testaments testamentar include three sections: an inventory of the person’s goods or possessions, a copy of their will, and the confirmation or official recognition of the executor. Testaments dative just include the inventory and confirmation of the executor. Depending on the court and the time period, all sections may be found in a single document, or they may be contained in two or three separate documents.


It is important to understand that historically in Scotland property was designated as being one of two types: heritable property or moveable property. Heritable property was mainly land and buildings, but could also include fishing and mineral rights and coats of arms. Moveable property was basically everything else a person owned, including money, furniture, clothes and farm animals. Prior to 1868, the ownership of heritable property could not be transferred through a testament, and therefore any land or buildings a person owned will not be mentioned. To identify any heritable property, a separate series of records needs to be consulted (discussed below). However, it was possible to get round this using a document known as a Trust Disposition and Settlement, and some of these can be found recorded with testaments. From 1868 it was possible to pass on heritable property through a will, and since 1964 most property has been passed on in this way.


Scots Law specified how a deceased person’s moveable estate could be distributed. If a man died leaving a wife and children, then his moveable property would be divided into three parts: the widow’s part (or jus relictae), the bairns’ or children’s part, and the dead’s or deid’s part. If he was survived by a wife but no children, or vice versa, the estate would be divided into two. If he had no surviving wife or children, then all the moveable property was designated as the deid’s part. Only the deid’s part could be bequeathed in a will.


Testaments were recorded in local commissary courts up until 1823, and in sheriff courts from the 1820s, with the estates of those who died outside Scotland or who owned property in more than one part of the country recorded in Edinburgh. The process of identifying in which court a document is likely to be found is greatly simplified by the fact that all records up to 1925 (with the exception of Orkney and Shetland from 1902) have been digitized and indexed and can be accessed through the ScotlandsPeople website. However, particularly when researching a common surname, it may still be helpful to know which courts covered the areas where an ancestor lived.


The index to wills and testaments on the ScotlandsPeople website includes the name of the deceased person, a description (usually specifying occupation, place of residence and sometimes date of death, along with the name of the husband of married or widowed women), the date the testament was recorded, the type of document, the court where it was recorded, and a reference number. Multiple records for the same person will often be due to the will and inventory being recorded separately, but could also be because there was an ‘eik’ or extra record created when additional property was identified after the testament had been confirmed. Look at all available records, as they will contain different information.
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