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The Parish Chest 
Parish records include many documents other than parish registers which can also be very useful to the family 

historian.  These are known as “The Parish Chest”, after the large wooden chests in which all parish documents were 

once stored.   

Parish chest records can include information on a whole range of people: the clergy, church wardens and other 

parish officials, tradesman, those paying into the parish, for example, as rates, tithes and pew rents, people moving 

from parish to parish, information on illegitimate children and those in receipt of poor relief.  For more recent 

ancestors, you might even find a photograph.   

The Vestry 
The Vestry, or Four-and-Twenty, was the name used historically for the group of men (and historically it was just 

men) who administered the parish – the fore-runner of the parish council.  

Vestry minutes will include details of who was serving on the Vestry, which was often a position for life.  If a name 

disappears then that can be an indication that the person died.  Sometimes seats on the Four-and-Twenty were 

passed down within families.  

The presence of an ancestor amongst the men of the Vestry suggest that he was of a certain level of status and 

respect within the community.  

Church Officials 
The Vestry were also involved in choosing the various parish officials such as: 

 Church Wardens 

 Constable 

 Overseers of the Poor 

Depending on the size of the parish these kept one or more sets of accounts.   

Church Wardens Accounts 

These can include details of payments to people who carried out specific tasks within the parish: sexton, bell ringers, 

the woman who washed the church linen.  

Constables Accounts 

The constable was responsible for carrying out removal orders (see below) and ensuring that vagrants and such like 

were moved swiftly through the parish.  As part of these roles their accounts can include details of their travelling 

expenses and payments to travellers in need to enable them to move on.   
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Rate Books 

Rate books show who was paying into the parish funds.  This allows some idea to be determined of payees’ level of 

wealth.   

There will also be cases of people arguing over their payment and asking to pay less or be excused.  Like all taxes, 

church rates were not popular! 

Poor Law Records 
Until the New Poor Law of 1834 which introduced the system of Poor Law Unions and the Union Workhouses, each 

parish was responsible for the care of its own poor, administered by the Overseers of the Poor.  

Overseer Accounts 
Overseers accounts include details of people and families in receipt of aid from the parish funds.  Sometimes this 

was a regular payment, in other cases it could be a specific one-off sum to meet a specific need, such as to pay for a 

new pair of shoes for a child or, even, to cover funeral costs.  

Settlement 
Settlement was a vital concept under the Old Poor Law as a parish was only responsible for people who had 

“settlement” within their parish.  People who did not have settlement were someone else’s problem!  

The criteria for having settlement varied over time but key ones included: 

 Being born in a parish 

o A woman took her husband’s settlement on marriage 

o Illegitimate children were a particular problem in this regard, hence the practice of moving pregnant 

women through a parish as quickly as possible 

 From 1743, an illegitimate child took its mother’s parish of settlement irrespective of where 

it was born.  

 Serving as a parish officer 

 Paying the parish rate 

 Renting property with an annual value of >£10 per year 

 Being apprenticed in a parish  

o Hence, why parishes preferred to apprentice pauper children in different parishes.   

This concept of settlement led to some particular records, which if located, can be very useful to a family historian: 

Settlement Certificates 

Documents from a person’s parish of settlement confirming to the parish to which they were moving that they will 

be responsible in the event of the person/family being in need of parish relief 

Settlement Examinations 

Report of an interrogation to determine a person’s parish of settlement.  This will typically be a history of their life to 

that point, in particular, of factors affecting their settlement: where born, parents, marriages, apprenticeships, 

where lived previously, etc.   

Removal Orders 

Orders to physically remove a person or family back to their parish of settlement once they had become dependent 

on the parish.  Typically, such orders include name and ages of all children in a family.   

These orders can seem quite harsh as it was not unusual for a woman and her children to be removed to her 

husband’s parish after being widowed since she took her settlement from him.  She might not have had any friends 

or family in that parish.   
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Bastardy Bonds, Bastardy Examinations and Maintenance Orders 

Illegitimate children were a particular concern to the Overseers of the Poor as single women with children were 

much more likely to become dependent on the parish.  Thus, considerable effort was put into determining the father 

of any illegitimate child.  Bastardy examinations were interrogations of the mother to “persuade” her to reveal the 

name of the father of her child.  It is even said that midwives were required to pressure their patients for this 

information during the actual delivery! 

Bastardy bonds and maintenance orders were two methods by which fathers were required to support their 

illegitimate offspring, so sparing the parish the expense.   

Parishes could also pursue absconding fathers – married or otherwise – to ensure they provided for their families.  

Property Records 
Parishes have always been involved with property, whether the church itself, a church school or lands owned by the 

parish or any associated charities.  These property records can contain a variety of interesting documents: 

 Glebe Terriers 

o Record of the holdings or “glebe” of the rector or vicar.   

 Faculty  

o Permissions to make changes to the structure of parish property 

 Tithes 

o Can include copies of tithe maps and surveys showing who held what land 

o Tithes were payments to the parish incumbents 

 Copies of land transfer records and records.  For example, from the parish of St. Oswald, Durham: 

1 January 1785 

(1) Rev. Thomas Hayes, Vicar of St. Oswald; Robert Burlinson and Thomas Clarke, Churchwardens 

of St. Oswald's  

(2) James Trenham of Darlington, innkeeper  

Lease of farm in Cockerton belonging to the poor of St. Oswald's for a term of 12 years  

Rent: £43 p.a. plus £10 per acre converted to tillage 

Clergy Records 

If your ancestor was a clergyman, then there may well be records concerning him in the parish(es) in which he 

served.  These can include records of him obtaining and leaving his position with the parish, copies of 

correspondence to and from the clergyman and, perhaps, photographs.   
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Other records 
Other types of records in the parish chest can include: 

 Records of parish schools 

 Confirmation registers 

 Copies of parish newsletters 

 Photographs 

 Registers of services  

 Etc., etc.  

 

Hint & Tips 
 Generally, parish chest records are not online – you will need to visit the archive to access them  

o Check the online catalogue of the County Record Office to see what has survived for parishes of 

interest.   

 Try searching record office catalogues for surnames of interest to see what pops up, even in other parishes.  

 Even if you don’t find any specific references to your ancestors, looking at parish chest records will give you 

an idea of what life was like in the parish at the time when they were living there.   

 There are no hard and fast rules as to what might be in the parish chest so it is always worth a look – you just 

might find genealogical gold.   

 

 

Disclaimer: This document is intended as a guide to get you started with researching your family history.  It is not 

intended to be comprehensive and Cameo Family History does not accept responsibility for errors and omissions.  

 


