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Quaker Records 
The Society of Friends 

 

The Quaker movement was started by George Fox in 1647 – the time of the English Civil War and Commonwealth.  

Within 7 years of this there was an established Quaker meeting in Benfieldside, Co. Durham, one of the earliest in 

the country.   

Quakers believe in a direct relationship with God and as such do not have ordained clergy.   Their society was (and is) 

managed by a series of meetings:  

 Preparative Meeting - meeting of a single group.  Roughly akin to a parish.  

 Monthly Meeting - meeting of a number of groups within an area.  Roughly akin to a deanery.  

 Quarterly Meeting - Larger meeting of representatives from all the monthly meetings in the area.  

 Yearly Meeting - Meeting of representatives from all the Quarterly meetings across the country.  Held in 
London, this was more like an "Annual General Meeting"  

Other meetings were also held: 

 Meetings of Ministers and Elders 

 Meetings for Sufferings 

There were also Women’s Meetings which played a key role in the community and leading to Quaker women being 
more visible than those of other faiths.   

Minutes were kept for all these meetings, many of which have survived, giving lots of valuable information on these 
communities and the people within them.   

Rites of Passage 

The Quakers do not have rituals such as baptism and confirmation.  They stress the importance of internal belief 

rather than external signs and rituals.  Thus they record births rather than baptisms, one advantage of which is that 

it gives you an accurate date.  With a baptism there can be a significant gap between birth and baptism introducing a 

grey area with respect to a person's age.    

Marriage was seen as very important amongst Quakers and has left many records.  Indeed, the strength of Quaker 

marriage practices was acknowledged by officialdom as they were one of only two groups (the Jews being the other) 

who were exempt from the requirements of Hardwicke's Marriage Act 1753.  

Burials were also meticulously recorded by Quakers.  Since they did not believe in burial in consecrated ground they 

typically had their own burial grounds, at least until the advent of council cemeteries.  They also set no store by 
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ostentatious grave markings and graves were rarely marked - indeed Quakers would appear to have seen burial as 

largely a practical method for disposing of the bodies of the dead.   

Dates 

Quakers refuse to use the usual names for the days and months because of their links to pagan gods, eg Wednesday 

= Woden, January = Janus.  They also objected to the numerical names of months once those names no longer 

reflected the actual place of the month in the calendar.  For example, October is derived from 8 but is now the tenth 

month of the year.  Hence Quaker records refer to the months in particular as 1st, 2nd, 3rd etc. so care is needed 

when translating these to the "normal" dating system.   Days of the week were referred to similarly, but fortunately 

we all use the same system for the days of the month! 

The occurrence of such names in a document such as a will can be a strong indicator that the author was a Quaker.   

Sufferings 

Quakers refused to hide their beliefs.  As a consequence, this has led, at various times, to them being excluded from 

various professions and roles, to fines and even imprisonment.  The latter are recorded in the “Books of Sufferings”  

For example, as Quakers would not take oaths they were excluded from many professions.  This is believed to be one 

reason why so many Quakers founded successful businesses.  For example, the founders of both Cadbury and 

Rowntree were Quakers.   

Quakers also refused to pay tithes.  These were originally due to the Church of England but later the rights to the 

tithes often came into the hands of local land owners.  Because of this refusal, bailiffs frequently relieved Quakers of 

their goods.  For example, in 1709, Joseph Hopper of Iveston refused to pay the tithe of £5/6 to James Clavering for 

1708.  The bailiff, Anthony Burke, by an order from the Exchequer at the suit of James Clavering for £4/10 pretended 

damages and £2/6 costs took a pair of oxen and a young horse worth £9 from Joseph 

Records 

Quakers were excellent record keepers and many of these records have survived.   

The Non-Parochial Registers Act 1840 retrospectively recognised non-conformist registers under the law.  It also 
required all such registers to be lodged with the Registrar General.  Quakers took this responsibility very seriously 
and so many of their original early registers are now housed at the National Archives in Class RG6.  However, before 
the registers were sent to London they created "digests" which often remain in local archives.  These are summaries 
of the original documents but in alphabetical surname order and with less detail; for example, details of witnesses 
are not included.  
 
The content and format of these digests changed over time, nevertheless they contain much useful information – 

typically more that an Anglican register of a similar date.  The following are two examples from Copy Register of 

Burials for Newcastle 1660-1776 and 1776-1830, from Tyne & Wear Archives: 

 

Year   Died  Buried Where 

1671 Nicholas Bell, son of John Bell 
of the Quarry Houses near 
Newcastle  

 7 Mo 23   Gateshead 

1676 Katherine, wife of John Bell, 
Quarry Houses 

Believer 10 Mo 15    

 
and 
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 Date of death Age Residence Description Monthly 

meeting 
making 
this 
return 

Date of burial Place of 
burial 

NM for 
non-
member 

District 
where 
publically 
registered 

 Year Mo Day     Year Mo Day    

Watson, 
Hannah 

1808 9 12 70 Tedham, 
near 
Allendale 

wife of 
Jacob 

Newcastle 1808 9 16 Newcastle   

 
When Quakers moved between meetings, they would take with them a certificate showing that they were a member 

of the community in good standing.  These certificates can often be found in the records of the new meeting – or the 

details of the certificate will be recorded in the relevant minutes.   

Finding records 

Many birth, marriage and burial registers were sent to the Registrar General following the 1840 Act.  These are held 

at the National Archives, Kew.  Both Ancestry and FindMyPast have images from these registers available (££) 

There are good collections of North East Quaker records at both Durham Record Office and Tyne and Wear Archives.  

See the following leaflets:  

 Non-Conformist Church Registers 

 Registers of Other Denominations 

Records of Quaker births and deaths occasionally also appear in the Church of England registers.  These will often be 

annotated as such.   

Quakers also appear in other records such as those of the courts or the parish vestry.  

The wills of Quakers still had to be proved in the Church of England courts.  For those of Durham and 

Northumberland Quakers see the North East Inheritance database 

Hints & Tips 
If you see a document with a strange date such as the 3rd day of the 6th month, then you are probably dealing with a 

Quaker.  

Use the available online documents but also check out the resources in your local archives as you may be able to find 

out a lot more about your Quaker ancestors.   

Don’t forget to also check non-Quaker sources for additional information.  

See also: The Hoppers of Iveston.  

 

 

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.  

http://www.durhamrecordoffice.org.uk/media/16766/Non-conformist-Church-Registers/pdf/Handlist01NonConformistRegisters.pdf
https://twarchives.org.uk/collection/user-guides-and-information
http://familyrecords.dur.ac.uk/nei/data/intro.php
https://cameofamilyhistory.com/the-hoppers-of-iveston/

