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Roman Catholic Records 
 

Up until the break of Henry VIII with Rome in the 1534, England was essentially a Catholic country and before that 

date most people – and their records – were Catholic.   

Following Henry VIII's break with Rome, the English church, with a few hiccups such as the reign of the Catholic 

Queen Mary I, continued a drift towards a more Protestant system of worship.  The speed of change was largely 

driven by the beliefs of the monarch and other people in power, who believed they had the right to determine the 

religion of everyone in the country, by force if necessary.   

Since the requirement to keep parish registers in England and Wales was not introduced until the reign of Henry VIII, 

these are essentially post-reformation and are Anglican.   

Legislation 
Over the years there has been much legislation targeting Catholics and other non-conformist groups and the “Penal 

Period” can be regarded as lasting from 1559 until 1829 – 270 years.    

A key piece of legislation for most non-conformist groups was the Toleration Act 1688 under William and Mary.  This 

allowed freedom of worship to non-conformists who took the oaths of allegiance and supremacy and who rejected 

transubstantiation.   The Act deliberately excluded Catholics together with non-Trinitarians and atheists.   

The first Act for the relief of the Catholics in the UK was the Papists Act 1778 under King George III.  This Act required 

an oath from Catholics, including a declaration of loyalty to the sovereign, after which the person taking the oath 

was exempted from some of the provisions of the earlier legislation.  

This Act also ended the bounty for the capture of a Catholic priest and for the keeping of a Catholic school.  Catholics 

were allowed to inherit and purchase land and a Protestant heir was no longer allowed to enter and enjoy the estate 

of his Catholic relative.  

The Roman Catholic Relief Act 1829 under King George VI finally gave Roman Catholics virtually full equality in the 

UK, including being able to become MPs. 

Records of Roman Catholics 
Very few of Catholics own records survive much before the mid-18th century.  In this period, it wasn't generally safe 

to keep records which could be used to incriminate a person.  Many of the records of Catholics are those which 

relate to their prosecutions under the above laws.  Thus, there may be records of Roman Catholics being charged in 

the Quarter Sessions, Assizes and other legal records.   

From 1754 to 1837, the only place a couple (except for Jews and Quakers) could legally be married was in an 

Anglican Church and so the marriages of Catholics will appear in the Church of England registers.  Similarly, the local 
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church yard may have been the only available place for burials and so these would have included the burials of 

Catholics and other non-conformists.  Sometimes these were annotated as such in the registers.   

From 1791, Catholic priests, schools and teachers had to be registered.  Copies of these certificates may exist in local 

record offices.   

Until 1858, wills of Catholics would have been proved in the Church of England Courts.  

Catholic Records 
Although there are a few earlier registers, perhaps linked to a chapel in the house of a Recusant or the property of a 

travelling priest, the earliest registers are typically from the second half of the eighteenth century following the 1778 

and 1791 Catholic Relief Acts.   

However, the bulk of Catholic Registers start ca. 1840 -1850.  This coincides with the establishment of a proper 

church hierarchy in England and Wales and was also was when many Catholic churches were built.   This could be 

due to several reasons including the Catholic Relief Act 1829 but also the flood of Irish Catholics to England in the 

wake of the potato famine (1845-1852).  The latter significantly increased the number of Catholics in England and 

hence the need for more churches.  

The majority of Catholic registers and other documents were written in Latin (including names) until comparatively 

recently, however this is fairly formulaic and not difficult to interpret.  

The information in Catholic baptism, marriage and burial registers is typically much the same as in those of other 

denominations.  One potentially useful addition is that Catholic baptism registers generally include the names of the 

child's godparents.  There are usually two and, until recently, they would have both been Catholic.  They would 

often, but not always, have been family members - either way, they give other names with a connection to the 

family which, if researched, could provide useful information.   

Catholics also keep a range of other records, some of which are unique, others of which are shared with other 

denominations.  These may provide useful information to the family historian: 

 List of people receiving their First Holy Communion 

 Confirmation register 

 Register of converts 

 Book of anniversaries of the death of parishioners 

 Register of Easter communicants 

 Mass intention book 

 Seat rent book 

 Notice books 

 Church Newsletters 

 Correspondence 

 Photographs 

 Visiting book 

 Sick call book 

 Petition/subscription list for a priest & list of charitable donations. 

 Log books 

 School records 

 Accounts 

 Minutes of meetings  

 Plans and other documents related to parish buildings 
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Ushaw College 
Ushaw College in County Durham is a former boarding school and training college for boys and men considering 

entering the priesthood.   

Its archive is now part of the University of Durham Special Collections and as such can be consulted by appointment.  

Its records include not only a vast range of manuscripts and printed documents on early Catholicism and Catholic 

families but also of the boys and staff who attended and worked at the college.   

Hints & Tips 
If you are finding marriages and burials for ancestors but no baptisms, consider that they may have been Catholic.  

Check the catalogues for the local record offices to see what records they may hold regarding your Catholic 

ancestors. 

The early Catholic missions and parishes covered a wide area – the records you seek may not be where you expect. 

Catholic parishes do not generally cover the same area as Anglican parishes of the same name.  

Many records of early Catholics have been lost or were never kept for fear of reprisals.  You may need to think 

“outside the box”.   

The Catholic Family History Society (https://catholicfhs.online/index.php) has published a range of resources for 

those researching Catholic ancestors.      

 

 

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.  
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