
THE BIRTHS AND DEATHS REGISTRATION ACT of 1837. 

 

The first of this month, July, is the anniversary of the date on which the Parliamentary Act 

establishing the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages came into effect.  This was the first 

time in Great Britain that a central registry had been established, and the legislation also 

provided for civil or non religious marriage, thus marriage between parties outside the Church 

of England could obtain legitimacy. 

 

The Reform Act of 1832 which had abolished so called Rotten and Pocket Boroughs and also 

had increased the number of Members of Parliament representing recently enlarged towns such 

as Birmingham, Liverpool and Manchester had enabled the Whig Party to regain control of the 

Government from 1834 when the coalition established by Sir Robert Peel collapsed.  Although 

William Lamb, 2nd Viscount Melbourne, the former Home Secretary, was the Premier of the 

Whig Government which followed he was dismissed from office by King William IV, the last 

Prime minister to be removed by our Monarch, but re-instated six months later.  His Wife was 

the somewhat notorious Lady Caroline Lamb who embarked on an unsuccessful affair with 

Lord Byron.  Today the 2nd Viscount is likely to be remembered as the young Queen Victoria’s 

first Prime minster and also for the capital city of the Australian State of Victoria named in his 

honour.  He is less likely to be remembered for the vicious, slanderous, false and malicious 

gossip accusing his Wife, Lady Caroline Lamb, having herself served naked on a meat platter 

at a dinner at Brocket Hall in Hertfordshire nor for the successful passage through Parliament 

of a Bill dated 17th February, 1836 to establish a General Register of all Births, Deaths and 

Marriages in England and the appointment of a Register General to operate under the direction 

of one of His Majesty’s Principal Secretaries of State. It is important to remember that before 

1st July, 1837, when the Bill took effect as the Births and Deaths Registration Act of 1837 there 

was no central register, only Parish Records which even today make investigating one’s 

ancestry rather time consuming.  

     

Prior to 1836 there was increasing concern that the poor registration of baptisms, marriages 

and burials undermined property rights, by making it difficult to establish lines of descent, 

coupled with the complaints of Nonconformists, which led to the establishment in 1833 of a 

parliamentary Select Committee on Parochial Registration. This took evidence on the state of 

the parochial system of registration, and made proposals that were eventually incorporated into 

the 1836 Registration and Marriage Acts. In addition, the government wanted to survey matters 

such as infant mortality, fertility and literacy to bring about improvements in health and social 

welfare. The medical establishment advocated this because a rapidly growing population in the 

northern industrial towns at that time had created severe overcrowding, and the links between 

poor living conditions and short life expectancy were now known.  

 

The following is the beginning of the Bill of 17th February, 1836. 

 

17 February 1836.— 6 WILL. IV.  



A  

BILL  

For Registering Births, Deaths and Marriages in England.  

WHEREAS it is expedient to provide the means for a complete Register of the Births, 

Deaths and Marriages of His Majesty's Subjects in England: And whereas an Act passed in the 

fifty-second year of the reign of his late Majesty King GEORGE the Third, intituled, "An Act 

for the better regulating Parish and other Registers of Births, Baptisms, Marriages and Burials 

in England," and also an Act passed in the fourth year of the reign of his late Majesty King 

GEORGE the Fourth, intituled, "An Act for amending the Laws respecting the Solemnization of 

Marriages in England," are insufficient for the purpose aforesaid:  

 BE it therefore Enacted by The KING's most Excellent MAJESTY,. by and with the Advice and 

Consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament 

assembled, and by the Authority of the same, THAT after the Thirty-first day of December in 

this year so much of the said Acts as relates to the Registration of Marriages, Marriages shall 

be Repealed.  

And be it Enacted, That it shall be lawful for His Majesty to provide a proper Office in London 

or Westminster, to be called "The General Register Office," for keeping a Register of all Births, 

Deaths and Marriages of His Majesty's Subjects in England.  

 And be it Enacted, That the keeping of the said Register, and the control of the Officers, Clerks 

and Servants employed about the same, shall be given to the Poor Law Commissioners for 

England and Wales for the time being, and as often as there shall be no such Commissioners, 

shall be given to the Registrar General hereinafter mentioned, under the direction of one of His 

Majesty's Principal Secretaries of State.  

And be it. Enacted, That it shall be lawful for His Majesty to appoint for the said Office a 

Registrar General of Births, Deaths and Marriages; and the Poor Law Commissioners, or, as 

often as there shall be no such Commissioners, the Registrar General, shall appoint a pleasure 

of His Majesty, and the Clerks, Officers and Servants of the said Register Office shall hold 

their Offices during the pleasure of the Poor Law Commissioners, or of the Registrar General, 

as often as there are no such Commissioners.  

And be it Enacted, That any one of His Majesty's Principal Secretaries of State, or the Poor 

Law Commissioners, with the approbation direction of such Principal Secretary, from time to 

time may make regulations for the management of the said Register Office, and the duties of 

the Registrar General, Clerks, Officers and Servants of the said Office, and of the Registrars, 

Deputy Registrars and Superintendent Registrars hereinafter mentioned, in the execution of 

this Act, so that they be not contrary to the provisions herein contained; and the regulations so 

made shall be binding on the said Registrar General, Clerks, Officers and Servants, and on the 

Registrars, Deputy Registrars and Superintendent Registrars.  



Thus on the 1st July, 1837 at the very beginning of Her Majesty Queen Victoria’s reign a central 

registry was established that, although amended by subsequent legislation, we all rather take 

for granted today for family records, that is, evidence of Births, Deaths and Marriages. Until 

the late 1950’s, except for short periods, these records were stored in the north wing of 

Somerset House on the Strand in London. Only ten days after her accession this Act has proved 

one of the most significant features of her reign, which can be seen as heralding the greatest 

period of innovation, discovery and endeavour in history without which aeroplanes, cruise 

ships and the internet would not be possible today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hayter, George - Coronation of  Queen Victoria. Wilkie, Sir David - King William  IV, 1837. 

Shee, Sir Martin Archer - Prince  William, 
1800. Winterhalter, Franz Xaver - Queen  Victoria, 1843. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 North wing of Somerset House, c. 1850's. 

Partridge, John - William Lamb, 2nd  Viscount 
Melbourne, 1844. 


