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MARRIAGE MINING IN THE WEST MIDLANDS
...... or how to save paying £9 for a marriage certificate

Introduction

This article explains how to find a marriage in a church register.  It relates to marriages under civil registration from 1st July 1837 onwards to the end of 1911.  Currently, a marriage certificate costs £9 plus return postage from the local registrar or £9.25 inclusive of postage from the General Register Office in Southport.  Provided that the marriage took place in an Anglican church, it is possible to discover the church in a systematic way and since nearly all Anglican churches have deposited their marriage registers at the appropriate Archives, Record Office etc. and many of the 19th century registers have been filmed, the marriage details can be extracted from the original register (which is more authentic than the copy held by the General Register Office), without payment.  Key to this is understanding the ways of GRO clerks.
 
The GRO marriage indexes

The General Register Office's quarterly index to marriages takes the form, for example, "Birmingham 6d 47", 47 being the GRO page number pertaining to the particular Registration District (RD) and the particular quarter of the year.  The GRO changed their volume and pagination system at the beginning of 1852; from then onwards Birmingham took the prime spot within volume 6d, so its page numbering always begins at page 1 and extends into the 300s and 400s in busy quarters.  Worcestershire and Staffordshire RDs are in different volumes and some will begin at  much higher numbers.
 

The GRO clerks followed a set pattern.  Within each RD, they arranged marriages in the order:  Anglican; Register Office and Non-Anglican.   The Anglican churches were arranged in alphabetical order, firstly by name of parish or town and then by name of church within that parish or town.  For example, in Dudley RD, the first parish alphabetically is Coseley, so Coseley Christ Church (the only Anglican church there in the early years) took the lowest page numbers and one of the Tipton churches the highest.   

Up to the 1898 Marriage Act, which came into force on 1st April 1899, all non-Anglican marriages, except Quaker and Jewish, had to be conducted before a Registrar, so they were recorded in the Registrar's marriage books and filed by the GRO clerks after the Anglican.  Quaker and Jewish marriages followed in that order. 
From 1st April 1899, the non-Anglicans could keep their own registers if they applied to do so and so long as the officiating minister was an "authorised person", i.e. he had a permit.  These “authorised person” churches were filed after the Register Office, Quaker and Jewish ones.  A study of West Bromwich RD shows that the GRO clerks simply added them in the order in which they became authorised, rather than by religious denomination or the alphabet.

  

Anglican church order

In Birmingham, the town was always regarded as the same, the names of outlying areas such as Deritend (which lay partly within Birmingham RD), Hockley and Ladywood, for example, being disregarded.   Thus, the Anglican church order in Birmingham RD was simply a matter of its name.  It was quasi-alphabetical, in which the "St" part of the name was ignored, and was as follows:

(1)  All Saints; (2) St Asaph; (3) St Barnabas; (4) St Bartholomew ; (5) Bishop Latimer (from 1910); (6) Bishop Ryder; (7)
Christ Church Colmore Row (closed 1897);  (8) Christ Church Summerfield; (9) St Chrysotom; (10)  St Cuthbert; (11) St David; (12) St Edward; (13) St Gabriel; (14) St George; (15) Immanuel; (16) St John the Evangelist, Ladywood; (17) St Jude; (18) St Luke; (19) St Margaret of Antioch, Ladywood; (20) St Mark; (21) St Martin (but, from 1891, St Martin was moved to occupy position No. 1, ahead of All Saints); (22) St Mary; (23) St Matthias; (24) St Nicolas; (25) St Paul; (26) St Peter Dale End (closed 1898); (27) St Peter Spring Hill (from 1903); (28) St Philip; (29)  St Saviour; (30) St Stephen; (31) St Thomas
Determining the “cardinal points”
From 1852 onwards, within each quarter of the year, the GRO clerks arranged their register so that each Anglican church began on an odd-numbered page.  There were 2 marriages to every page, just as in the church registers, in the same order.  There were no blank pages other than, sometimes, the last even-numbered page for a particular church.  Thus, the clerks must have collected in all the copy registers for each church before they began to index them.
Given this system, it will at once become apparent that the GRO page range for a particular church and particular quarter of a particular year, within a particular RD, can be discovered by looking up the first and last marriages of the quarter in the church register and then using the GRO index (nearly always accessible via FreeBMD) to determine the corresponding GRO page numbers.  The GRO page numbers for the first and last marriages have been termed the “cardinal points”.
Once the cardinal points are known, then anyone wishing to obtain the marriage details of an Anglican marriage without paying for a GRO certificate can do so by looking up the GRO page number in FreeBMD and then looking up the church register, at a Local Studies Centre or on film at a Latter Day Saints Family History Centre, for example.

It might be asked how it is known that a marriage is Anglican.  This is achieved by determining the cardinal point for last marriage in the quarter of the final church (in Birmingham, St Thomas) in the alphabetical sequence.  For example, in the 4th quarter of 1896, the last marriage of the quarter at St Thomas occurred on GRO page 356.  It follows that any higher page number than this means a non-Anglican or Register Office marriage.
How the cardinal points method works in practice

To illustrate the working of cardinal points methodology, here is a simple example.  In the 4th quarter of 1896, the first marriage at Birmingham, Bishop Ryder church was between William Turner and Sarah Hunt on 3rd October.  The church register records this marriage as entry No. 447 (there are usually 500 entries to a church register, although sometimes a smaller book was used).  The corresponding GRO page number is 61.  The last marriage, on 27th December, between Alfred Joseph Hales and Mary Ann Dixon, happened also to be the last one in the church register, No. 500.  The GRO page number was 87.   In this busy period leading up to Christmas and at this popular church, there were 54 marriages, numbered 447 to 500, which, at 2 marriages to a GRO page, requires 27 GRO pages, here numbered 61 to 87. (The correspondence is not always so perfect, as some church registers contain spoiled entries struck through.)  Obviously, therefore, if a particular Birmingham RD marriage in that quarter is indexed by the GRO at, say, page 73, the marriage must have taken place at Bishop Ryder.
Magic predictions

Cardinal points can be used to predict that a marriage occurred in a particular church, without even looking at the church register.   For example, in the 1st quarter of 1863, a sought-after marriage occurred at GRO volume 6d, page 22.  The relevant Birmingham church order and cardinal points are as follows.  All Saints: GRO pages 1-20; St Asaph was not consecrated at that time;  St Bartholomew: GRO pages 25-32 and Bishop Ryder: pages 33-41.  There is a gap from pages 21 to 24, which must have been filled by St Barnabas, so the marriage on page 22 will be found there.
The ability to predict is especially important when one of the Anglican churches has not deposited its registers, for example Hamstead St Paul in West Bromwich RD.  Here, the trick is to find the  final cardinal point for the preceding church in the sequence, Birchfield Holy Trinity, and the starting cardinal point for the following one, Handsworth St Mary. All pages in between, which, fortunately, are few, belong to Hamstead St Paul.
Getting started

Marriage mining is a science in its infancy.  Few staff at Record Offices are aware of it and still fewer know the Church order for a particular RD.  There are no published lists of cardinal points, although the Guild of One-Name Studies is collecting them for 1837 to 1911 and making them available to its members.  Nevertheless, there is a way of narrowing down the possible churches without any list of cardinal points.  The first step is to find the range of GRO pages occupied by a particular RD for the quarter of year of interest.  For example, suppose that one is looking for a marriage in the 3rd quarter of 1895 in Aston RD (volume 6d) at page 537.   Buried deep within the FreeBMD website are lists of page ranges at: http://www.freebmd.org.uk/district-page-reverse-map-index.html .  By selecting year 1895, one can bring up all the ranges for all quarters.  Within Volume 6d, the page range for Aston in the September quarter is 347 to 653, roughly 300 GRO pages.  In the late 1800s, one might expect 15 to 20 percent of all marriages in the Birmingham area to be at a Register Office or at a non-Anglican church or chapel.  Take 15 percent (46) off and one gets roughly 260 marriages at Anglican churches, with the last Anglican page number being about 607.  The target page 537 is 190 from the starting page 347 and 70 from the adjusted finishing page of 607.  Knowing the church order for Aston RD, one can work out that the church is in the latter half of the alphabet, perhaps at Nechells St Clement.  In fact, it took place at the next church after St Clement in the order, namely Saltley St Saviour. 
Church orders for some other RDs

Aston RD: (1) Ashted St James the Less; (2) Aston St James (from 1900); (3) Aston St Peter & St Paul; (4) Aston Brook St Mary; (5) Boldmere St Michael (registers not deposited); (6) Bordesley St Alban (from 1900); (7) Bordesley St Andrew; (8) Bordesley St Benedict (from 1910); (9) Bordesley Holy Trinity; (10) Bordesley St Oswald;  (11) Bordesley St Patrick; (12) Castle Bromwich St Mary & St Margaret ; (12) Curdworth St Nicholas; (13) Deritend St John; (14) Deritend St Basil; (15) Duddeston St Anne; (16) Duddeston St Lawrence (this church is particularly subject to misfiling by GRO clerks under other letters than “D”);  (17) Duddeston St Matthew; (18) Erdington St Barnabas; (19) Hill (previously Sutton Coldfield) St James; (20) Hill (Four Oaks) All Saints (from 1909);  (21) Lozells St Silas (precedes St Paul in a departure from alphabetical); (22) Lozells St Paul; (23) Maney St Peter (from 1907: registers not deposited); (24) Nechells St Catherine; (25) Nechells St Clement (sometimes misfiled, coming after Bordesley Holy Trinity); (26) Saltley St Saviour; (27) Small Heath All Saints; (28) Small Heath St Aidan; (29) Sparkbrook Christ Church; (30) Sparkbrook St Agatha (from 1902); (31) Sutton Coldfield Holy Trinity; (32) Walmley Holy Trinity; (33) Ward End St Margaret; (34) Washwood Heath St Mark (from 1907); (35) Water Orton St Peter & St Paul.
Kings Norton RD: (The order was kindly provided by Karen Burnell.  The Smethwick churches are covered by West Midlands BMD.)   (1) Balsall Heath St Barnabas (from 1905); (2) Balsall Heath St Paul; (3) Balsall Heath St Thomas in the Moors; (4) Bartley Green St Michael; (5) Beoley St Leonard; (6) Edgbaston St Bartholomew; (7) Edgbaston St Augustine; (8) Edgbaston St George; (9) Edgbaston St James; (10) Edgbaston St Mary & Ambrose; (11) Harborne St Peter; (12) Harborne St John; (13) Harborne, North (Smethwick) Holy Trinity; (14) Kings Heath All Saints; (15) Kings Norton St Nicolas; (16) Moseley St Mary; (17) Moseley St Ann; (18) Northfield St Laurence; (19) Stirchley Church of the Ascension (from 1902); (20) Selly Hill St Stephen; (21) Selly Oak St Mary; (22) Selly Oak St Wulstan (from 1907); (23) Smethwick Old Church; (24) Smethwick St Alban (from 1909); (25) Smethwick St Chad (from 1902); (26) Smethwick St Mary the Virgin; (27) Smethwick St Matthew; (28) Smethwick St Michael & All Angels (from 1903); (29) Smethwick St Stephen (from 1903); (30) Smethwick, West St Paul; (31) Wythall St Mary.
Dudley RD:  It is normally unnecessary to know the church order here, owing to the excellent indexing on the West MidlandsBMD website.  However, that website covers only the present-day RD.  Thus, marriages at Ettingshall Holy Trinity and Sedgley (Hurst Hill) St Mary do not appear there.  Ettingshall marriages up to 1903 are covered by the Wolverhampton Archives and Local Studies’ index available on their website.
West Bromwich RD:  The same goes for West Bromwich RD, the churches not appearing in the West MidlandsBMD website being Birchfield Holy Trinity, Hamstead St Paul (registers not deposited), Handsworth St Mary, Handsworth St Andrew (from 14 Sep 1911), Handsworth St James, Handsworth St Michael, Handsworth St Peter (from 1907), Moxley All Saints, Perry Barr St John and Witton All Souls (from 1908).
Solihull RD: (1) Acocks Green St Mary the Virgin; (2) Baddesley Clinton St Michael; (3) Barston St Swithin; (4) Hay Mills St Cyprian; (5) Knowle St John the Baptist, St Lawrence & St Anne; (6) Lapworth St Mary the Virgin; (7) Hall Green Job Marston’s Church now known as the Church of the Ascension; (8) Moseley St Agnes; (9) Packwood St Giles; (10) Shirley St James; (11) Solihull St Alphege; (12) Sparkhill St John; (13) Springfield St Christopher (from 1907); (14) Tanworth-in-Arden St Mary Magdalene; (15) Temple Balsall St Mary the Virgin; (16)  Yardley St Edburgha; (17) Yardley (Stechford) All Sts (from about 1898 ?); (18) Yardley Wood Christ Church.
The church orders have not been fully checked for every quarter and they are liable to variations from apparent misfilings by GRO clerks.  As will be seen from the above, an old parish church has sometimes taken precedence over younger ones in the same town, so the order has departed from strictly alphabetical.   While this article relates to the West Midlands, the same principles apply in other RDs.
