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Next Steps 
 

Next Steps – Wills & Probate 
 

Wills – pre 1858 
 Wills were very formulaic 
 First, you usually commended your soul to God’s keeping 
 Next you stated that, although you were weak of body, you were not weak of mind 
 Then you made your bequests 
 Finally you signed your will & it was witnessed by neighbours, friends or family 

 
John Tweedale’s will 
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 As you can see from John Tweedale’s will, you can often get a lot of family history 
information 

 You also get an idea of the social standing of the testator & his family by the goods that 
are in the inventory 

 If you don’t know the job carried out by the testator, goods left in the will or mentioned 
in the inventory can help you with this 

 
Inventory 

 Before a will was proved, the testator’s goods had to be valued, usually by family 
members, friends, neighbours or possibly by members of the Vestry, whose word could 
be believed 

 An Inventory was produced, usually room by room, so a plan of the house & the 
furniture & goods in each room can sometimes be visualised 

 
John Tweedale’s Inventory 
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 As you can see from this inventory, John Tweedale was not only a yeoman farmer he 
had a coalpit on his farm  

 He also had looms – an extra way of making a living, probably during the winter 
 He was also educated because he had books – he must have been able to read 
 He also had a mirror – was this vanity or a statement that he was in a higher social class 

than some of his neighbours? 
 
Wills & Probate 

 Before 1858, probate of wills was carried out by the Church 
 If you had land/estates/holdings in one area, your will was proved by the local 

archdeaconry court 
 If your lands/estates/holdings were covered by 2 archdeaconry courts, your will was 

proved at the Bishop’s court 
 If your land/holdings/estate were covered by more than 1 bishop’s court in the north of 

England your will was proved at the Prerogative Court of York 
 If your land/holdings/estate were in all parts of the country, your will was proved at the 

Prerogative Court of Canterbury 
 If you wanted to be a snob, you asked for your will to be proved at Canterbury 

 
Repositories of pre-1858 wills 

 The National Archives 
 County Record Office 
 Local Studies Libraries 
 Diocesan Record Office 
 British Library 
 India Office Library 
 Web-sites of the above repositories 

 
Pre 1858 Wills in Lancashire 

 These can be searched for on FindMyPast 
 The Period covered is 1457-1858 
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Notice some have images of the wills and others don’t. 
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Pre 1858 Wills in Lancashire 

 A free index is available but it just lets you know that the will exists. 
 https://user.xmission.com/~nelsonb/lws.htm 

 The Period covered is mid sixteenth century to the early nineteenth. 
 

 
 

 
 

https://user.xmission.com/~nelsonb/lws.htm
https://user.xmission.com/~nelsonb/lws.htm
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The National Archives 

 Wills proved at Canterbury 1384-1858 are available on line at TNA 
 Country court death duty registers 1796-1811 
 Wills or Royal Navy and Royal Marines personnel 1786-1882 
 They cost £3.45 to download them. 
 Or you can view them at The National Archives for free 

 
Here is a Naval Will as an example 
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Here is an index of Naval Wills 
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Wills & Probate 1858 - Present 
 The management of Probate was transferred from the Churches to the Civil Authorities in 

1858 
 To obtain a copy of a post 1858 will you have to visit the Probate Department of The 

Principal Registry Family Division, London 
 or 
 Make a postal application to the Postal Searches and Copies Department in Leeds 
 But before doing either of these you should consult the Probate Indexes (Calendars) 

these are available at - 
 Ancestry.co.uk or – 
 Lancashire Record Office or - 
 Blackpool Central Library or – 
 Central Library Local Studies Unit, Manchester or – 
 Greater Manchester Record Office 

 You can search for wills for this period at  
 https://probatesearch.service.gov.uk/#wills 

 The database is split into 3 sections – 
 Wills and Probate 1996 to Present 
 Wills and Probate 1858 to 1996 
 Soldier’s Wills 

 Here is an example of search for a Soldier called Easy who died in 1917 
 

 
 

https://probatesearch.service.gov.uk/
https://probatesearch.service.gov.uk/
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 A copy of a Will and Probate will cost £10 
 Once you have paid the Will appears on your account on their web site. (It might take up 

to 10 days for it to be put on line!) 
 You then have 31 days to view, print or download the image. 

 
The indexes / calendars on Ancestry (1858-1966) 

 From the list given select the most appropriate and you will get something like this 
  

 
 

The information in an entry in the indexes (Calendar) 
 Name 
 Address 
 Date of Death 
 Place of Death 
 The office where Probate / Administration was granted 
 Date of Probate / Administration 
 The executors name 
 The executors occupation or relationship 
 The value of the estate 
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Northern Irish Willis 
 Search the index to will calendar entries for the District Probate Registries of Armagh, 

Belfast and Londonderry covering the period 1858-1965. View digital images of copy wills 
for Armagh, (1858-1918), Belfast (1858-1909) and Londonderry (1858-1899). 

 These are available at  
 https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/services/search-will-calendars 
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Wills in Ireland pre 1857 
 All wills and administration records were destroyed in 1922 
 However, the Indexes to wills and administration bonds were not destroyed, although a 

number were badly damaged. These are available in the reading room of NAI. 
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Wills in Ireland post 1857 
 The Probate Act (1857) did away with the testamentary authority of the Church of 

Ireland. Instead of the Consistorial Courts and the Prerogative Court, power to grant 
probate and issue letters of administration was vested in a Principal Registry in Dublin 
and eleven District Registries. 

 Transcripts of the wills proved and administrations granted were made in the District 
Registries, and the originals were forwarded to the Principal Registry.  

 Almost all the records of the Principal Registry were destroyed in 1922. 
 The Will Book transcripts made by the District Registries survived, however. The records 

of those districts are in NAI. 
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Wills in Scotland 
 A searchable index to Scottish Wills & Testaments from 1500-1901, comprising over 

500,000 names, is now available online at ScotlandsPeople. 
 Most records of wills and inventories are held in The National Archives of Scotland in 

Edinburgh.  
 Many published indexes can be consulted in local libraries in Scotland, and also through 

LDS Family History Centres around the world. 
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Good luck. 
Get searching. 
 

 

 

Lancashire Family History & Heraldry Society 

Chorley Research Centre at Astley Hall Farmhouse 

Opening times 
Saturday Noon—4:00pm 

Monday & Friday 10:00am—4:00pm 

Last appointment 3:00pm 

Booking advisable—Tel. 01257 231 600 (Answer phone when centre is closed) 
Research Enquires - chorleyresaerch@lffhs.org.uk 

Website—www.lfhhschorleybranch.com 
 

LFHHS 
President – Steve Williams 

Society Website – www.lfhhs.org.uk 
Reg. Charity Number - 513437 
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