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When the Irish Ancestry Group started to meet, more than ten years ago now, not many records were easily available for researchers in Ireland, and only the keenest made an attempt. Few people over there were interested in tracing their origins and many over here didn't start because it appeared there was very little to be found. They were discouraged when they were told that most of the Irish records went up in flames in 1922. But interest grew, promoted at first by the Irish Tourist Board with an eye to the Irish American market, and then local heritage centres developed into genealogical centres transcribing relevant records and dealing with enquiries for a fee. Many of the records were not available for personal search unless a visit was made to the National Library, Dublin, the Irish National Archives or possibly the county libraries. Now, I'm glad to say, much progress has been made, and more and more information is becoming available especially by internet, by CD, or books and microfiche published by Irish interests groups in Ireland, and overseas.

We are very fortunate if we know where our ancestors came from in Ireland because this is the most important fact when we begin. For many, our ancestors came over to England in the mid nineteenth century or earlier, and left us with next to nothing about their origins, only that it was Ireland. We have a few traditions which relate family events or stories, at best only very vague, and in time the family became dispersed and integrated with the local non-Irish population and so the Irish experience was lost.

So where do we start? The short answer is that we start in the same way as if we are looking for English ancestors - talking to family members, putting names to photographs, making a simple family tree of the names and dates, if possible, of parents, grandparents, great grandparents, brothers and sisters and so on. We check British civil registration records for events that occurred after the family came to England. It is a good idea to look at church registers even if the details on a birth, marriage or death certificate have been obtained from the GRO. If they were Catholic, the mother's name as well as the father's is often shown at marriage, and during a few years of the 1840s in some Catholic churches, the location of parents in Ireland is given. The witnesses or sponsors were often relatives or close friends, information that may be useful when searching the census returns. Does a burial provide any more information? An inscription over a grave or an obituary may say where in Ireland a person came from.

We check as many census returns as possible for the area where our people lived. An entry may say which county/town/parish was an ancestor's birth place in Ireland, and going back in time each ten years may also provide some hint about when he/she arrived here. Like all immigrants, the Irish would travel with, or to people already known to them from their village or town in Ireland; often they were related. For example, most of the residents of Vicar Street, Preston in 1861 came from Co Mayo living with or near their relatives. Remember too that not all Irish arrived in England because of the Famine (1845/49), some were already here, others arrived later. If you don't know your ancestor's address, look for that part of the town occupied by a majority of Irish, and look especially for people nearby with the same surname. Researching sideways into brothers or sisters of an ancestor may provide information not found in the direct line

When you have done as much as you can here, you will then start looking in Ireland. Up to 1921, the whole of Ireland was part of Great Britain along with Scotland and Wales, so people on both sides of the Irish Sea could come and go as they pleased, and there are therefore no emigrant passenger lists. From 1922 the six north eastern counties (part of Ulster province) have been known as Northern Ireland and the remaining twenty six as the Republic of Ireland. Land divisions in Ireland are important when searching the records; they are the province, county, barony, parish, both civil and ecclesiastical, and townland.

The kind of records kept over here e.g. BMDs were also kept in Ireland. The difference was that civil registration did not start in Ireland until 1864 except for Protestant marriages which were registered from 1845. These records were not destroyed in 1922 when the Irish Public Record Office in Dublin was blown up. Although a catastrophe for Government records, for family historians this destruction consisted of the census returns up to 1851, of many of the Church of Ireland records and of the original copies of wills, but it should not stop any keen researcher from trying to trace Irish ancestry. All other church denomination records were never deposited in the PRO. The remaining census returns up to 1891 were destroyed on Government order, so wouldn't have been available, and regarding wills, many abstracts or transcripts had been made by genealogists in the 19th century, and these were not destroyed.

To try to make up the loss, archivists and heritage societies are doing their best to gather historical records as and when they can. The Representative Church Body in Dublin is collecting as much Church of Ireland material as possible and is also publishing some of their church records. A very few census fragments may still survive in parishes. The 1841 and 1851 census returns were examined about 1907 to confirm a person's age for a pension claim, and were used because many applicants could not provide a birth or baptism certificate to verify age, due to the late start of the church or register office records. These pension claim documents were not destroyed in 1922, and can be seen at the National Archives, Dublin.

More and more Irish records are being published on the internet. It is now possible to trace a GRO birth, marriage or death via the Mormon family search site or to look up a census entry for 1901 or 1911 via the Irish National archives site. Church register entries may be accessed for a fee from the Irish Family History Foundation, or free from an Irish Government site, though this latter is in its early stages, and records are being added gradually. Most county libraries are generally very keen to help family historians and provide e-mail and postal addresses; some, notably Clare library, have placed county records on line. You can also access the full Griffith's Valuation from the county libraries' site. (This was a valuation of land and buildings taken between 1848 and 1864. It is a countrywide list of house or lease holders, and is now used as a census substitute by family historians). Both FindMyPast and Ancestry have the Irish War Memorial records for 1914-1918. Ancestry has also published other Irish source records. Our Irish Branch meetings at the Straits in Oswaldtwistle have the use of the computers with access to the internet, and the library contains many useful books, microfiche, and CDs of Irish material which help in research. These are all available at the Saturday meetings when we offer research advice. Anyone visiting the Resource Centre on Thursday afternoons may use them also. At alternate meetings we have lectures relating to Irish research. As well as an Irish article section in the quarterly Journal, there is also a newsletter available for all members who request a copy. This often includes information about new internet sites or newly published records, and short articles by members about tracing their Irish forbears.

These then are the sources to help begin your Irish ancestry search. Why not come and join us for research, a chat and a cup of tea. We are a friendly crowd and are keen to help if we
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