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INITIAL RESEARCH 

1. Before starting your research in Ireland, you need to know where in Ireland 
your ancestors lived. Start your research with yourself and move back 
methodically each generation. By thoroughly researching each generation you 
should find clues about your Irish ancestors. 

2. Study the history of Ireland. In Irish genealogy, this is essential. A timeline of 
Irish history is online at Twile https://twile.com/timeline/irishhistory 

3. Study maps of Ireland and understand the jurisdictional terms. 

4. Know the difference between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
Records for each may be found in different record offices. 

JURISDICTIONAL TERMS 

Province – The Provinces in Ireland i.e.: Ulster (Northern Ireland), Leinster, Munster 
and Connaught (Republic of Ireland) take their names from four of the ancient 
kingdoms of Ireland. Each province contains several counties. 

County – Ireland is divided into 32 counties. A county is a political unit comprising 
many civil parishes. After the country was divided in 1921, there were 6 counties in 
Northern Ireland and 26 in the south. Originally Ulster consisted of 9 counties, but 
after partition, the counties of Donegal, Monaghan and Cavan were attached to the 
Republic of Ireland. Also 2 counties in the south changed their names: Kings County to 
Offaly County and Queens County to Laois County.  

Barony – An ancient division of land originally established as a district if an Irish 
chieftain. Ireland was divided into 331 baronies. They were composed of a larger 
number of townlands than a parish and are said to be an ancient form of 
administrative unit used for the collection of taxes etc. Even though the 1901 
census was conducted on a 'barony' system, the term has little relevance today.  

Poor Law Union - In 1838, a system of Poor Law was introduced into Ireland which 
saw the establishment of a workhouse system.  This was in response to the poverty 
that was endemic in Ireland at the time.  Each workhouse was to cater for an area 
comprising several parishes and the area in question was called a Union, so called 
because each area was a union of electoral divisions.  Boards of Guardians - some 
appointed and some elected - were in charge of these areas. Unions were often 
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similar in size to the older areas called 'baronies'.  By 1852 there were 162 workhouses 
in Ireland. The 162 Unions became administrative areas as the role of the Boards of 
Guardians became more important. Emigrants occasionally used the name of the 
Union when registering their previous place of residence. As the Unions covered 
several parishes, it is worth keeping that in mind if having difficulty in uncovering the 
ancestor's records. 

Registrar’s District – In 1863 District Registrars were stablished to record births, 
marriages and deaths. The District Boundaries are the same as for the Poor Law 
Unions. 

Diocese - A diocese is comprised of several parishes. These are church administrative 
areas and define an area comprising several parishes under the control of a bishop. 
The diocesan boundaries of the Catholic Church and Church of Ireland do not 
correspond to county boundaries nor to each other. 

Parish – There are two types of parishes – civil and ecclesiastical. The 2447 civil 
parishes are areas of self government created by Cromwell in 1659 and were used for 
census and land valuation purposes. Church parishes are areas presided over by a 
priest or minister. While the Church of Ireland parish boundaries are usually the same 
as the civil parishes, the Catholic parishes are larger and may contain several civil 
parishes. 

Townland - A townland is one of the smallest land divisions in Ireland.  There are over 
60,000 of them and they range in size from an acre or two up to many thousands of 
acres.  The majority are in the hundreds of acres. Townlands have various origins, 
some bearing ancient Irish names while others were created after the coming of the 
Normans in 1169.  The Gaelic names of the majority of these divisions would seem to 
indicate a pre-Norman date for their creation. In rural Ireland in particular, the 
townland names are of great importance, still forming the basis for administrative 
purposes. Given the common use of some surnames, families are often identified by 
the townland they live in. Some townlands may be split between two parishes. 
Townland names are not unique and the same name may occur in other parts of the 
country. 

MAJOR RECORD SOURCES 

CIVIL REGISTRATION 

In Ireland the registration of non-Roman Catholic marriages began in 1845, but the full 
registration system only came into operation in 1864. From then on, in theory at 
least, there was a legal obligation, enforced by fines, to register all births deaths and 
marriage with a local registrar within a short period after the event. All pre-1922 
records and those for the Republic of Ireland (1922-present) are housed at the 
General Registry Office in Dublin. Civil registration records for Northern Ireland (1922-
present) are housed at the General Registry Office in Belfast. Birth, marriage and 
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death indexes and many registration records are available at the Family History 
Library in Salt Lake City. Much of this information is online at familysearch.org and 
IrishGenealogy.ie. Ancestry.com  and Find my Past also has some of the indexes online. 
Check these sites for years available.  

From 1864 to 2004, the same items of information were recorded for each of the 
three events. 

Births: 

• Name, sex, date and place of birth; 

• Name, surname, occupation and address of the father; 

• Name, 'maiden surname' and address of the mother. 

There was no legal obligation to register a first name, though the vast majority did. 

Deaths: 

• Full name, occupation, date, place and cause of death of the deceased; 

• Age at death of the deceased; 

• Person registering the death and their 'qualification' (for example, 'present at 
death'). 

There was no obligation to register any family relationships, but the person 
registering the birth was very often related, and specified the relationship ('wife' or 
'daughter', for example). 

Marriages: For each of the individuals marrying: 

• Full names, ages, marital status, occupations, addresses at the time of the 
marriage, fathers' names and fathers' occupations; of the three events, the 
most useful for genealogy is a marriage record, since it records the fathers' 
names on both sides. 

CENSUS RECORDS 

The only two Irish censuses to survive in their entirety were from 1901 and 1911. 
Some returns from the earlier censuses were also spared.  

1812 – All destroyed in 1922 fire of the Public Record Office in Dublin. 

1821, 1831, 1841 and 1851 – Most destroyed in the fire but some returns exist. 

1861, 1871, 1881, 1891 – Most destroyed by the Irish government.  

All of the surviving pre-1922 returns are now imaged and freely searchable at the 
National Archives of Ireland website, census.nationalarchives.ie 
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CENSUS SUBSTITUTES 

Because of a lack of census records available, it is necessary to search through census 
substitutes which are available from about 1823 to 1900. 

Old Age Pension Claims - When the Old Age Pension Act was passed in 1908, the 
government accepted ages found in the 1841-1851 census records as proof of age for 
pension purposes. Information consists of name of applicant, parent’s names place of 
residence in 1841 or 1851 and age at time of application. Surviving claims are 
available online at the National Archives of Ireland. http://
censussearchforms.nationalarchives.ie/search/cs/home.jsp 

Tithe Applotment Books (1823-1837) - The Tithe Applotment Books are a vital source 
for genealogical research for the pre-Famine period, given the loss of the 1821-51 
Census records. They were compiled between 1823 and 1837 in order to determine 
the amount which occupiers of agricultural holdings over one acre should pay in tithes 
to the Church of Ireland (the main Protestant church and the church established by 
the State until its dis-establishment in 1871). 
There is a manuscript book for almost every civil (Church of Ireland) parish in the 
country giving the names of occupiers of each townland, the amount of land held and 
the sums to be paid in tithes. Because the tithes were levied on agricultural land, 
urban areas are not included. Unfortunately, the books provide only the names of 
heads of family, not other family members. The books have been digitally imaged, 
and a database giving surname, forename, county, parish and townland created. All of 
these fields can be searched, and there is also a browse facility, which allows users to 
survey entire parishes and townlands at the National Archives of Ireland site. http://
titheapplotmentbooks.nationalarchives.ie/search/tab/home.jsp 

Griffith’s Primary Valuation (1848-1864) - The primary valuation of Ireland or 
Griffith's Valuation - carried out between 1848 and 1864 to determine liability to pay 
the Poor rate (for the support of the poor and destitute within each Poor Law Union) - 
provides detailed information on where people lived in mid-nineteenth century 
Ireland and the property they possessed.  Griffith's Valuation is fully searchable 
online, free of charge on the Ask about Ireland website. http://
www.askaboutireland.ie/griffith-valuation/. Later Valuations for Northern Ireland are 
available through the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland website. https://
www.nidirect.gov.uk/information-and-services/search-archives-online/valuation-
revision-books. Find My Past and National Archives of Ireland have also digitized 
other Valuation Office Books.  

Ireland Householder’s Index (1823-1864) – This is a combined surname index to the 
Tithe Applotment Books and Griffith’s Valuation. It is a census of all persons who paid 
taxes to the Church of Ireland (1823-1837) and the Government of Ireland 
(1848-1864). The index is arranged by county and each county has two surname lists. 
The first list covers the whole country, while the second list is arranged by civil parish 
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within each county. The index is available through the Family History Centre (LDS 
Church). 

CHURCH RECORDS  

Copied and modified from the website Irish Genealogy https://
www.irishgenealogy.ie/en/irish-records-what-is-available/church-records 

WHAT CHURCH RECORDS ARE AVAILABLE ONLINE? 

On this site: 
1. Transcripts of the baptism and marriage records of the Roman Catholic Diocese of 
Kerry to c. 1900 - this diocese includes parishes in western and north-western areas of 
Co. Cork.   
2. Transcripts with record-images for all surviving nineteenth-century Church of 
Ireland marriage, baptism and burial records in Co. Kerry.  
3. All Roman Catholic baptism, marriage and burial registers for Dublin City, some 
parishes in transcript only (to c. 1900), some transcripts with record-image (to c. 
1880). The records of St. Paul's, Arran Quay, are not included. A transcript of its 
records can be found at http://dublinnorth.rootsireland.ie.   
4. All surviving Church of Ireland baptism, marriage and burial registers for Dublin 
City, most of them transcripts with record-images to c. 1900.   
5. All surviving Church of Ireland baptism, marriage and burial registers for Co. 
Carlow, transcripts with record-images to c. 1900.   
6. All Roman Catholic baptism, marriage and burial registers (transcripts with record-
images to c.1880) for the diocese of Cork and Ross, which covers the south and west 
of the county and Cork city. Some of the records of Cork city (for the parishes of St. 
Mary & St. Anne, St, Patrick's and Blackrock) are not online. 
7. A small number of Presbyterian records relating to a congregation in Lucan, Co. 
Dublin (transcript only). 

Elsewhere: 
1. www.rootsireland.ie: This paying site has transcripts (without record-images) of 
most of the Roman Catholic records on the island of Ireland for areas other than those 
listed above. The major exceptions, where only small proportions of the records are 
transcribed, are counties Donegal, Monaghan and Wexford. None of the transcribed 
records for Clare are online. Each geographical area on the site has a "sources list" 
and it is essential to consult this in order to ascertain precisely what records are being 
searched. The site also includes transcripts of Church of Ireland, Methodist and 
Presbyterian registers, complete for some counties, completely absent for others. 
2. www.familysearch.org: This free site run by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints (LDS) has transcripts, without record-images, of approximately thirty 
Roman Catholic parishes, mostly in counties Kerry, Cork and Roscommon. 
3. www.ancestry.co.uk: This subscription site has transcripts, without record-images, 
of the registers of the diocese of Meath up to 1880, approximately forty parishes, as 
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well as a copy of the LDS transcripts. 
4. Others: a significant number of local historical and family history societies have 
made transcripts of their church records available online. A guide to the Roman 
Catholic records is at www.irishtimes.com/ancestor/browse/counties/rcmaps/.  
5. A large collection of Jewish records is online at the paying 
site www.irishjewishroots.com. More information on Judaism in Ireland is 
at www.jewishireland.org. 

6. The National Library of Ireland has microfilm copies of almost all pre-1880 Roman 
Catholic parish registers on the island of Ireland. Access is free and print-outs of the 
records are allowed. They have been scanned and are now online. See www.nli.ie 
Indexes to the parish record registers at Ancestry and Find My Past. 

7. Early birth, marriage and death records are online at Irish Genealogical Research 
Society http://www.irishancestors.ie/?page_id=840  

WHAT CHURCH RECORDS ARE AVAILABLE FOR RESEARCH OFFLINE? 

1. The LDS Family History Library has microfilm copies of c. 40% of Irish Roman 
Catholic parish registers, some copies of National Library of Ireland films, others 
filmed by the LDS themselves. See https://familysearch.org/catalog-search. These 
films can be ordered via the Family History Centers attached to most Mormon 
temples.  
2. Most local Roman Catholic parishes do not permit research on their original 
records. Callers will normally be referred to the heritage centres whose records are 
now almost all on www.rootsireland.ie. If necessary, contact details for local parishes 
can be found via www.catholicireland.net.  
3. The Representative Church Body Library is the official archive of record for Church 
of Ireland records that survived the burning of the Public Record Office in 1922. A full 
list of its holdings is at http://ireland.anglican.org. All are freely searchable if they 
are not too fragile to be handled.  
4. The Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (www.proni.gov.uk) has freely 
available microfilm copies of almost all surviving records of all denominations for 
areas now in Northern Ireland, as well as a good number for areas in the border 
counties of Donegal, Cavan, Leitrim, Monaghan and Louth. A full list is at http://
www.proni.gov.uk/index/search_the_archives/online_indexes/
church_of_ireland_index.htm.  
5. Quaker records are very comprehensive back to the 17th century, with microfilm 
copies in NLI and PRONI. See www.quakers-in-ireland.ie.  
6. Some Presbyterian records are only available locally or in the Presbyterian 
Historical Society. See www.presbyterianhistoryireland.com. 

MARRRIAGE LICENSES 

Diocesan and Prerogative Marriage Licence Bonds Indexes, 1623 - 1866 
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If your ancestors marry in Ireland between 1623 and 1866, they may have been 
married by licence rather than by banns. Marriage licences were granted, on payment 
of a fee, by the ecclesiastical courts of the Church of Ireland. The original records 
were destroyed in the Public Record Office explosion of 1922, but indexes survive, 
and record Protestant marriages as far back as 1623. 

The indexes will give you names of spouses, year of marriage and diocese. They can 
be searched at the http://census.nationalarchives.ie/search/dm/home.jsp the 
National Archives of Ireland. Armagh Diocese Marriage Licence Bonds (1727-1845) at 
Root Ireland online. 

LAND RECORDS 

Registry of Deeds Index project http://irishdeedsindex.net/  

The purpose of this project is to index all of the names that appear in the memorial 
books at the registry of deeds. The Registry of Deeds is located in Henrietta Street, 
Dublin, Ireland and is a repository of records of wills, land transactions in Ireland and 
other deeds from 1709. While the original purpose of the Registry of Deeds was to 
enforce rules limiting the land transactions of Catholics, even before the removal of 
these rules in 1782 many Catholics and representatives of Catholic families appear in 
the memorials. Many memorials involved people of modest means who were 
merchants and traders who registered deeds to provide some form of security of 
tenure. Moreover, Catholic occupiers are sometimes mentioned. 

The Registry of Deeds is a rich source of genealogical information. Marriage and other 
settlements are particularly informative about family relationships. 

Estate Records - For almost two centuries between 1700 and 1900, the vast majority 
of Irish people lived as tenants on large estates. The records of these estates, which 
include many rent books and tenants' lists, are scattered, with the largest holdings in 
the National Library of Ireland and the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland. Their 
online catalogues give some detail. The site www.landedestates.ie gives details of 
estates and their surviving records for the provinces of Munster and Connacht. 

Landed Estate Court Records -  Landed Estate Court took on the process of selling 
estates that were effectively bankrupt and operated between 1850 and 1885. Its 
records are online at Find My Past www.findmypast.ie. They are also available through 
the LDS Church at Family History Centres. 

PROBATE RECORDS 

Pre-1858 Probate Records 

Prerogative and diocesan copies of some wills and indexes to others, 1596 – 1858 

Before a will can take effect, a grant of probate must be made by a court. If someone 
dies without having made a will, the court can grant letters of administration for the 
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disposal of the estate. Since 1858, grants of probate and administration have been 
made in the Principal and District Registries of the Probate Court (before 1877) or the 
High Court (after 1877). They are indexed in the calendars of wills and 
administrations (available on the National Archives of Ireland website for 
1858-1922). http://www.willcalendars.nationalarchives.ie/search/cwa/home.jsp 

Before 1858, grants of probate and administration were made by the courts of the 
Church of Ireland (the Prerogative Court and the Diocesan or Consistorial Courts). 
Almost all of the original records were destroyed in the Public Record Office in 1922. 
Most of what appears on the National Archives of Ireland site are indexes to the 
original wills. 

For the pre-1858 ecclesiastical courts, will books containing copies of the originals 
survive for the Prerogative Court (1664-1684, 1706-1708, 1726-1728, 1728-1729, 1777, 
1813 and 1834) and some Diocesan Courts – Connor (1818-1820 and 1853-1858) and 
Down (1850-1858). The will books for Armagh, Belfast and Londonderry are in the 
Public Record Office of Northern Ireland. Indexes can be searched at the PRONI 
website. https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/services/search-will-calendars 

Post-1858 Probate Records 

Calendars of Wills and Administrations 1858 - 1920 

Wills and testamentary records are of assistance to genealogists as evidence of the 
date of a person’s death and for other information which they may contain concerning 
the dead person’s family, place of residence and property. 

Before a will can take effect, a grant of probate must be made by a court. If someone 
dies without having made a will, the court can grant letters of administration for the 
disposal of the estate. Since 1858, grants of probate and administration have been 
made in the Principal and District Registries of the Probate Court (before 1877) or the 
High Court (after 1877). They are indexed in the Calendars of Wills and 
Administrations, which up to now, have only been available in our Reading Room. 

Up to 1917, the Calendars cover the whole of Ireland, but since 1918 they cover only 
the 26 counties in the Republic; those indexes covering the six counties of Northern 
Ireland since 1918 are in the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI). The 
Calendars of Wills and Administrations for Armagh, Belfast and Londonderry are 
searchable online at www.proni.gov.uk/index/search_the_archives/will_calendars/
wills_search. 

On this section of our Genealogy pages, you can search the Calendars (alphabetical 
indexes) of Wills and Administrations for the years 1858 – 1920. You can search pdfs 
for those from 1922 to 1982 on the main National Archives website. Further 
information on how to search these is available at www.nationalarchives.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2012/04/Will-calendar-search-guide.pdf. The records for 1921 have 

Page �  of �8 10

https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/services/search-will-calendars
http://www.proni.gov.uk/
http://www.proni.gov.uk/index/search_the_archives/will_calendars/wills_search
http://www.proni.gov.uk/index/search_the_archives/will_calendars/wills_search
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Will-calendar-search-guide.pdf
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Will-calendar-search-guide.pdf
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Will-calendar-search-guide.pdf


not been microfilmed, and therefore not digitised, but it is hoped to digitise them in 
the future. 

OTHER COURT RECORDS  

Petty Court Session records (lesser court cases both criminal and civil), prison 
registers, and other court records can be found at Find My Past website. 

MILITARY RECORDS 

Many military records for Ireland can be found at Ancestry, Find My Past, National 
Archives of Ireland website, and the Military Archives http://
www.militaryarchives.ie/en/home/  

OTHER RECORDS 

Tombstone Inscriptions – many Irish who died before 1800 had no tombstone. Many 
others have not been transcribed but this is improving. See Cyndi’s List for many that 
have been transcribed and are online http://www.cyndislist.com/uk/irl/cemeteries/  

Freeholder Lists – Freeholders were men who either owned their land outright or who 
held it in a lease for the duration of their life, or the lives of other people named in 
the lease. Some freeholder lists for Northern Ireland are online at the Public Record 
Office of Northern Ireland https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/about-freeholders-
records  

Protestant Householders (1740), Spinning Wheel Index (1796), and Religious 
Census (1766), Muster Rolls of Ulster, Hearth Money Rolls are available through the 
LDS Family History Centre. Some are online at Bill Macafees site http://
www.billmacafee.com/18centurydatabases.htm  

Elphin Diocesan Census (1749), Civil Survey (1654-56), Landowners in Ireland 
(1876), Convert Rolls (1703-1838) are available through the Family History Centre, 
LDS Church. 

Catholic Qualification and Convert Rolls are also online at National Archives of 
Ireland http://census.nationalarchives.ie/search/cq/home.jsp  

Poverty Relief Loans and Workhouse Registers online at Find My Past. 

Newspapers and Directories – Many directories and Irish newspapers are online 
through Find My Past, Ancestry, and British Newspaper Archive http://
www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/ and Irish Newspaper Archive https://
www.irishnewsarchive.com/  

Newsletters  

Irish Family History Centre https://irishfamilyhistorycentre.com/  

Ulster Historical Foundation https://www.ancestryireland.com/  
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Irish Genealogical Research Society http://www.irishancestors.ie/  

Blogs 

John Grenham https://www.johngrenham.com/blog/  

Irish Genealogy News http://www.irishgenealogynews.com/ 

Social Media 

Many groups on Facebook such as County Armagh Genealogy, County Wexford 
Genealogy. You must ask to join and be granted permission, but it is free. They are 
very useful groups. 
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