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AVOIDING ATTENTION? ASSESSING THE
REASONS FOR REGISTER OFFICE

WEDDINGS IN VICTORIAN ENGLAND
AND WALES
BY REBECCA PROBERT

The option of getting married in a register office was introduced by the Marriage
Act 1836, and over the course of Victoria’s reign over a million couples availed
themselves of it. Yet surprisingly little is known about them. This article analyses
information about 286 register office weddings celebrated between 1837 and
1901, with examples from 40 counties and 151 different registration districts. It
shows that, while those marrying in a register office were drawn from across the
social scale and of a median age broadly in line with the national average, brides
and grooms from older age groups were overrepresented, reflecting the fact that a
higher percentage of marriages in the register office were remarriages for one or
both of the parties. Further analysis of their marital histories shows that earlier or
subsequent weddings had often taken place in a church, indicating that marriage
in a register office cannot be interpreted as evidence of an ideological preference
for civil marriage. Some couples chose to marry in a register office because of a
desire to keep the wedding private. Others did so because of practical
considerations of location, cost, and speed, but these were dependent on the local
context and were not static over time. As this indicates, in assessing the reasons
for register office weddings, it is important to locate it in the context of an
individual’s life history.

KEYWORDS: register office weddings; civil marriage; marriage formalities

Introduction

In Thomas Hardy’s 1887 novel The Woodlanders, the ambitious doctor Edred
Fitzpiers suggests to his bride-to-be that they should marry in a register office, on
the basis that this option would offer ‘a quieter, snugger, and more convenient
place’ than the local church. It is the first of these factors that weighs most heavily
with him: he wishes their wedding to pass unnoticed, so that they can establish
themselves in a new location without anyone being aware of Grace’s humble ori-
gins, whereas ‘a noisy, bell ringing marriage at church… would be a thing of
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report’. When Grace pleads that she would rather be married in a church, ‘with
all my dear friends round me’, Fitzpiers’ impatient retort is that marriage ‘is a civil
contract’ and should be as short, simple, and secular as any other legal
transaction.1

This exchange reflects the varied range of reasons – practical considerations, the
desire for privacy, and ideological preferences – that scholars have advanced to
explain why some Victorian couples chose to be married in a register office after
that option was introduced by the Marriage Act 1836. Lawrence Stone, for
example, describes register office weddings as ‘swift and cheap’ and as being
‘intended to lure the poor back into matrimony’,2 while John Gillis claims that
while some ‘resorted to the register office out of principle’, it was primarily used
by ‘pregnant brides and runaway couples who found the register office a haven of
privacy’.3 Olive Anderson similarly suggests that, at least from 1856,4 ‘civil mar-
riage provided all over the country that widely desired but hitherto unobtainable
combination: a way of marriage which was both cheap… and entirely free from
publicity’.5 Among those suggesting ideological reasons, Scot Peterson and Iain
McLean imply that there was an anti-authoritarian element to register office wed-
dings.6 Roderick Floud and Pat Thane, meanwhile, suggest that those getting mar-
ried in the register office might not have been averse to marrying with religious
rites but did not want to marry in the Church of England, and that the resort to
the register office in particular areas might be a response ‘to the local difficulties
of Nonconformist marriage’.7

However, what is largely lacking from such accounts are any actual examples
of individuals who married in a register office. Anderson’s account of register
office weddings is the most detailed, but her primary focus was not on why a
small but increasing number of couples might have chosen to get married in a
register office but rather on the wide variations between (and fluctuations within)
different regions and registration districts. She therefore devotes her attention to
the statistics and cites just one example of a couple who married in a register
office, the future MP Duncan McLaren and Priscilla Bright.8 Floud and Thane in
turn focus on the difficulties of getting married in a registered place of worship;
while they note that ‘some Nonconformist ministers were reported to have advised
their congregations to marry at the Registrar’s office or the Anglican church’,9

they give no examples of couples who followed such advice. Gillis, meanwhile,
jumps from a claim about the choices made by couples in the Ceiriog valley in
Wales in the 1840s (for which he cites no evidence) to one woman’s recollection –

in an autobiography published in 1963 – that when she had contemplated a civil
wedding she was told that ‘hardly anybody went to a register office unless they
were pregnant’.10 And Peterson and McLean’s historical frame of reference is still
broader: noting the higher incidence of register office weddings in Ipswich and
Norwich, they comment that ‘East Anglia had been the seed-bed of resistance to
authority from the time of the Peasant’s Rebellion (1381) through to the English
Civil War’.11 If those Victorian couples who married in a register office were
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indeed seeking to avoid attention, they seem to have been very successful in
doing so.
Yet knowing who did marry in a register office does merit our attention. While it

remained a minority choice in Victorian England and Wales, by 1901 well over a
million couples had married in this way.12 Without actual data as to who these cou-
ples were, any theories as to their motivations must remain speculative. In this art-
icle I show the insights that can be gained from family history, drawing on
information about 286 register office weddings celebrated between 1837 and 1901.
Such data, generously shared by 150 family historians, makes it possible to build a
picture of the characteristics of couples who married in a register office and the cir-
cumstances that may have prompted them to do so. After explaining how the data
about register office weddings was collected, I go on to examine the age, occupa-
tion, and marital status of the individuals in the sample and how this compared to
the marrying population more generally. The third section draws on the stories that
family historians shared about the circumstances of these weddings to analyse the
potential reasons for marrying in a register office, setting these stories in the context
of the legal framework that governed such weddings. The conclusion sets out the
implications for existing understandings of what it meant to marry in a register
office in Victorian England and suggests avenues for future research.
Before embarking on that discussion, two preliminary points should be made.

The first relates to terminology. Throughout the article, I refer to ‘register office
weddings’ rather than ‘civil marriage’, since the latter term may be misleading
when applied to the period as a whole: before 1857, register office weddings were
not necessarily ‘civil’ in the sense of being exclusively secular. Religious content
was permitted, and there is evidence of at least some weddings involving religious
rites led by a minister.13 Besides, the terminology of ‘civil marriage’ may implicitly
convey a message about the ideological preferences of the couples who married in
that way, in a way that references to getting married in a register office do not.
As I will show, the evidence from family historians shows the danger of making
assumptions about couples’ preferences from the mere fact that they married in a
register office.
The second relates to how the focus of this piece is different from that of

Anderson’s work. My focus is primarily on explaining why a small but growing
number of couples chose to be married in a register office across the course of the
century, not on the variations between districts on which Anderson and other
scholars have focussed. While the examples provided by family historians are
drawn from registration districts across England and Wales, there are too few for
any individual registration district to establish why some districts were more
popular than others. Nonetheless, ascertaining why some couples married in a
register office may be helpful in determining whether those districts in which such
weddings were more popular were, as Anderson suggests, so different as to be
‘almost alien enclaves, outposts of a different way of life’,14 or whether there
were other reasons for their popularity.
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Co-producing the data

The decision to seek information directly from family historians was inspired by
the difficulty in obtaining information from other sources. The annual reports
produced by the Registrar-General offer the possibility of detailed analysis by dis-
trict, but only tell us how many couples got married in any given register office,
not who did so. The figures on how many weddings were remarriages for one or
both parties, and on the number of weddings where either the bride or the groom
was underage, do not differentiate between those in church, registered place of
worship, or register office. Any systematic cohort study of couples getting married
in a register office in a particular location is precluded by the inaccessibility of the
marriage registers in which such weddings were recorded, in contrast to those for
Anglican churches or even registered places of worship. Marriage notice books,
which recorded where a couple was intending to marry, have the potential to pro-
vide an insight into who married in a register office but need to be used with cau-
tion since giving notice did not necessarily mean that a marriage would follow.
Local newspapers can also supply an insight but are unlikely to capture all
couples.
Accordingly, in 2020 I put out a call inviting family historians whose ancestors

had married in ‘a civil ceremony’15 to provide details about the location of the
wedding, the age and occupation of the parties, and any reasons why they might
have chosen that option. The call also asked for information about the options
chosen by those who were Catholic or Nonconformist and whether such couples
had married in a Catholic or Nonconformist chapel, a civil ceremony, or an
Anglican church. The collection of such data was approved by the Research
Ethics Committee at the University of Exeter.16 The call was disseminated via the
Lost Cousins network of family historians and a number of societies interested in
family history.17

Individuals who were interested in sharing such information were invited to
email me directly. In an earlier project, exploring bigamists who were never prose-
cuted, I had invited family historians to complete an anonymous online survey
because of the sensitivity of exposing potentially criminal behaviour.18 However,
many of those responding to this call had preferred to email me directly, and a
number of those who had completed the survey sent a follow-up email with fur-
ther details that they wanted to share. Given that experience, and the fact that the
information that individuals were being invited to share was less sensitive in
nature, I decided against including a survey element in this project.
In response to this new call for information, 184 family historians got in touch

and between them provided information about 1,132 weddings celebrated
between 1837 and 2017.19 In line with the terms of the ethical approval for the
project, every respondent was given a code and the data they had provided was
entered into a spreadsheet. The names of respondents were kept separately, as
were the names of those getting married. Those who responded were asked
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whether they would like to be acknowledged in any forthcoming publication, and
the majority confirmed that they would welcome this.
Inevitably, an open call for information meant that information was provided

in a variety of ways. Some family historians submitted spreadsheets, some sent
certificates, some shared stories, and some did all three. While this meant that I
did not always have the same information in relation to every case, it also meant
that I acquired information that I would not have thought of asking for. An open
invitation, rather than closed questions, allowed individuals to decide how much
information they wanted to share, and to add additional valuable context about
their ancestors’ lives. Every single response was useful in building up the picture
of trends, whether it provided the bare facts of the wedding or the entire life story
of the parties involved. Moreover, family historians did not simply passively pro-
vide information but also asked questions that opened up new lines of inquiry. In
addition, where I shared the text that I was planning to include for their approval
– for example where it included identifying details about the individuals concerned
– many helpfully suggested rewordings or the addition of further details that they
had not previously disclosed. As this was an initial exploratory study, all of this
information was valuable.
The nature of the data allows for both quantitative analysis of the age, occupa-

tion, and marital status of those who married in the register office and qualitative
analysis as to their reasons for doing so. It should of course be acknowledged that
the sample comprises only a tiny percentage of those who married in a register
office in this period and any findings need to be expressed with a degree of cau-
tion. That said, the distribution of the 286 weddings that were celebrated in a
register office between 1837 and 1901 was broadly in line with the growing inci-
dence of register office weddings across the period; geographically, it includes
examples from 40 counties and 151 different registration districts.20 While it is
not a representative sample, it does at least provide a yardstick against which
existing claims about the resort to the register office can be assessed.

The characteristics of those who married in a register office

Most family historians were able to provide a precise age for each of the parties,
despite the common tendency for those registering the marriage simply to record
‘minor’ or ‘full’ under the heading that asked for their ages. In a number of cases
their researches had also uncovered that the age stated on the certificate was not
the true age of the parties. For the purpose of making comparisons with the
national-level statistics, the stated age will be taken where that is known to be dif-
ferent from the actual age of the parties, but the circumstances that led individuals
to misstate their age will be considered further below.
Across the nineteenth century, the median age of marriage for both brides and

grooms was subject to fluctuations but the trend was generally upwards. For the
period as a whole, it averaged out at 23.8 years for women and 25.3 years for

AVOIDING ATTENTION? 53



men, based on the ages recorded in the marriage register.21 Within the register
office sample, the median was almost identical, at 23 for women and 26 for
men.22 Moreover, when we look at the age distribution of couples marrying in
the register office compared to the national picture, underage couples do not
appear to be overrepresented in the sample. Over the century as a whole, 18.7 per
cent of marriages involved an underage bride, and 6.2 per cent an underage
groom,23 as compared to 19.6 per cent and 5.5 per cent of those marrying in the
register office sample. It was in the older age groups that the register office sample
diverged more noticeably from the national picture, with a significantly higher
percentage of marriages recorded as involving parties over the age of 40. Given
the deficiencies of the official statistics – attributable to clergy’s tendency simply
to record whether the parties were of full age or not24 – the comparison here is
with 1901, by which time the actual age of the parties remained unspecified in
just 1.2 per cent of cases. In this year, 4.9 per cent of marriages were recorded as
involving a groom in their 40s, and 3.5 per cent as involving one aged 50 or over.
For brides, the percentages were even lower, with 3.6 per cent of marriages
recorded as involving a bride in her 40s, and just 1.6 per cent involving one aged
50 or over.25 Within the register office sample, by contrast, 9.8 per cent of
grooms were recorded as being in their 40s, and 7.3 per cent as over 50; similarly,
6.6 per cent of brides were recorded as being in their 40s and 3.7% as over 50. In
other words, brides and grooms marrying in the register office were twice as likely
to be in their 40s and older. And that, of course, is likely to considerably underre-
present the difference between those getting married in the register office and
other couples, bearing in mind that this sample relates to the entire period from
1837 to 1901, and the rise in life expectancy over the course of the century.
This overrepresentation of brides and grooms from older age cohorts can be

accounted for by the fact that a higher percentage of marriages in the register
office were remarriages for one or both of the parties. Across the period as a
whole, around 16.7 per cent of all marriages were stated to be remarriages for
one or both of the parties.26 By contrast, 25 per cent of the register office sample
were stated to be widow(ers) or (more rarely) divorce(e)s. Examples of those mar-
rying in the register office the second time around include a 40-year-old coal
miner, who had lost both his wife and his second son27; a 46-year-old shepherd,
whose wife had died two years earlier following a miscarriage28; a 57-year-old
licenced victualler, and a 60-year-old retired husbandman.29 From the late nine-
teenth century we also find those whose first marriage had ended in divorce mar-
rying in the register office the second time around.
Most family historians also supplied information about the groom’s occupational

status.30 Here the picture is strikingly varied. There was the occasional individual of
independent means, together with a sprinkling of professional or white-collar work-
ers, including teachers, clerks, and book-keepers as well as a missionary, an
accountant, a musician and an ‘artist on glass’. A few grooms were employed in the
army, navy or police, while one was a customs officer; a number were also involved
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in transport of some kind. There were dealers and merchants, shopkeepers and
shopworkers. A long list of individuals were involved in manufacture of some kind,
from textile workers and shoemakers in the earlier period to foundry moulders, cin-
der drawers, and a bicycle fitter later in the century. The second half of the century
also saw grooms who were engineers, gas fitters, and plumbers, plus an electrician.
A couple of grooms were recorded as being in domestic service: there was one but-
ler and one farm servant. A number were employed in agriculture – mostly as agri-
cultural labourers, but there were also a few farmers and a shepherd – and there
was also a large group of unskilled labourers.
Given the small size of the sample and the fact that it is drawn from across the

Victorian period, any conclusions about whether those who married in a register
office were typical of the broader marrying population have to be very tentative,
not least because of the difficulty in finding a suitable comparator. The Registrar-
General’s reports do not provide any analysis of marriages by occupation, and the
tendency for individuals to make inflated claims about their occupation when get-
ting married (the register office sample, it should be noted, also included one
groom whose claim to be a ‘gentleman’ seems to have been somewhat ambitious)
means that general analyses of the occupational structure of the population are of
limited utility. Nonetheless, the data does seem to suggest that those getting mar-
ried in a register office were drawn from across the social scale rather than regis-
ter office weddings being, as Anderson claims, ‘a lower caste mode of alliance’.31

While members of the professional classes were underrepresented, they were not
altogether absent (and in any case accounted for only a very small proportion of
Victorian grooms). And while unskilled labourers accounted for the largest single
group within the sample, they still only accounted for 11.9 per cent of these
grooms; by way of comparison, Jason Long’s study of marriage registers found
that unskilled labourers accounted for 12.7 per cent of his sample of grooms mar-
rying in the Anglican church in 1881.32

However, in one respect the occupations of grooms in the register office sample
do seem to diverge from the national picture. Only 10 per cent of these grooms
were employed in agriculture, a figure which is considerably lower than their pro-
portion of the population in England and Wales as a whole.33 The underrepresen-
tation of those involved in agriculture may suggest that those getting married in a
register office were less likely to be dwelling in rural areas. The significance of
this will be considered further when we turn to consider the practical implications
of getting married in a register office.
In short, the data from the sample suggests that those who married in a register

office were not hugely different from those who married in a religious ceremony,
save that they were slightly more likely than those who married in church to be
marrying for a second time and possibly more likely to be living in urban districts.
That in turn suggests that the task is to explain why these particular individuals
made different choices from their peers, rather than there being a distinct type of
person who married in a register office.
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The possible reasons for marrying in a register office

Ideological preferences?

From their introduction at the start of July 1837, register office weddings were
just one of a range of options available to couples in England and Wales. Couples
could, as previously, choose to get married in their parish church or, if they were
Quakers or Jews, according to their own specific usages. Alternatively, they could
take advantage of the other new option introduced by the Marriage Act 1836,
that of marrying in a Catholic or Dissenting place of worship that had been regis-
tered for weddings.34

In assessing the likelihood of couples having an ideological preference for mar-
rying in a register office, we need to bear in mind that only a tiny percentage of
the population could be classified as rejecting religion in this period: Clive Field
puts it at a ‘negligible’ 0.3 per cent in 1840.35 The groups that had been cam-
paigning for marriage to be regarded as a ‘civil contract’ were Protestant
Dissenters, and it was for them, rather than for atheists, that the option of getting
married in a register office was designed.36 Since many Dissenters had also been
campaigning for their own ministers to be able to conduct weddings in their own
places of worship,37 it can be difficult to ascertain whether any particular mar-
riage in a register office reflected an ideological preference for marriage to be a
‘civil contract’ or was regarded as a second-best to a marriage in a registered place
of worship. With relatively few places of worship being registered for weddings in
the early years of the Act, not all Dissenters had the option of being married in
their own place of worship. In some cases, however, the data provided by family
historians about the religious background of a couple who had married in the
register office enabled it to be established that the place where they worshipped
had not been registered for weddings at the time of their marriage. For example,
one Catholic couple, who married at the Westminster register office in 1837, went
on to have a separate Catholic ceremony that same day.38 Such couples might
well have married in their own place of worship had they had the choice.
In assessing the choice between register office and registered place of worship, it

should also be borne in mind that the ceremony – or lack of ceremony – could be
very similar whichever option was chosen. Religious content was not required in a
wedding in a registered place of worship, although it was usual for the words pre-
scribed by statute to be incorporated into a religious service. Nor, in the first
twenty years of the Act, was it prohibited in a wedding in a register office.39

During this period a number of weddings were recorded as taking place in the
register office ‘according to the rites and ceremonies of the parties’, signifying that
some religious element was included.40

From 1857, however, a new statutory provision prohibited the inclusion of a
religious service in any wedding taking place in a register office.41 From this point
on, weddings in the register office were purely ‘civil’ ones. Even so, examples of
individuals who were explicitly opposed to religion marrying in a register office

R. PROBERT56



remained rare42 and there were still numerous examples of couples with a strong
religious affiliation getting married in a register office. For example, Joseph Jervis,
who married Sarah Ann Francis in the Stockton register office in 1861, had been
baptised on the Wesleyan Chapel Circuit, and his family were ‘very much noncon-
formists’.43 One couple who married at the register office in 1862 went on to
have their child baptised in a Congregational chapel.44 Baptist missionary George
Cousins married in Lewes register office in 1888 before he and his wife went out
to China as missionaries.45 And it was not only Nonconformists who married in
the register office. There are also examples of couples who had married in a regis-
ter office going to the Anglican church for other rites of passage. Robert Little
and Margaret Shillinglaw, who married in the Gateshead register office in 1868,
had twelve of their children baptised in their local Anglican church.46

A second factor that complicates any straightforward assumptions about the
ideological convictions of those getting married in the register office is that there
are many examples of individuals making different choices when they remarried.
Of course, where an individual was marrying for the second time in the early
years of the 1836 Act, they would not have had any option but to marry accord-
ing to the rites of the Church of England for their first marriage. Even so, given
the claims by some historians that register office weddings catered for those who
had not previously married in church,47 it is worth noting that such first mar-
riages had taken place in a church. That was the case for one 63-year-old labourer
whose second marriage took place in Truro register office in 1844, his first mar-
riage having taken place in an Anglican church in 1806.48 Similarly, the first mar-
riage of Francis Farrow, who married in the Kings Lynn register office in 1847,49

had taken place in All Saints’ church in South Lynn in 1833.50

There were also, conversely, examples of individuals remarrying in a religious
ceremony after their first marriage had taken place in a register office: John
William Rhodes, who married in the Ruthin register office in 1868, remarried in
the Church of England two years later after the untimely death of his first wife.51

One Devon labourer, married in the Okehampton register office in 1853, went on
to marry in the Ebenezer chapel in the town after the death of his wife in 1872.52

And one widow who married in a register office in 1875 had previously married
in the parish church, while her third wedding, after she had been widowed a
second time, took place in a Wesleyan chapel.53

In short, the data from family historians illustrates that getting married in a
register office cannot simply be interpreted as evidence of an ideological prefer-
ence for civil marriage in the sense of a wedding devoid of religious content.
Whether or not the obstacles to getting married in a non-Anglican place of wor-
ship can explain the wide variations in the incidence of register office weddings –

a point of contention between Anderson on the one hand and Floud and Thane
on the other54 – it is clear that in some cases couples who married in a register
office would almost certainly have married in their own place of worship had it
been registered for weddings. From that perspective, these couples were not so
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much choosing to be married in a register office as choosing not to be married in
the Church of England. At the same time, it is clear that over the course of the
nineteenth century the register office catered for a far wider constituency than just
Dissenters who regarded marriage as a civil contract. In particular, the fact that
some individuals made different choices at different times indicates the importance
of ascertaining the circumstances behind these choices.

A desire for privacy?

With that in mind, we can turn to the second reason that has been suggested: that
the register office was chosen because individuals valued privacy. Anderson
describes privacy as being ‘much more often wanted by working people than by
their betters’, suggesting that this was ‘partly to escape three weeks’ rowdiness
and often cruel teasing, and “disorderly scenes” at the wedding itself, but often
also to avoid their employers’ disapproval and sometimes dismissal’.55 Gillis, by
contrast, implies that it was those who had something to hide (a pregnancy or an
elopement) who valued the privacy that the register office offered.56

In order to understand why getting married in a register office might offer more
privacy than other options, we first need to examine the preliminaries that were
required for such weddings. Any couple wishing to get married other than in an
Anglican church first had to give notice to the superintendent registrar of the
registration district in which they had been resident for at least the previous seven
days.57 If the parties were living in different districts, then each had to give notice
in their own district, but if both were living in the same district then just one of
them could give notice.58 The notice of marriage was then entered into the mar-
riage notice book,59 which was open to public inspection in the office of the
superintendent registrar. In addition, for the first 20 years of the Act’s operation,
notices of marriage generally60 had to be read out at three weekly meetings of the
Poor Law Board of Guardians.61 However, couples could avoid this publicity –

and shorten the waiting period by two weeks – by paying extra for a superintend-
ent registrar’s licence. And from 1857, the practice of reading notices of marriage
before the Board of Guardians was abolished as a result of the Marriage and
Registration Act 185662; instead, the notice of marriage simply had to be dis-
played in the office of the superintendent registrar for 21 days.63 While Jennifer
Phegley is wrong to claim that the 1856 Act ‘eliminat[ed] the requirement for
publicity altogether’,64 it is fair to say that simply displaying notices in the office
of the superintendent registrar gave the impression of publicity without placing
too many obstacles in the way of those wishing to marry.
Of course, in assessing why some couples married in a register office, it should

be borne in mind that the same preliminaries were required before any non-
Anglican wedding and that a superintendent registrar’s certificate (but not licence)
could also be used to authorise an Anglican wedding. Nonetheless, from the
increase in the incidence of register office weddings in 1857, it can be inferred
that the greater privacy of the new procedure did draw some more couples to be

R. PROBERT58



married in the register office. Across England and Wales as a whole, there were
9,642 weddings in register offices in 1857, as compared to 8,097 in 1856, an
increase of around 20 per cent.65 Yet not all of that increase can be attributed to
the changes to the way in which notices were publicised. The sharpest increase
was in the Northern division, where the resort to the register office was boosted
by a contemporaneous change removing the option for English couples to marry
informally in Scotland without any waiting period.66 In addition, some districts in
which the procedure generally adopted in 1857 had already been in operation
since 1836 also saw an increase: in the Devon district of Stoke Damerel, for
example, the number of register office weddings jumped from 142 to 175, an
increase of 23 per cent.67 And some couples who might previously had chosen to
marry in the Church of England on the authority of a superintendent registrar’s
certificate may also have turned to the register office: from 1857 clergy were
allowed to refuse to accept such certificates as a preliminary to an Anglican wed-
ding, and the number of Anglican weddings authorised by a superintendent regis-
trar’s certificate fell in the wake of the 1856 Act, from 4,045 in 1856 to 3,748 in
1857.68

The increase in the number of register office weddings also needs to be kept in
perspective: in 1857, register office weddings still only accounted for 6.1 per cent
of the total. That hardly supports Anderson’s claim that privacy was widely
desired. Moreover, her claims about the adverse consequences of publicity are pri-
marily based on the evidence given to the 1868 Royal Commission by Anglican
clergy who were critical of banns and arguing in favour of a cheaper form of
licence; as a result, their claims need to be treated with a degree of caution. In
addition, their evidence was both more equivocal than Anderson’s account sug-
gests and harder to link to a desire for a private wedding. The evidence of poten-
tial disapproval by employers came from the Bishop of Rochester, who claimed
that ‘[u]nfair criticism and condemnation of the marriage by employers, amount-
ing at times to actual bullying and petty tyranny, is not uncommon’.69 However,
while he referred to servants having their banns called in large London parishes
where they were unknown, he did not suggest that they risked dismissal. And the
example he gave of squires refusing to let accommodation to those who had made
an improvident marriage does raise questions about how such criticism and con-
demnation could be avoided by marrying in a register office rather than the parish
church – unless the couple in question never planned to set up home together at
all, which would rather defeat the point of getting married. Neither the Bishop
nor the other individuals cited by Anderson made any reference to rowdiness or
disorderly scenes at the wedding itself. Nor did they directly refer to ‘cruel teas-
ing’. The Bishop of Oxford simply asserted (without evidence) that ‘common peo-
ple’ did not like to attend church when their banns were being called for fear of
being ‘laughed at’,70 while the Bishop of Rochester’s commented that ‘[m]uch dis-
parity of years, or any natural deformity, or ridiculous peculiarity which is observ-
able, or dislike of the alliance on the part of friends (without valid objection)
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occasions inconvenience’.71 While the latter claim was equally unsupported with
examples, it does at least accord with the claims made by E.P. Thompson, also
cited by Anderson, about the type of marriage that might attract rough music.72

But at the very most, all this suggests is that there were certain types of marriages
that might attract local comment, not that weddings would in the normal course
of events attract adverse reactions from the community. And Stephen Banks shows
how rough music could not necessarily be avoided by marrying privately; noting
how one 70-year-old married his 45-year-old bride at 8am in the morning in
order to avoid notice, he adds that they were treated to a ‘good kettle band’ later
in the day.73

All this suggests that in considering whether a desire for privacy led couples to
marry in the register office, consideration needs to be given to exactly what was
being kept private, and from whom. The most obvious cases were those where the
marriage would have been void on account of being within the prohibited degrees
of marriage or because one of the parties was still validly married to another. In
such cases the parties would have wished to keep the fact of the marriage private
from the authorities and anyone who might issue a caveat against the wedding
going ahead. Within the register office sample, impediments have been identified
for 24 marriages, or 8.4 per cent (and there may of course be others where an
impediment existed but has not been identified). Three men married a daughter or
niece of their deceased wife, while one woman married her deceased husband’s
brother, and seven men married their deceased wife’s sister. Among the latter was
a 58-year-old widower, who remarried in the Huddersfield register office in 1885
after previously marrying in the Church of England; his new wife also happened
to be heavily pregnant, giving birth six weeks later.74 The other 13 cases involved
an existing spouse. The first husband of Caroline Bobbins was apparently still
alive when she married Thomas Goodchild at the Liverpool register office in
1855.75 One 23-year-old bride who went through a bigamous wedding at
Liskeard register office in 1861 had married in church just four years earlier, and
her first husband also remarried there some years later.76

In some of these cases privacy was ensured by the fact that the couple were
deliberately marrying in a registration district where they were not permanently
resident. One bigamous bride, who married at the Exeter register office in 1859,
was in fact resident in Honiton registration district, as was her new husband.77

Her first marriage had only taken place a few years earlier and she may well have
worried that her name would be remembered by the superintendent registrar of
Honiton district. Another couple, whose marriage was within the prohibited
degrees, travelled 70 miles from their home in Southampton to go through a mar-
riage in Eton register office.78 In other cases individuals seem to have given false
details to try to cover their tracks. One man who married in a register office in
1890 gave his status as bachelor, his age as 30, and his name as Charles. The last
was at least half-true, Charles being his middle name, but he was 40 rather than
30, and, it seems, still married to the woman he had wed 20 years earlier.79
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A second group of cases where individuals had a clear reason for wishing for
their union to be private was where they were falsely claiming to be of age. In
such cases the wedding only needed to be kept private from the person who could
withhold consent from their marriage. In most cases this would be the father of
the underage party; if the father had died, then it was the responsibility of any
guardian appointed by the father’s will, and if no guardian had been appointed
then it would be the mother (as long as she had not remarried).80 Crucially,
although parental dissent could prevent a marriage from going ahead, neither the
absence of parental consent nor misstatements by the parties about their age had
any impact on the validity of the marriage. Again, the register office sample pro-
vided a number of examples. When John William Rhodes married Anne Lloyd in
the Ruthin register office in 1868, he was just 18, despite claiming to be 21, and
the witnesses to the wedding were the registrar’s wife and daughter.81 Another
pair who married at the register office in Greenwich in 1886, both claiming to be
of age, were just 18 and 19 years old, and the witnesses were similarly unre-
lated.82 Janet Shillinglaw, who married at the Gateshead register office in 1866,
was even younger: claiming to be 21, she was in fact only 17 (while her husband,
who claimed to be 26, was actually 30).83 While her wedding was witnessed by
her sister, there is no evidence that her father was present. The fact that he was
living only a couple of miles away at the time underlines just how ineffective the
display of notices of intended marriages was.
However, adjusting the calculations of those who were underage when they

married in the register office to include those who had falsely claimed to be of full
age does not lead to any dramatic increase in the figures: the percentage of under-
age brides only rises to 22.6 per cent, and the corresponding figure for grooms to
6.5 per cent. Not all of those underage brides and grooms whose age was mis-
stated in the register were claiming to be 21. One 17-year-old spinster claimed to
be 18,84 and another claimed to be 20,85 while one particularly young bride (aged
just 15) claimed to be 17.86 Such misstatements suggest that the marriage might
not have been thought suitable where one of the parties was so young, but that
again raises the question about what was being concealed from whom. Within the
sample, 6.2 per cent of grooms and 8.9 per cent of brides are known to have
adjusted their ages (sometimes upwards, sometimes downwards). One cannot dis-
count the possibility that they had not been entirely truthful with their affianced;
as a result, where marrying in their local church would expose the truth, some
individuals may have preferred the register office.
There were also 15 marriages in the sample (around 5.2 per cent of the sample)

in which there was an age gap of 20 years or more between the bride and groom.
That a number of the couples in the sample lied about their ages in order to min-
imise the extent of the gap between them might suggest that there was a certain
degree of social stigma attaching to such pairings. In one case where the bride
was 33 years older than the groom, her given age was recorded as 50 rather than
the actual 62, while he claimed to be 30 rather than 29.87 Yet others were open
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about the difference in their ages. While Thompson identifies marriages in which
there was a significant age gap as being potentially vulnerable to ‘rough music’,88

it seems unlikely that these couples chose the register office solely on account of
the age gap. In most cases the marriage was a second one for one or both of
them, and in a few cases there were other compounding variables such as an exist-
ing spouse or the parties being within the prohibited degrees. Moreover, in the
case involving the largest age gap – an 80-year-old groom and 21-year-old bride –

it seems unlikely that a couple living in West Ham in the 1890s would have been
genuinely concerned about the risk of rough music.
Another type of case that has been identified as potentially attracting local hos-

tility is where there was evidence of premarital sexual activity.89 Within the regis-
ter office sample, at least 14.7 per cent of brides were pregnant, many of whom
would have been very visibly pregnant at the time of the wedding. Eleanor Gill,
who married at Whitehaven register office in 1859, was seven months’ pregnant
at the time; in addition, this was a mixed marriage, Eleanor being a Protestant
and the groom Henry a Catholic, and Henry had only recently returned from the
prison hulks in Bermuda, having been sentenced to transportation aged just 17.90

Mary Ann Reeve gave birth to her daughter just 12 days after her wedding at the
Ipswich register office in May 1881.91

Again, some pregnant brides took steps to avoid attention by marrying in a dif-
ferent registration district. One bride, who gave birth just two weeks after the
wedding, had married at the Gloucester register office in August 1851.92 It seems
likely that she and her husband-to-be had deliberately chosen to travel to
Gloucester to get married without attracting too much attention, and there are a
number of factors suggesting that their residence there was of fairly short dur-
ation. At the time of the 1851 census, around five months earlier, both had been
living with their respective families in different villages. While these villages were
in different registration districts – one in Stroud and the other in Cirencester –

both of these places were closer than Gloucester, and so the choice to marry in
Gloucester does not seem to have been dictated by convenience. The street where
they said that they were living in Gloucester was one with a number of inns, so
their sojourn there may only have been temporary – just enough to satisfy the
superintendent registrar that the requirements of the statute had been fulfilled.
Four months later, their son was baptised in the husband’s home parish.
In a further 6.6 per cent of cases, the bride was already a mother. One mother-

of-five described herself as a widow when she married in 1873, but she had
already had two illegitimate children and three others who may well also have
been illegitimate as no trace of any former husband has been found.93 One 20-
year-old bride who married at the Sleaford register office in Lincolnshire in 1863
had already had two illegitimate children, both of whom seem to have been fath-
ered by someone other than her husband-to-be.94 And another, who was just 17
when she married at Woodbridge register office in 1860, had given birth to a son
the year before. The fact that the son bore the same name as the groom indicates
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that the latter was probably the father, although it is not possible to establish if
the couple was actually living together in advance of the wedding.95

While it was relatively rare for couples to have been living together before they
married, there were a few examples in the register office sample. Most would
appear to be cases in which there was an impediment to the marriage. Francis
Farrow had been living with the woman who became his second wife for a num-
ber of years before they married; given that she was his deceased wife’s sister,
they may have been delaying in the hope that the 1835 legislation that had made
such marriages void would be repealed.96 In another case a widow had moved in
with her aunt’s widower to act as his housekeeper.97 Caroline Bobbins had been
pretending to be the wife of Thomas Goodchild as early as 1840, although she
subsequently returned to her legal husband when he left the Royal Marines. By
early 1845, however, she had returned to Thomas98; the timing of their wedding,
a decade later, suggests that they may have been waiting until seven years had
elapsed since there had been any news of Caroline’s first husband.
From these examples, we can infer that some couples chose to get married in a

register office because they had something to hide. Of course, the fact that there
were couples for whom privacy was desirable is not the same as evidence that
privacy was ‘widely desired’, as Anderson asserts. Moreover, these categories only
account for around one-third of the marriages in the sample. We therefore need
to look at whether there were any practical advantages to marrying in the register
office that might have induced couples to make that choice.

Practical?

Insofar as there were practical advantages to marrying in a register office, these
were not only dependent on the local context but may also have changed over time.
First, in terms of the physical convenience of getting married in a register office,

the varying size of registration districts needs to be taken into account. Anderson,
for example, speculates that it was in ‘poor and remote areas… where parishes
were big and forms of settlement scattered’ that ‘couples whose forbears had
probably never been married by a parson found that the novel facility of civil
marriage gave them an acceptable means of keeping close to familiar ways’.99

Setting aside for the moment her unsubstantiated assumption that earlier genera-
tions had not married in church, it needs to be remembered that though parishes
could be big, registration districts were even bigger. With around 620 across
England and Wales, each covered a far wider area than the 10,000 Anglican par-
ishes that still formed the underpinning structure for Anglican weddings. For most
couples in any given district, a parish church or chapel of ease would have been
far more convenient than the single register office. The Suffolk registration district
of Blything, for example, encompassed over 92,000 acres; the decision to locate
the register office in the centre of the district may have been well meaning, but
the result was that it sat in the middle of the countryside. The best that could be
said was that it was equally inconvenient for everyone. Similarly, Gillis’ claim that

AVOIDING ATTENTION? 63



‘[a]fter the 1840s the people of the Ceiriog valley resorted to the nearest register
office when they encountered any obstacle to their marriages’100 suggests a lack
of understanding of the geography of the region and the distribution of register
offices. For couples in Llansanffraid Glyn Ceiriog, the nearest register office was a
13-mile walk away in the neighbouring valley of the River Dee, or a slightly
shorter trek across the exposed heather moorland between the two.
Over the second half of the nineteenth century, however, the percentage of the

population living in a town or city increased, from around half in the 1850s to
over three-quarters by 1901.101 That did not mean that the register office was
always more convenient than the parish church, but it did increase the likelihood
of a couple living within a relatively short distance of a register office. Increased
mobility also meant that there were more people who had moved away from their
community of origin and from the church in which their forbears had married.
Those who had moved from their community to work in a city might not have
family close at hand who could attend their wedding, or any deep connection
with their new parish church. One couple who married in London in 1869 were
both living a long way from their families of origin, the groom having been born
in Nottinghamshire and the bride in Norfolk, and the witnesses to their wedding
do not appear to have been family members.102 Indeed, even those who had
grown up in the city did not necessarily have the opportunity of being married in
the church where their parents had married: the creation of new parishes to cater
for growing urban populations meant that many individuals lost the right to be
married in what they had previously regarded as their parish church.
Second, whether or not a register office wedding was cheaper than the alternatives

would also have varied from place to place and over time. The costs of a register
office wedding were all fixed by the Marriage Act 1836: giving notice cost one shil-
ling,103 and a further shilling had to be paid for the superintendent registrar’s certifi-
cate authorising the wedding to go ahead104; in addition, a fee of five shillings was
payable to the registrar, who was responsible for registering the wedding.105 These
fees remained unchanged over the period,106 meaning that a register office wedding
was relatively cheaper in 1901 than it was in 1837. As to whether it was cheaper
than the alternatives depended on local factors. The legal costs of marrying in a reg-
istered place of worship were exactly the same, although in practice the priest or
minister conducting the ceremony may also have asked for a fee. The cost of getting
married in an Anglican church would have varied from parish to parish, since there
was no standard scale of fees. But it should be noted that under ecclesiastical law
such fees had to be reasonable, and in 1868 it was held that a fee of 13 shillings
(covering the calling of the banns, the performance of the ceremony, and a fee to
the clerk) could not be demanded as of right and, moreover, was not reasonable.107

If a church wedding cost more, it was in the optional extras rather than the
cost of the ceremony itself.108 As one commentator noted, if the parties wished to
be married ‘with a full choral service and in a church decorated with flowers and
red baize, they must pay accordingly’.109 Such decorations were not unknown in
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register office weddings, but were rare; in addition, the pared-down prescribed
words did not require the giving of a ring.110

In terms of speed, a register office wedding offered no advantage, save in the
shortness of the ceremony itself, which one contemporary noted could be as little as
three minutes.111 An Anglican wedding could take place as soon as the third calling
of the banns had been completed, potentially bringing the waiting period for a mar-
riage in church down to 15days, while ecclesiastical licences could be obtained with
no waiting period at all. That said, after 1856 a superintendent registrar’s licence
was considerably cheaper than an ecclesiastical licence. Legislation in that year
halved the cost of such a licence from £3 to £1 10 shillings (plus stamps).112 The
period of residence required before notice could be given for such a marriage was
increased to 15days,113 but the waiting period before the licence could be then
issued was reduced from seven days to just one.114 As a result, while a superintend-
ent registrar’s licence was neither the cheapest or the quickest option, it did offer
the cheapest way to a quick wedding. Within the sample, those marrying by licence
included a railway clerk and his pregnant bride.115

There was also one scenario in which a superintendent registrar’s licence offered
the only way to a quick wedding. An ecclesiastical licence could only be granted to
authorise a wedding in a parish where one of the parties had been resident for the
previous 15days.116 A superintendent registrar’s licence could be granted by a super-
intendent registrar of the district where one of the parties had been resident for the
previous 15days but, crucially, could authorise a wedding in a different district. The
1856 Act also provided that only one of the parties would need to give notice where
the marriage was to be by licence, even where the other lived in a different dis-
trict.117 For those whose fianc�es were at sea for long periods, and whose ships might
dock at any port in England or Wales, a superintendent registrar’s licence offered
the possibility of being able to get married in the brief window of time during which
the ship was in dock. Within the sample, there were a few examples of licences
being obtained where the groom was a mariner of some kind. The most striking
example was that of the bride from South Shields who in 1898 travelled to Cardiff
– a journey of almost 300 miles – in order to get married in the register office there
while the ship on which her husband-to-be was working was in dock.118

In short, the practical advantages of choosing a register office wedding as
opposed to one in the Church of England or a registered place of worship were
very much dependent on the local context and were not static over time. And the
extent to which any practical advantages of location, cost, and speed would weigh
with a couple and lead them to marry in a register office would also depend on
their own circumstances and wishes.

Conclusion

Family histories reveal the complex reasons that underpinned couples’ decisions
about whether to marry in a register office. In the early years of the Act, the
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possibility of being able to include religious rites, and the limited number of places
of worship that were registered for weddings, led a number of non-Anglicans to
marry in a register office; from 1857, however, the prohibition on religious con-
tent made that option less desirable, and the increasing number of places of wor-
ship being registered meant that more attractive options were available. From
1857, the greater privacy afforded by the civil preliminaries meant that those who
had something to hide were increasingly likely to choose the register office over
other options. And over the second half of the nineteenth century urbanisation
and rising wages would have made a register office wedding more accessible.
In offering these reasons as to why some individuals chose to be married in a

register office, it does not matter that the ideological divisions between church,
chapel, and register office were often not particularly deep, that the desire for
privacy was limited, and the practical advantages of marrying in a register office
relatively minor. Had it been otherwise, then one would expect the number of
register office weddings to have been considerably greater.
The findings presented here do also have implications for previous assessments

of the variations in the incidence of register office weddings between districts.
One hitherto unexplored variable that needs to be investigated is whether the
number of register office weddings in any given district represents the choices
made by residents of that district or individuals travelling to that district. Another
is the location of the register office. Any analysis of the statistics needs to be
rooted in an exact understanding of what being married in any given register
office entailed. And before making any definitive judgement on why couples mar-
ried in a register officer, we need to know more about what percentage of reli-
gious marriages involved couples who should not have been marrying on account
of an impediment, parties falsely claiming to be of age or lying about their ages to
conceal a large age gap, brides who were pregnant or already mothers, or couples
living together and passing as married.
Finally, in terms of the methodology employed, it is clear that working with

family historians has the potential to provide important new data and insights.
This particular study showed the value of liaising directly with individuals rather
than circulating an anonymous survey: knowing how a register office wedding fit-
ted into an individual’s life history is more illuminating than simply knowing the
characteristics of those who married in this way.
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