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Studying the history of your house and finding out about both the
property and the people who lived in it can be exciting and
enlightening, giving insights into our society and how we used to live.
However, before you start you need to be aware that it could involve
a lot of detective work and it’s useful to find out about some of the
likely sources beforehand. This booklet will give you background
information about some of these sources and where you might find
them.

Online Catalogues
The Library online catalogue is mentioned throughout this booklet.
This contains details of the holdings in Lancashire Libraries and the
book and pamphlet material in the Lancashire Record Office. You
can consult this by following the link from the Library website at
www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries
Material from the Record Office is continually being added to their
online catalogue (LANCAT). Use the “Records Search” option from
the Record Office home page – www.archives.lancashire.gov.uk.

Introduction
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It is best to start by noting easily available facts: are your deeds
available and if so, what do they tell you; is there any information
from previous owners, or the neighbours; does the house appear to
have been altered or extended at different periods? A date on the
building might indicate when it was built - but be cautious, the date
would need to be verified in at least one other source to check its
authenticity. Informal advice from a local architect might be useful.

It may also be useful to see if there are any other houses in your
area of a similar type, or perhaps your house has a name which
recalls an event of the time. Streets may also be named after
events or well-known people locally and nationally. All of these
things might give some clues about the date your house was built.

Most houses in the county are registered at the District Land
Registry for Lancashire which may have some information on 
your house's history in its registers. Lancashire Land Registry, 
Wrea Brook Court, Lytham Road, Warton, Preston, PR4 1TE  
Tel: 01772 836700. 

Some information is also available from
www.landregistryonline.gov.uk . In each case a small charge is
made for copies from the registers . 

If you live in a very old house or a listed building, there may be
information already written about your house. It will save you some
work if you can find any existing sources at the beginning of your
search. Consult the Library and Record Office online catalogues -
www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries and
www.archives.lancashire.gov.uk (LANCAT) and any relevant

Getting
started



indexes in the Record Office and libraries for books, pamphlets,
house sale catalogues etc about your house. The following may be
helpful:-

• Victoria  County History of Lancashire  - This is also available 
online at www.british-history.ac.uk/.

• Pevsner's Buildings of England series for South Lancashire and
North Lancashire.

• Published lists of listed buildings: English Heritage identifies 
and protects ‘listed’ buildings. - some lists can be seen in local
council offices and many main libraries Details of buildings up 
to 2000 are also available from the English Heritage, website 
www.imagesofengland.org.uk.

• Further help may be obtained from the organisations listed 
under Special Buildings on page 16.

Books on architecture may give information about how styles in
vernacular architecture have changed over the centuries and also
clues about types of materials used and the styles of windows,
doors and doorways, roofs, stone and brick work, chimneys,
fireplaces and wallpaper. These books are available in the Record
Office and libraries; please check the Library website for the online
catalogue - www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries

Symbols used throughout this booklet indicate where sources are
available.
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A census of the population of England and Wales has been carried
out every ten years since 1801 (except in 1941). Because of the
personal information contained in them, the census returns are
closed to public inspection for 100 years.

From 1841 details of all the residents in every house on census
night are given, and from 1851 the address, name, age, sex, marital
status, relationship within the household, occupation and birthplace
are also recorded.

Currently each main library in the county holds census returns from
1841-1901 on microfilm for its own area; the Record Office holds
them for the whole pre-1974 county.

Lancashire’s Online Reference Library (www.lancashire.gov.uk/onrl ),
provides free access to Ancestry’s Library Edition on public
computers in libraries and at Lancashire Record Office. This
provides access to all the available census records for England,
Wales, Scotland, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man.

The Online Reference Library is also a useful source for checking
out other websites which provide census information. Just do a
word search for “census”! (Please note that many of these sites are
only accessible by paying a subscription or one off charge).

Census
returns



Directories were first published in the mid-18th century but were
limited to large towns, for example John Gore’s 1766 Directory of
Liverpool was the first one in Lancashire. They were published at
regular intervals from the 1820s up to the 1960s. For more recent
years, consult phone directories and locally-produced commercial
directories.

Directories are easy to use but be aware that house numbers and
street names sometimes changed over the years! The information
contained in directories varies, but most have a significant amount
of detail which may help the house and family history researcher:
members of town councils, an alphabetical list of principal
residents, and a classified index of professional and trades people,
with addresses. Directories of large towns have lists of houses in
street order, giving the name of an occupant.

In Lancashire you can find out what directories are held in libraries
and Lancashire Record Office by looking at the online catalogue
at a library, in Lancashire Record Office, or on the library
website - www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries.
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Electoral registers give the addresses and names of people who are
allowed to vote. They are usually arranged by street within each
electoral district, or ward. Sometimes there are indexes which make
searching easier. The registers cover the period from 1832 to the
present day although in the early years not many people had the
right to vote. Since 1969 everyone over 18 has been allowed to vote.
All men over 21 were allowed to vote in 1918 and all women in 1928.

Electoral registers in Lancashire's libraries are normally held in the
area to which they relate; please see the Guide to Lancashire Local
Studies and Family History Collections which is available on the
Local Studies area of the Library website -
www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries/ . Click on “Our Services”, follow
the Local Studies Link and then click on the link for the guide. 

For the Lancashire Record Office holdings look at the catalogue
(catalogue reference: EL) in the Record Office searchroom for the
series of registers for county and parliamentary elections. Electoral
registers for elections in Lancashire boroughs or towns are often
found among the archive collections for those places. Please ask at
the Information Desk for advice.

Electoral
registers



Rate books exist from the 18th century onwards but with many gaps.
They list chief occupants of houses, but the early rate books for rural
areas may not give an address, which makes them more difficult to
use. Rate books are held in the Record Office in the Poor Law Union
archives (catalogue reference: PU), and in parish and local authority
archives (various refs). Some libraries hold rate books, but the most
comprehensive collection is in the Lancashire Record Office.
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Rate
books

Ordnance Survey maps
Ordnance Survey maps are available from the 1840s up to the
present day. The larger scales are more useful for locating individual
houses, i.e. 6" to 1 mile (1:10,000) and 25" to 1 mile (1:2,500) - even
larger scales are available for certain towns. Most main libraries have
collections of these maps up to the present day, and the collection in
Lancashire Record Office covers the years c1845 up to the 1960s.
There is a Record Office Catalogue which lists the OS maps available
– please ask staff for details.

Maps, aerial
photographs 
and plans 
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Historic maps, along with current mapping are also available on
Lancashire County Council’s MARIO website at
www.mario.lancashire.gov.uk.

Aerial photographs
Aerial photographs show details of streets and the location of
buildings but not much architectural detail of domestic properties.
Most main libraries have aerial photographs for their areas for various
dates from the mid 20th century onwards. The Record Office holds
aerial photographs taken in 1946, 1963, 1988 and 2000. MARIO also
displays aerial photographs for Lancashire from the 1940s, 1960s and
the present day. 

Tithe maps
Tithe maps were created between 1836 and the 1850s. They were
drawn at a large scale and are accompanied by a schedule listing the
owners and occupiers of the lands and buildings shown on the map.
Tithe maps usually cover a whole township (a township was the
smallest administrative area of Lancashire which levied a separate
rate) and they exist for about 80% of the county.
Lancashire Record Office has an index to its collections of tithe maps,
but copies of the maps are available in some local libraries. 

Enclosure maps
Enclosure awards were made either by Act of Parliament or by a
private agreement and date from the 17th to 19th centuries. Not every
area was enclosed so there may not be an award for the area you are
researching. The awards are usually accompanied by a plan and can
be found in many archive collections in Lancashire Record Office.
Please ask staff for details. 
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These are plans of proposed buildings submitted to local councils for
approval. They date mainly from c1890 to the present day, but
occasionally earlier ones are found (from c1850). Even if the house
was built before 1850, there may be a plan for a later extension.
Coverage is not complete and is generally better in urban than in rural
areas. The plans are not fully indexed so please ask Record Office
staff for help. Some plans may also be held by local councils.

Building
regulation
plans

Between 1780 and 1832 a record of Land Tax paid was ‘returned’ to
the Clerk of the Peace for Lancashire, and was used to identify people
who were allowed to vote in county elections. The Land Tax returns list
owners and occupiers of property in a township but do not usually
give an address, so their use for tracing the history of a specific house
is limited (catalogue reference QDL).

Land Tax
returns
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These lists, which exist from 1696 to 1832, were drawn up to identify
the inhabitants of the county who were eligible to serve on a jury. The
qualification varied at different times but generally depended on the
value of the property owned or leased. The lists give men’s ages,
occupations and places of abode (catalogue reference QDF).

Freeholders’
lists

The Finance Act 1910 included provision for taxing future increases in
the value of land by carrying out a baseline assessment. District
Valuation officers valued all property in England and Wales and the
information is summarised in field books and record maps held at the
National Archives. Registers of duties on land values  known as
‘domesday books’, which give a brief description of each property
and the names of its owner and occupier, and large-scale working
maps, showing the location and boundaries of the property, are held
in the Lancashire Record Office (catalogue reference DV).

1910 
Finance Act 
records
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Estate
records and
solicitors'
archives
These may contain deeds, leases, lease registers, rentals, surveys,
maps and sale catalogues, mainly for the 18th and 19th centuries.
Patience is needed! Documents which cover substantial parts of a
township, e.g. rentals, surveys and maps are, relatively, the easiest to
use and details can be accessed by looking at the Lancashire Record
Office online catalogue LANCAT and relevant catalogues in the
searchroom. Deeds, leases and sale particulars are often difficult to
use because there are no indexes. 

Although the Record Office has many thousands of deeds it can take
a good deal of research through the catalogues before you find that
we have nothing for your property! Please ask Record Office staff for
advice. 

Some sale catalogues are to be found in libraries - see the online
catalogue on the Library website - www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries.
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Manorial
records
The manorial system of land holding existed in this country from 1066
until the early 20th century. Manors varied in size from substantial
estates to small farms. It was not unusual for more than one manor to
hold land in a particular township or for a single manor to hold land in
several townships. The boundaries are rarely clear.  Transfers of land
within a manor were usually recorded in the Manorial court rolls or
books and these may be useful in tracing the history of an older
property. Until 1733 most of the manorial records are written in Latin,
and many of them are not indexed, which makes them difficult to use.

The Lancashire Record Office has a large number of manorial records
in various collections. For properties in East Lancashire the records of
the Honour of Clitheroe (a group of manors) may be helpful. These
are indexed (catalogue Reference DDHCL).
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Special
buildings
Very often there are archive sources for special types of buildings, e.g.
public houses, schools and church or council property. See the
Library online catalogue, the Lancashire Record Office online
catalogue, LANCAT,  or ask at the Information Desk. The following
sources may also provide help:

• The 'National Monuments Record' of English Heritage - this 
contains over 10 million records; enquiries can be made through 
the English Heritage website (www.english-heritage.org.uk/ ) 
or write to English Heritage, Kemble Drive, Swindon, SN2 2GZ. 
Tel: 01793 414600. nmrinfo@english-heritage.co.uk

• English Heritage identifies and protects ‘listed’ buildings; some 
lists can be seen in local council offices and many main libraries. 
Details of buildings up to the turn of the millennium are also 
available from the English Heritage website 
www.imagesofengland.org.uk.

• The Lancashire Sites and Monuments Record, Environment 
Directorate, Winckley House, Cross Street, Preston. 
Tel: 01772 531551. archaeology@lancashire.gov.uk

• Local or national societies such as the Vernacular Architecture
Group, the Victorian Society and the Georgian Group. Contact
details are available in many libraries and on the Internet.
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Wills and
inventories
Wills and other probate records are a useful source of
information for the house researcher. Wills may give details of family
circumstances and indicate transfer of property. Inventories are
sometimes found with a will and can give clues to the layout of a
house, its furnishings, and its extent.

Wills before 1858
Before 1858 wills were proved in various church courts around the
country.
Lancashire Record Office holds:
• Probate documents for those areas of the Archdeaconry of 

Chester which fell within the pre-1974 county of Lancashire, south 
of the river Ribble.

• Probate documents for the Western Deaneries of the 
Archdeaconry of Richmond - Amounderness, Copeland, Furness, 
Kendal and Lonsdale, north of the river Ribble.

• Details of some of these wills are on the Record Office online
catalogue LANCAT. 

People who owned property over a wider area are likely to have had
their wills proved within a higher church court; more information is
available from Lancashire Record Office. Indexes to many wills have



been published by the Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire
and can be seen in Lancashire Record Office and main libraries.

Wills after 1858
Lancashire Record Office holds a copy of the national probate index
for England and Wales from 1858 to 1966. Lancashire Record Office
does not hold original wills after 1858; however it does have some
registered copies of wills proved at the District Probate Registries of
Liverpool and Lancaster. Copies of original wills after 1858 can be
obtained by post from the Postal Searches and Copy Department,
York Probate Sub-Registry, Castle Chambers, Clifford Street, York,
YO1 9RG (Telephone 01904 666777) or in person from the Principal
and District Probate Registries. More information is available from the
Court Service’s website - click on ‘Wills and Probate’ at
www.hmcourts-service.gov.uk.

www.ancestrylibrary.com includes probate records for
Scotland and Ireland and for a couple of Archdeaconeries in
England. There are also many databases covering probate records
for the USA. Free access to this website is currently available in all
Lancashire County Library and Information Service libraries and
Lancashire Record Office through the Online Reference Library
(www.lancashire.gov.uk/onrl ).

The Online Reference Library is also a useful source for checking out
other websites which provide information on wills. Just do a word
search for “wills” or “probate”! (Please note that many of these sites
are only accessible by paying a subscription or one off charge).

18
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Photographs
Photographs may show specific images of your house in times past,
but even if not, there is the possibility that your house may be
included in a more general street scene. Many libraries and museums
hold substantial collections of local photographs; these are normally
indexed and arranged by subject. Lancashire Record  Office holds
many photographs within its archives.

The Library Service has begun to make some of its collections of
images and photographs available online. Go to
www.lanternimages.lancashire.gov.uk

This project is in its early stages so there are a lot of images still to
add.

The 
Internet
Increasingly the Internet is becoming a major aid to research. It is not
normally possible, however, to conduct original research on the Internet.
With so much information available online it is sometimes difficult to
decide which websites to use. Lancashire’s Online Reference Library
at www.lancashire.gov.uk/onrl is a useful source for checking out
websites which provide information on a whole range of subjects. All the
sites have been checked and validated by library staff.
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Lancashire
Museums
Lancashire Museums look after more than 150,000 objects from
around the county, housed within a dozen historic and diverse
buildings, each with a changing programme of temporary exhibitions
and events. They will provide a greater appreciation of the world in
which your ancestors lived, with graphic information about costume,
housing, employment, social conditions and much more. 
You can visit their website at
www.lancashire.gov.uk/acs/sites/museums/index.asp

For further information, please phone 01772 534075.
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Lancashire Record Office 
Bow Lane
Preston  PR1 2RE
Tel: 01772 533039
Fax: 01772 533050
record.office@lancashire.gov.uk
www.archives.lancashire.gov.uk

Local Studies Library
Lancashire Record Office
Bow Lane, Preston PR1 2RE
Tel: 01772 534021
Fax: 01772 534149
Local.studies@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk
www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries

Accrington Central Library
St. James Street
Accrington BB5 1NQ
Tel: 01254 306911
Fax: 01254 301066
Accrington.local-studies@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Bacup Library
St. James Square
Bacup OL13 9AH
Tel: 01706 873324
Fax: 01706 873324
Bacup.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Barnoldswick Library
Fernlea Avenue
Barnoldswick
Colne BB18 5DW
Tel: 01282 812147
Fax: 01282 850791
Barnoldswick.reference@ lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Burnley Central Library
Grimshaw Street
Burnley BB11 2BD
Tel: 01282 463758
Fax: 01282 831682
Burnley.reference@ lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Contact
information
House history collections are held in Lancashire Record
Office and the libraries below; free Internet access is
available in any library:



Chorley Central Library
Union Street
Chorley PR7 1EB
Tel: 01257 277222
Fax: 01257 231730
Chorley.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Clitheroe Library
Church Street
Clitheroe BB7 2DG
Tel: 01200 428788
Fax: 01200 443203
Clitheroe.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Colne Library
Market Street
Colne  BB8 0AP
Tel: 01282 871155
Fax: 01282 865227
Colne.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Fleetwood Library
North Albert Street
Fleetwood  FY7 6AJ
Tel: 01253 775803
Fax: 01253 775804
Fleetwood.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Garstang Library
Windsor Road
Garstang  PR3 1ED
Tel: 01995 604052
Fax: 01995 605247
Garstang.library@ lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Haslingden Library
Higher Deardengate
Haslingden BB4 5QL
Tel: 01706 215690
Fax: 01706 215690
Haslingden.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Kirkham Library
Station Road
Kirkham
Preston  PR4 2HD
Tel: 01772 684479
Fax: 01772 684258
Kirkham.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Lancaster Central Library
Market Square
Lancaster  LA1 1HY
Tel: 01524 580708
Fax: 01524 580709
Lancaster.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Leyland Library
Lancastergate
Leyland PR25 2EX
Tel: 01772 432804
Fax: 01772 456549
Leyland.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Lytham Library
Clifton Street
Lytham  FY8 5EP
Tel: 01253 736745
Fax: 01253 796784
Lytham.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Morecambe Library
Central Drive
Morecambe LA4 5DL
Tel: 01524 402110
Fax: 01524 415008
morecambe.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Nelson Library
Market Square
Nelson  BB9 7PU
Tel: 01282 692511
Fax: 01282 449584
Nelson.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk
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Ormskirk Library
Burscough Street
Ormskirk  L39 2EN
Tel: 01695 573448
Fax: 01695 580033
Ormskirk.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Poulton-le-Fylde Library
Blackpool Old Road
Poulton-le-Fylde  FY6 7DH
Tel: 01253 888900
Fax: 01253 888909
Poulton.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Preston – Harris Library
Market Square
Preston  PR1 2PP
Tel: 01772 532669
Fax: 01772 555527
Harris.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Rawtenstall Library
Haslingden Road
Rawtenstall BB4 6QU
Tel: 01706 227911/1
Fax: 01706 217014
Rawtenstall.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

St Annes Library
254 Clifton Drive South
St. Annes on Sea FY8 1NR
Tel: 01253 643900
Fax: 01253 643909
St-Annes.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Skelmersdale Library
Southway
Skelmersdale  WN8 6NL
Tel: 01695 720312
Fax: 01695 558627
Skelmersdale.reference@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Thornton Library
Victoria Road East
Thornton-Cleveleys  FY5 3SZ
Tel: 01253 869138
Fax: 01253 827842
Thornton.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

Whitworth Library
Lloyd Street
Whitworth  OL12 8AA
Tel: 01706 853261
Whitworth.library@lcl.lancscc.gov.uk

The following libraries are no longer
operated by Lancashire County
Council but continue to hold
collections of local and family
history material:

Blackburn Central Library
Town Hall Street
Blackburn BB2 1AG
Tel: 01254 661221
Fax: 01254 690539
library@blackburn.gov.uk

Blackpool Central Library
Queen Street
Blackpool  FY1 1PX
Tel: 01253 478081
Fax: 01253 478082
central.library@blackpool.gov.uk

Darwen Library
Knott Street
Darwen  BB3 3BU
Tel: 01254 706021
Fax: 01254 707177
darwen.library@blackburn.gov.uk
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This booklet can also be read by those with a
visual impairment on the People’s Network

terminals in libraries and Lancashire Record
Office. Please contact Lancashire Record Office

if you require us to produce this booklet in
another format, such as Braille, on cassette, or

in another language.

December 2008

Illustrations on the front cover and inside pages show house elevations
and plans c.1930 from the archives at Lancashire Record Office.

Designed by Corporate Communications, Lancashire County Council


