
Family history research  

Free and freemium websites 

In the last issue we looked at subscription family 
history databases, of which Ancestry.com is the 
most well known.  Fortunately you don't have to 
shell out a lot of money to make real progress in 
your quest for information about family origins. 

Up there with the large commercial databases is 
the major free site Familysearch, which is run by 
the Mormon (LDS) church.  It's always worth 
looking here, and not relying only on commercial 
databases.  Long ago you had to visit Mormon 
genealogy centres and scroll through microfilm 
to look at the church's records, but everything 
(or almost everything) from their extensive  
records is now available on line. 

The premier website for Scottish records is  the 
excellent ScotlandsPeople.  It is free to search 
but you have pay per record that you download: 
₤1.50 for the most common records.  You can 
search all birth records that are over 100 years 
old, marriage records over 75 and death records 
over 50.  Newly-available records are released at 
the beginning of each year.  For people with 
Scottish ancestors (and who reading this article 
doesn't?), this site is invaluable. 

There are other free sites worth checking out, 
many run by hard-working volunteers and others 
that give access to public records. 

Free UK Genealogy is a long-running volunteer 
project to transcribe government and church  
records.  They have made available an incredible 

285 million birth, death and marriage records, 
42 million census records and 53 million records 
from parish registers. 

Other parish records are available on websites or 
sometimes on CDs or books for purchase.  This is 
done by a network of volunteers called Online 
Parish Clerks or OPC. 

You can search for wills from England and Wales 
on a government site, though have to pay ₤1.50 
to obtain a copy of the will. 

National archives are also a trove of material, 
some of which you can download.  There are 
often charges for this, but while in-person access 
to the UK National Archive is limited because of 
covid restrictions, some downloads are free.   

The portal for finding records in the National  
Archive and other archives across the UK is  
Discovery, which lists more than 32 million  
records.  You might also want to access the  
national archives or libraries of Scotland, Ireland, 
Northern Ireland or Wales. 

The Gazette is the UK's official record, and you 
may well find information about your ancestors 
here.  Content includes wills and probate, awards 
and decorations, company documents, insolven-
cy and WW1 military records. 

https://www.ancestry.com/
https://www.familysearch.org/en/
https://www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk/
https://www.freeukgenealogy.org.uk/
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Online_Parish_Clerks
https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Online_Parish_Clerks
https://probatesearch.service.gov.uk/#wills
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
https://digital.nls.uk/gallery/
https://genealogy.nationalarchives.ie/
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/public-record-office-northern-ireland-proni
https://www.library.wales/
https://www.thegazette.co.uk/
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New Zealand historical birth, death and marriage 
records can be searched on line at no cost: births 
at least 100 years ago (stillbirths 50 years), mar-
riages at least 80 years ago and deaths at least 
50 years ago or if the deceased was at least 80 
years old.  Remember the year given is the year 
the event was registered, not the year it took 
place.  These are generally the same, but may be 
different for events registered early in a year.  
More recent death records have exact birth 
dates noted. 

If a search for ‘Matheson’ lists people with other 
surnames, it’s likely that their maiden name was 
Matheson.  This can be very helpful. 

Archives New Zealand holds official New Zealand 
government records, encompassing people's  
interaction with officialdom.  Through its new 
search function you can find coroner's inquests, 
government department personnel files, divorce 
cases, land transactions, probates and much 
more.  Much of the material is not available on 
line, so has to be viewed or copied at the  
national office in Wellington or a regional office. 

New Zealand probate records (wills) from 1843 
have been digitised and indexed by the site  
FamilySearch.  The index is complete up to 1998, 
but images for probates issued in the past 
50 years may not be viewed.   

The Archives New Zealand website has advice 
about how to locate other probate records. 

Probates give information on how a person’s  
estate was administered after their death, and 
most probates include information on both the 
deceased and their family.  If the deceased’s will 
was submitted to the courts, it will be included in 
their probate file.  

Apart from being fascinating reading, wills can 
provide a lot of information about a person’s  
relatives, including daughters’ married names.  
Later wills are typed, but earlier ones are lovely 
examples of calligraphy. 

Volunteers photographing and transcribing  
cemetery headstones provide a valuable service 
to family historians.  The two leading sites are 
BillionGraves and FindaGrave, both with world-
wide coverage. 

 

Matheson headstone in the Glasgow necropolis, 
from Find a Grave 

https://www.bdmhistoricalrecords.dia.govt.nz/search/
https://collections.archives.govt.nz/web/arena#/
https://www.familysearch.org/search/collection/1865481
https://www.archives.govt.nz/search-the-archive/research-guides/identity/searching-digitised-probates
https://billiongraves.com/
https://www.findagrave.com/

