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WHERE DO I START?
Work backwards from what you know, 
starting with your earliest ancestor whose 
place and date of birth, marriage or death 
you know already. Family records such as 
Bibles, wills and certificates will help you. 
Collect as many names, dates and places 
as possible, but beware of family traditions 
unless, or until, you have documents to 
back them up.

Consider joining your local family history 
society, and ask your local library or 
college whether they run courses for 
beginners.

The most detailed guide to the records in 
the National Records of Scotland (NRS) 
is our official book Tracing Your Scottish 
Ancestors, ed. Tristram Clarke (Birlinn, 
2012). It explains, step by step, how to 
use our records, including those available 
through ScotlandsPeople.
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SCOTLANDSPEOPLE

Your first port of call in your family research 
should be the ScotlandsPeople Centre or website 
www.ScotlandsPeople.gov.uk. Here you can 
search pre-1855 old parochial (parish) registers 
(OPRs), statutory registers of birth, marriage, 
death etc from 1855, census returns 1841-1911, 
and Roman Catholic parish registers 1703-1955. 
You can also search the testaments (wills) and 
inventories 1513-1925, valuation rolls, and coats 
of arms 1672-1906, and obtain copies of records.

You can visit and search all these sources in the 
ScotlandsPeople Centre, which is based in General 
Register House and New Register House (see 
map). A charge is made for whole or half-day 
searches. See the website for details or telephone 
0131 314 4300.

CC8/8/87

http://www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk


HOW CAN THE HISTORICAL SEARCH ROOM 
HELP ME?

You can find out more about our resources 
by looking at our online catalogue, or reading 
research guides to our holdings, both available 
through www.nrscotland.gov.uk. You can also 
telephone or write to us in advance of your visit 
(contact details on back page).

Access to records for historical research is 
free, but you will need to obtain a reader’s 
ticket. Please bring photographic identification 
(eg driving licence or passport) and proof of 
address, plus two passport-sized photographs, in 
order for NRS staff to issue you with a reader’s 
ticket (valid for up to three years) and give you 
initial guidance.These must be originals, not 
copies or scans.

Our Historical Search Room is in General Register 
House, 2 Princes Street, Edinburgh. Records held 
in this building will arrive within 30 minutes, 
but others are stored in different buildings, 
and at least 24-48 hours’ notice is required 
for production. The online catalogue indicates 
whether records are stored on or off site, but if 
you are unsure please contact us before you visit.

BR/FOR/4/34/101

http://www.nrscotland.gov.uk


WHAT RECORDS DO YOU HOLD?

Some of the main record series used for family 
history are:

Wills and Testaments: From 1513-c2000  
(wills up to 1925 are also available through  
the ScotlandsPeople Centre and on  
www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk, for a small 
fee). It helps to have an idea of date and place 
of death.

Sasines and Other Property Records: The 
Register of Sasines (RS) records transfer of 
heritable (landed) property from 1617. Indexes, 
by person or place, to the Register of Sasines are 
incomplete, but many are printed up to 1780. 
From 1781 onwards sasine entries for Scottish 
counties, but not burghs, can be searched 
electronically in the Historical Search Room. 
Unpublished indexes to the Burgh Registers, 
c1681-1963, can also be consulted there. 
Notarial Protocol Books, 1469-1936 (NP), are a 
record of sasines and other legal transactions 
of people from all walks of life. Some have 
been published by the Scottish Record Society. 
Retours and Services of Heirs record the entry of 
heirs to heritable property from about 1545 (C). 
All are indexed.

Estate Records (GD): For tenants on landed 
estates, NRS may hold rentals and tacks (leases) 
giving their names among the archives of landed 
families. You will need to know the name of the 
farm or estate on which your ancestors lived.

GD1/1265/4/1

http://www.scotlandseople.gov.uk


Valuation Rolls (VR): These list proprietors, 
tenants and occupiers (head of family only), 
1855-1975. Images and indexes can be searched 
on ScotlandsPeople for selected years from 1855 
onwards. Other images and indexes are also 
available in the Historical Search Room.

Taxation Records (E): Hearth and poll tax  
records, 1690s, arranged by county (some 
gaps) are mostly unindexed, but several are 
now published. Eighteenth century taxation 
lists include window tax rolls. These and other 
contemporary taxes, including levies on horses, 
servants and even clocks, can be seen online at  
www.scotlandsplaces.gov.uk. 

Court Records: Criminal trials in the High Court 
from 1800 (JC) are listed in our online catalogue, 
as are Crown Office precognitions (pre-trial 
evidence) from 1813 (AD14-15). Note that these 
records are subject to a 100 year closure period. 
For sequestration (bankruptcies) and civil cases, 
search in the records of the Court of Session (CS), 
and for maritime cases, Admiralty Court (AC). We 
hold divorce records from the 16th to the 20th 
centuries (CC or CS) although more modern ones 
are closed for 100 years unless permission is 
obtained from the courts.

E326/5/2/23

http://www.scotlandsplaces.gov.uk


Church Records (CH): The kirk session records 
date mainly from after the mid-17th century. 
They can include communion rolls, lists of heads 
of families, details of illegitimate births and 
irregular marriages, payments to the poor (also 
in some Heritors’ Records – HR) as well as some 
baptisms, marriages and burials before 1855, 
supplementing the OPRs. Baptisms, marriages 
and some burials before 1855 in Presbyterian 
congregations outside the Church of Scotland, 
for example secession churches (CH3), are being 
added to ScotlandsPeople.

Most kirk session records (CH2, CH3) up to 
the beginning of the 20th century have been 
digitised, and images may be seen in the 
Historical Search Room and some local archives. 
NRS holds some records of other secession and 
independent denominations, except the Baptists 
and Methodists. Copies of Roman Catholic 
registers, 18th-20th centuries (RH21) have been 
superseded by the online version and index 
available through ScotlandsPeople.

Burgh Records: These can include lists of 
inhabitants, apprenticeship and burgess rolls, 
and craft and guildry records. The records of 
some burghs which were formerly held by NRS, 
such as Perth and Stirling, are deposited in local 
archives. Selected records have been printed 
by the Scottish Burgh Records Society and 
other societies.

CH2/1337/1



RECORDS FOR EARLY FAMILY HISTORY

It is much more difficult to trace your family back 
into the early 16th and 17th centuries. As well as 
testaments and sasines, the following may help:

Register of the Great Seal: Grants of land by the 
Crown. Printed 1306-1668 with index.

Register of the Privy Seal: Grants of minor offices, 
letters of protection, exemption from military 
service. Printed 1488-1584 with index.

Accounts of the Treasurer of Scotland: People 
who had a monetary relationship with the Crown. 
Printed 1473-1580 with index; also Exchequer 
Rolls, 1264-1600, printed with index.

Retours (Services of Heirs): People being ‘served 
heir’ to heritable property, 1545-1700. Printed 
summary and index: Inquisitionum Retornatorum 
Abbreviatio (3 volumes, 1811-16).

RH16/135



SOURCES FOR EMIGRANTS

Very few records in NRS list names of emigrants. 
If you are looking for information on your emigrant 
ancestors, it is important to try and find out as 
much as possible from local sources, documentary 
and printed, before consulting the records here 
or in The National Archives at Kew (TNA). For 
more information, look at our leaflet Sources for 
Emigrants or our online research guides.

SOURCES FOR SERVICE MEN AND WOMEN

After 1707 the army was controlled from London 
and most surviving British army records are held 
at The National Archives, London (TNA). The 
main record of individuals in the Scottish army 
before 1707 that we hold is the series of muster 
rolls 1641-1707 (E100). Officers’ commissions in 
the army were granted by the Crown and from 
1670 some were recorded in series SP4. We 
also hold some post-1707 records of volunteer 
and militia regiments, as well as soldiers’ and 
airmen’s wills 1857-1967 (also available through 
ScotlandsPeople). For more information, look at 
our leaflet Military Records or our online research 
guides.

GD503/224



USING RECORDS IN THE HISTORICAL 
SEARCH ROOM

You will find that many of the documents are 
written in early forms of handwriting which are 
difficult to read, or which use unfamiliar Scots 
words and legal terminology. The following guides 
will help:

Handwriting: Learn online at  
www.ScottishHandwriting.com; read Scottish 
Handwriting 1500-1700: a self-help pack (NRS 
and Scottish Records Association, 1994); Grant 
Simpson, Scottish Handwriting (Aberdeen, 1986).

Language: The Concise Scots Dictionary, ed.  
Mairi Robinson (1985 and later editions); 
Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue and 
Scottish National Dictionary are also available 
online at www.dsl.ac.uk.

Legal Documents: Peter Gouldesbrough, 
Formulary of Old Scots Legal Documents (Stair 
Society, 1985); Glossary of Scottish Legal Terms, 
Stephen R O’Rourke (W Green and Sons, 2004 
and later editions); Bell’s Dictionary of the Law of 
Scotland, (Edinburgh: various editions published 
in the 19th century. The third edition of 1826 is 
available online at http://catalog.hathitrust.
org/Record/008592995. 

Published Editions of Original Records: For some 
of the many documents that have been printed, 
see D and W Stevenson, Scottish Texts and 
Calendars (Scottish History Society, 1987) or 
http://digital.nls.uk/print/.

NSC1/392/2/49

http://www.ScottishHandwriting.com
http://www.dsl.ac.uk
http://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/008592995
http://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/008592995
http://digital.nls.uk/print/


WHAT IF I CAN’T VISIT EDINBURGH?

If you are unable to visit the NRS you can 
make a specific written enquiry or request for 
copies from material which you have identified 
in our catalogue. There is a charge for copies. 
Staff cannot carry out detailed research for 
you, or provide transcripts of documents. For 
a list of private record agents who can, see the 
‘Researching Online’ section of our website. 
We cannot recommend particular individuals or 
companies.

RECORDS HELD ELSEWHERE

You may find that some of the records you wish 
to consult are not in the NRS and you need to go 
elsewhere to see them.

Local Record Offices: Some church and burgh 
records and private family papers have been 
deposited locally by the NRS. Details can be found 
in our online catalogue. See www.scan.org.uk 
for information about other local holdings.

Local Libraries: Some libraries hold microfilm 
copies of valuation rolls, printed indexes to wills 
and sasines, and other NRS publications.

The National Archives (TNA), Kew: Service records 
of the post-1707 British Army (including Scottish 
regiments), many militia records (check with us for 
those held by NRS) and sources for emigration.

Private Papers: Surveys of collections still  
in private hands are available online at  
www.nrscotland.gov.uk/nras or in the 
Historical Search Room.

GD503/188

http://www.scan.org.uk


NRS OPENING HOURS 

The Historical Search Room in General Register 
House is open to the public, Monday to Friday,  
9am-4.30pm, except for certain public holidays.  
For details of our services and facilities please refer 
to our leaflet Using Our Archives.

All correspondence and enquiries should be sent to:

Historical Search Room
The National Records of Scotland
HM General Register House
2 Princes Street
Edinburgh
EH1 3YY

www.nrscotland.gov.uk
www.nrscotland.gov.uk/about-us/contact-us
0131 535 1334

For more guidance on this topic visit  
www.nrscotland.gov.uk/research/family-history
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