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Dr Williams’ Library and the 
Wesleyan Methodist 
Metropolitan Registry



Dr Williams’ Library

• The pre-eminent research library of 
English Protestant nonconformity

• Established under the terms of the will of 
Dr Daniel Williams

• Opened at Red Cross Street, London in 
1729 – at Gordon Square since 1890

• www.dwlib.co.uk



Dr Daniel Williams

• Born in 1643 – probably in Wrexham

• Became a preacher by the time he was 19

• Moved to Dublin and then to London in 1687 where he 
became pastor of Hand Alley chapel in Bishopsgate Street

• One of England’s most influential dissenting ministers 

• Died in 1716 in London – buried at Bunhill Fields



The will of Dr Daniel Williams

• Written in June 1711, proved at the Prerogative Court of 
Canterbury on 6 November 1716

• ‘Contained in Six Sheets of Paper’

• Dr Williams’ estate was worth £50,000 – the equivalent of 
nearly £4,000,000 (four million pounds) in today’s money

• The will includes instructions to the executors to establish a 
‘publick library’



The will of Dr Daniel Williams



The Background

• The registers of Dr Williams’ Library and The Wesleyan 
Methodist Metropolitan Registry record the births of around 
60,000 people, between the years 1713 and 1837

• The registries were set up as part of a campaign by 
nonconformist communities to gain official recognition and 
equal rights  with members of the Church of England

• The records of both registries are held by The National 
Archives and can be seen online at BMDRegisters.co.uk and 
also on microfilm at The National Archives, Kew 



The History of the Registries #1

• The Corporation & Test Acts (1661 & 1673) excluded 
nonconformists from public office

• Many nonconformist congregations kept their own 
registers of births/baptisms but these were not 
acceptable for most legal purposes

• The General Body of the Three Denominations was 
formed in 1727 to represent the interests of 
Presbyterians, Independents & Baptists



The History of the Registries #2

• In 1742 the ‘Three Denominations’ established a 
registry of births

• The registry was housed in Dr Williams’ Library in 
Redcross Street, London which had been established 
by Daniel Williams, and opened to the public in 1729

• In 1818, the Wesleyan Methodists established a similar 
registry



The History of the Registries #3

• Both registries encouraged retrospective registration 
and entries recording births as early as 1713 have been 
found

• Initially very few births were registered – only 309 in the 
first 26 years

• Numbers gradually increased and eventually nearly 
60,000 births were registered

• The registries closed on 31 December 1837



The Records

• Each registry comprises three types of record:

• Indexes (in RG4)

• Registers (in RG4)

• Certificates (in RG5) 



The Records

• The records (including the indexes) are arranged by date of 
registration rather than by date of birth

• This has always made them difficult to use because:

• retrospective registration was encouraged

• many thousands of births were registered in the last few 
months of 1837

• Good news!  The BMD Registers website has made access 
to the records very straightforward

• The British Isles Vital Records Index also provides access to 
approximately 85% of the records



The Indexes

• There are eight indexes to the registers in Dr Williams’ 
Library and one for the Wesleyan Methodists

• The indexes:

• are arranged by initial letter of surname then in order of 
the date of registration

• give references to registers/certificates



The Registers

• There are eleven volumes of registers for Dr Williams’ Library 
and three for the Wesleyan Methodists 

• The registers:

• are arranged by certificate number

• give full details of the birth, usually including the mother’s 
maiden name and her father’s name



The Certificates

• The certificates:

• are arranged by certificate number

• give full details of the registration, usually including the 
mother’s maiden name and her father’s name



The Certificates



Finding an entry in the registers

1851 census of Lindfield, Sussex



http://www.bmdregisters.co.uk/�








Finding an entry in the registers

Certificate for Lidia Knight, daughter 
of Joseph & Louisa Knight in RG5/120



Finding an entry in the registers

Register entry for Lydia Knight, daughter of Joseph & 
Louisa Knight in RG4/4665



Finding an entry in the registers

Entry in the Ditchling Baptist Baptismal Register
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