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CLUES TO MONEY & POSSESSIONS

Take a tour around your ancestor’s home and possessions using probate inventories. 
Celia Heritage explains how much these records can add to your research.

Documents 
workshop

Ê The inventory will always start in a similar 
manner to this, declaring it to be a true record of 
the goods, chattels and debts of the deceased 
who will be named together with his place of 
residence. The date the inventory was taken is 
also recorded, in this case 24 October 1700. The 
two words before the year are an abbreviated 
form of the Latin phrase meaning ‘in the year of 
our Lord’ Annoq[ue] Dom[ini].

Ë This inventory was organised according to 
what was in each room. Hence we learn that 
this house contained the kitchen (‘Chitihing’), 
the parlour, the little hall, the parlour chamber, 
the hall chamber, the cheese chamber and the 
buttery.  

Ì Spellings may appear strange to you. Here 
we can see ‘eight’ written as ‘eaight’ and ‘two’ is 
often written as ‘tow’.

Í  Some words you will never guess without 
using a guide, such as ‘two parringers’. A 
‘parringer’ or ‘porringer’ was a bowl (often with a 
lid) used for soup or porridge. Note that the letter 
‘p’ looks rather like an ‘x’ with a tail.

Î You will also routinely see ‘one’ spelled as 
‘on’ as seen here in ‘on tin pasty pan on tin 
chees plate’.

Ï Unfamiliar words may make more sense if 
you think about them logically and note which 
room they are in. A ‘fleshpik’, listed in the 
kitchen, was a long fork used for hot meat.

Ð A feather bed was considered a luxury 
item at this date and here we see that the bed 
contains two ‘feather boulsters’ which were long 
cylindrical pillows.

How to use 
inventories

w Special skills required

of items an estimated market value. 
They provided the means for the 
probate courts to assess the deceased’s 
personal assets and it was from these 
that any debts owing at death would 
be paid.

Generally speaking survival rates 
for these documents are good and 
they make an important source 
for learning more about how our 
ancestors lived. Thus an inventory 
will give you an insight into the 
implements and utensils used by your 
ancestors on a daily basis as they 
prepared their meals, as they worked 
on their land or as they perhaps 
carried out their employment from 
home. The nature and quantity of 
the furniture and any luxury items 
recorded, such as musical instruments 
or books, will also show you how much 
(or little) luxury they had in their lives 
and perhaps how educated they were. 

The inventory would be drawn up 
by two ‘appraisers’ within a few days of 
death. They might be family members 
but were equally likely to have been 
neighbours. Theoretically they were 
supposed to have some experience 
in appraising (assessing and valuing) 
goods but in reality many had little 
or no experience and so you should 
take their valuations with a pinch of 
salt. Having said that, any deliberate 
attempt to under or over value goods 
by the appraisers would have been 
thwarted by the fact that the inventory 
had to be presented to the court after 
completion.

Inventories did not necessarily 

Imagine how wonderful it would 
be if you could wander from 
room to room in your ancestor’s 
home and get a real insight into 

how they lived! Fortunately there 
is one historical source that will 
allow you to do this, after a fashion 
at least, and that is the probate 
inventory. Inventories were written 
to accompany both wills and grants 
of administration (the latter being 
where the deceased did not leave a 
will, but the court appointed someone 
to deal with his estate). They list the 
contents of your ancestor’s home after 
his death giving each item or group 

You may need to improve your 
palaeography skills to read older 
inventories. Before the late 19th century 
spelling was not standardised so some 
words may appear strange and, at first, 
unrecognisable to you. Try reading out 
the word phonetically. You may find  
more than one copy of the inventory;  
one is often a draft and one a final 
version. The spelling can vary from  
one to the other so comparing words  
in each may help if you are stuck on a 
word. Many items found in inventories 
are no longer familiar to us but one 
of the best reference guides is Stuart 
Raymond’s book Words from Wills 
and other Probate records 1500-1800 
(Federation of Family History Societies, 
2004).
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Where & when will you 
find inventories?

In England, Wales and Ireland 
inventories were required with wills and 
administrations up to 1782, although 
bear in mind that the majority of pre-
1858 Irish wills and inventories were 
destroyed by fire. There were some 
exceptions; the Prerogative Court 
of Canterbury, for example, did not 
require an inventory after 1710 unless 
a will was disputed. Inventories were 
required with letters of administration 
up to 1858. Although not all survive, 
inventories are usually filed with the 
will or administration they accompany. 
In this case, whether you are viewing 
a will or administration online or in 
the record office you should find 
the inventory with no extra effort. 
Occasionally a record office may have 
filed inventories separately as is the 
case at The National Archives in Kew. 
Inventories there can be searched 
by name using the catalogue at 
discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk for 
dates between 1660 and 1782. 

In Scotland inventories were still 
required by the courts as late as the 
20th century. Where the deceased’s 
property was sold by auction after 
death you may find a ‘roup roll’ 
included with the inventory. ‘Roup’ 
means auction and the roll will itemise 
each of the lots to be sold at auction 
and give the prices paid.

Celia Heritage is a professional 
genealogist, lecturer and author 
whose best-selling book, Tracing 
Your Ancestors Through Death 
Records, was published by Pen 
& Sword in 2013. She runs talks 
and workshops and her own 
family history ecourse at www.
heritagefamilyhistory.co.uk. Celia also blogs 
at deathrecordsblog.wordpress.com.

About the author

include everything the deceased 
owned. Not only might your ancestor 
have given away goods before he 
died, but the inventory only recorded 
his ‘personal belongings’ and thus 
excluded any land. This was because 
real estate did not come under the 
jurisdiction of the probate courts 
before 1858. 

Personal belongings were usually 
deemed to be moveable goods 
although there were some exceptions 
and the definition of what were 
personal goods as opposed to real 
estate was not always clear cut. Some 
types of leases were included as 
personal goods while crops, both 
in the ground and in storage, were 
usually also counted. This will give 
you some indication of how much 
food or fodder your ancestor was 
producing either for himself or as part 
of his business. The inventory will also 
list all livestock including horses and 
any animals killed and preserved for 
future consumption.

Some inventories will be more 
detailed than others. Much depended 
on how meticulous the appraisers 
were. Whereas some might go into 
great detail concerning the deceased’s 
clothes or descriptions of furniture 
others might simply describe his 

clothing using the term ‘wearing 
apparel’. From the 17th century 
onwards many inventories list goods 
on a room by room basis. This is good 
news because it also gives you an 
insight into what your ancestor’s house 

was like, although rooms would not 
be listed if they were empty.

A good example of what 
you might learn about your 
ancestor and his family home 
is the three-page inventory 
for Henry Smyth, a yeoman 
of Bouts near Inkberrow in 

Worcestershire, part of which 
is illustrated here. Henry died 

in 1700 and his inventory was 
organised according to what was in 
each room. Hence we learn that his 
house contained the kitchen, the 
parlour, the little hall, the parlour 
chamber, the hall chamber, the 

Monies owed

Lending and borrowing has always 
been a part of our lives and any debts 
owed by the deceased or to him will 
also usually be recorded. An inventory 
may well show that your ancestor had 
lent money to a string of people. These 
might be family members for whom 
he was doing a favour but in many 
cases lending money was a good 
investment strategy. The inventory 
of John Dickinson of Crosthwaite in 
Westmorland who died in 1667 lists 
31 people who owed him money and 
none appears to have been a relative. 
This was clearly a way for John to get 
a good return on his savings and the 
total amount owed to him in this way 
came to about £530. The modern-day 
equivalent, according to The National 
Archives’ currency converter, showed 
its value in today’s money to be about 
£41,000.

    

What was it 

worth?

Find the value of sums 

found in inventories 

using the currency 

converter at  

www.nationalarchives.

gov.uk/currency. 

Ó Some inventories are more 
detailed than others. Here some items 
are simply recorded as ‘& other od[d] 
things’.

Ñ Items are often grouped together 
and then given a value. Values are 
naturally given in pre-decimal currency 
as £ s d which could alternatively 
be written as l s d from the Latin for 
pounds, shillings and pence.

Ò In the chees[e] chamber we 
find a variety of things – 
including ‘on parcel of 
Appels and also a 
parcel of ‘Hurden 
yearn’ [yarn]. 
Hurden or harden 
yarn was a cheap 
type of thread 
made from left 
over flax and hemp 
and often used for 
sheets.

cheese chamber and the buttery. 
The parlour chamber and the hall 
chamber must have been rooms off 
the parlour and hall respectively 
and thus we also learn something of 
the layout of the house. Although 
as part of the deceased’s real estate 
outbuildings were not listed, there 
may be passing references. For 
example, in this case, there is mention 
of the ‘corn stored in the barn’ while 
we discover that Henry also grew 
barley, wheat, oats and pease valued 
at £65. It is also interesting to note 
that although rooms were not called 
‘bedrooms’ in this era Henry had 
beds in three different rooms in 
the house; the parlour, the parlour 
chamber and the hall chamber. The 
total value of Henry’s personal goods 
came to £164 17s 10d which is about 
£12,800 today. 
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