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Abstract
This article examines the birth/baptism interval in 68 Anglican parishes. It provides a continuous annual
record from 1646 to 1917 thereby augmenting previous studies in which periods such as the 1640s, the mid-
eighteenth and late-nineteenth centuries have been sparsely represented. During the seventeenth century
intervals remained stable, but afterwards they increased with many parishes experiencing late baptism.
Evidence is also presented to support the view that serious epidemic illness could result in shortening of the
interval while population increase or a change of incumbent could lead to a lengthening of the interval.

Introduction

Anglican parish registers have been used in many population studies and the problems
potentially affecting their accuracy have been well documented by Wrigley.1 These include
the physical loss of part of a register, failure on the part of the minister or the parish clerk
to record events, non-registration of Nonconformists or non Anglican faiths and simple
avoidance on the part of parents. In addition there is uncertainty regarding the
birth/baptism interval where changes can seriously affect the calculation of infant
mortality rates based on baptisms alone since up to a quarter of infant deaths can occur in
the first week of life and one half of all infant deaths in the first month. As the
birth/baptism interval lengthens an increasing number of children may be buried
unbaptised and will therefore not appear in the burial register. In spite of all these
difficulties, studies of the birth/baptism interval can help to provide correction figures for
the calculation of infant mortality and the seasonality of baptisms.

An early study of the interval between birth and baptism was conducted by Cox who
found that 88 per cent of 42 baptisms in Chislet, Kent, 1544–56 were on the day of birth.2
By contrast, the major study of changing baptismal practise in the Church of England by
Berry and Schofield noted that baptismal registers rarely give the date of birth.3 They
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1 E.A. Wrigley, ‘The use of Anglican baptism registers as a source of information about the number of births
in England before the beginning of Civil Registration’, Population Studies, 31 (1977), 281–312.
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pointed out that the Church of England’s attitude was summarised in the rubrics of the
Prayer Books of 1549 and 1552, which expected a child to be baptised within seven days
of birth. In the 1662 Prayer Book the recommended period for baptism was extended to
the second Sunday after birth, thus allowing 14 days. These authors studied 43 printed
registers where there were at least 80 entries in which the dates of birth and baptism were
given. Eleven were representative of 33 London parishes and 32 were in other parts of the
country. There were few Lancashire parishes: only Hawkshead, Culcheth and Tunstall in
the eighteenth century and the latter two were also represented in the nineteenth century.
For Culcheth they had to aggregate baptisms from between two and five consecutive years
to reach their 80 entries requirement. Berry and Schofield presented 25th, 50th and 75th
percentiles of birth/baptism intervals together with the semi-interquartile range and the
percentage of incomplete results, which had to be less than 10 per cent. Few records were
found prior to 1653 and in their Table 1 there was a paucity of records for the periods
1671–93, 1705–70 and 1813 onwards. In the text they noted that in the years 1571–86 the
burial registers of St Michael le Belfry, York, provided the age at death in hours or days for
some 64 children, which enabled a calculation of the birth date which when matched with
a baptism provided the birth/baptism interval. Again early baptism was the custom with
92 per cent being baptised within 3 days and the remainder being buried unbaptised. For
the 1570s they record only one parish, St Peters, Cornhill, where 75 per cent of baptisms
were within 5 days, and two parishes in the period 1645–8 where 75 per cent of baptisms
took 10 or 11 days, suggesting a tendency to later baptism which could explain the change
in the 1662 Prayer Book.

They did discuss the period 1706–70 (their Tables 3, 4 and 5) for Culcheth, Oswestry and
Ongar and in the first and last of these parishes there was a progressive delay in baptism
while in Oswestry the reverse happened. Berry and Schofield concluded, ‘in general,
therefore it would appear that baptism was being delayed towards the end of the
eighteenth century and that in some parishes this smooth increase occurred gradually
during the century. In other parishes, however, the increase was interrupted or
reversed’.4

Since 1971 a number of studies have reported on the changing baptismal customs for
places and periods not well covered by Berry and Schofield. Woodward added the 90th
percentile to Berry and Schofield’s method and this has also been used by Jackson and
Laxton, McCallum, Doolittle, Cook and Dewhurst and Hinde.5 Cook also used the mean
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value of the birth/baptism interval as did Wright, and Jackson and Laxton.6 As a measure
of central tendency the mean value can be markedly affected by extreme values whereas
the median or 50th percentile is much less affected. One demonstration of the difference
was provided by Saxby where similar results for two years using Berry and Schofield’s
method gave differing results using the percentage of baptisms in equal time periods.7 The
use of time intervals was also used by Tranter, Jones, Poole, Brush and Saxby.8

Apart from changes in the birth/baptism interval there were variations in which day of the
week and which month was preferred for baptism.9 Herlan noted that a Parliamentary
Ordinance of 4 January 1644/5 required birth dates, probably in an attempt to preserve
Presbyterian practice.10 This was a likely cause for the addition of birth dates in three of the
Lancashire registers shortly afterwards. Given such variations it is not surprising that
Jackson and Laxton made a plea for a standard method of reporting results and
recommended the use of a graph showing the cumulative percentage of baptisms at several
time intervals.11 They also asked whether or not incomplete entries should be included.

The results of these studies largely confirm the conclusions of Berry and Schofield but with
considerable variation, late baptism occurring in seventeenth-century Cranbrook where
baptismal delay varied between a few hours and 30 years during the Restoration period,
1660–1700, and early baptism being the norm in that part of Wales (1783–1812) reported
upon by Brush.12

This study will examine the interval in days between the dates of birth and baptism, for
the years 1646–1917, recorded in 68 of those parish registers of pre-1974 Lancashire which
have been published, or are being prepared for publication, by the Lancashire Parish
Register Society (hereafter LPRS). It therefore provides the widest range of parishes so far
examined, confined within a circumscribed geographical area, and also augments
previous studies by considering many of the years for which there are few other records.
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Method

Part or whole of 145 pre-1974 Anglican Lancashire parish registers have been published by
the LPRS usually with a cut off point of 1837 due to the commencement of civil
registration. All these registers were searched for birth-baptism intervals and, in addition,
the original parish register of St Lukes, Lowton, which is being prepared for publication,
was used. The record for Bolton was extended using a published transcript (see Appendix
2 for full details). The record for St Thomas’s, Ashton in Makerfield has been extended to
1917 using the original parish register because of the long continuous record which exists.
Intervals were identified in 68 parishes and Berry and Schofield’s method was followed
with the number of days after birth it took to baptise 25 per cent, 50 per cent and 75 per
cent of the children being calculated. It was not felt necessary to follow the 80 entry
requirement because the widest possible coverage was aimed for and the greater number
of records now available for Lancashire meant that it became obvious that as few as 12
entries gave results consistent with those of parishes with more than 80 entries, such was
the robustness of the method. In addition the 90th and 5th percentiles were also calculated
together with the total number of baptisms more than a year after birth (late baptisms) and
the age of the oldest child or person baptised. All results were calculated for each available
year and then aggregated into appropriate periods.

Incomplete entries (IE) usually had little effect on the 25th percentile and semi-interquartile
range but a greater effect on the higher percentiles, which in some cases were not possible
to calculate. Calculating percentiles when ignoring the number of incomplete or omitted
dates gave values consistent with prior and following values where there were few or no
omissions. In Bolton, Ashton in Makerfield and Manchester incomplete entries appear to
have the same distribution pattern as the full entries (see Table 1). These new starred results
have been used for the subsequent analysis in place of the distorted results caused by
omissions and they can provide useful information when it is otherwise impossible to
calculate certain percentiles. A few atypical results have been omitted such as the extreme
75th percentile of 4 years in Holme in 1792, which arose due to a combination of a low total
of baptisms with 11 per cent incomplete entries and 27 per cent late baptisms.

Results

Birth-baptism intervals, grouped into appropriate periods for the full data set of 68
Lancashire parishes, appear in Appendix 1. As can be seen these data provide a rich and
diverse sample both across space and through time. However, in order to make sense of
this information the data have been combined. The 68 parishes listed in Appendix 1 were
examined. Eight had few baptisms per year, the average number being less than 12, so for
them several years’ results were aggregated. Seven others produced results that were not
typical of the trend found in the other 53 parishes and are discussed below. The remaining
53 parishes were combined to produce a long-run series of intervals. Collectively there is
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a continuous annual record from 1646 to 1917 with only four years, between 1670–6,
represented by only one parish before 1840 and others with as many as 31 parishes. Figure
1 shows the 25th and 75th percentiles for 53 of the Lancashire parishes listed in Appendix
1. The later results for Ashton in Makerfield 1871–1917 and St Marys, Manchester 1881–7
have been omitted and are discussed below along with other late baptisms.

15

Table 1 Birth-baptism interval in days or months (m) for Bolton, Ashton in Makerfield and St Helens
for the indicated percentile of baptisms showing the effect of ignoring incomplete entries

Percentile
Parish Year 5 25 50 75 90 IE Total SIR

Bolton 1648 1 2 3 5 7 0 127 2
1649 1 3 4 6 8 4 87 3, *3
1650 1 3 4 9, *6 –, *8 20 108 4, *4
1651 2, *1 5, *3 –, *5 –, *6 –, *10 49 87 –, *2
1653 1 4, *3 6, *5 10, *7 –, *9 12 72 15, *1
1655 1 3 5 7 –, *10 1 117 3, *3

St Helens 1810 12 19 24 34 49 1 154 8
1811 10 17 25 36 64 0 194 9
1812 12, *9 19, *15 31, *25 65, *40 –, *53 43 202 20, *10

Ashton in Makerfield 1902 9 28 41 59, *56 90, *82 5 183 21, *21
1903 14, *13 27 38, *35 64, *52 28m, *90 19 224 16, *13
1904 7 27 43, *40 68, *66 274, *163 9 219 18, *17
1905 8 21 36 50 81 1 211 15

Notes: IE = incomplete entries; SIR = Semi-interquartile range; starred (*) entries are calculated using
the number of complete entries as the denominator.

Figure 1 Birth-baptism delay in a sample of 53 Lancashire parishes, 1646–1840
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The 25th percentile remained steady until 1705 and then increased by approximately one
day every six years throughout the eighteenth century. This allows a predicted value to be
calculated for certain comparisons such as the change in twin baptisms. There are data for
only St Marys, Manchester and St Thomas’s, Ashton in Makerfield after 1848 and the value
of the 25th percentile for the former (1881–7) is 30 days (predicted 30 days) and for the
latter (1871–3) is 22 days (predicted 27 days), so it appears that the general trend continued
into the 1880s. After 1811 there is a greater variability in the annual 75th and 90th
percentiles in most parishes. The marked swings from year to year are mainly due to the
varying number and extent of late baptisms. Three of the parishes, Bolton, Bury and
Radcliffe, produced pre-1653 results that had been reported by Hair.13 For the years
1646–52 there was an increasing delay in baptism, the 25th percentile rising from 3 to 5
days and the 90th percentile from 8 to 11 days.

The later nineteenth century

Based on census results 1851–91, the birth/baptism intervals in seven rural parishes in
Hampshire were reported by Dewhurst and Hinde and are compared here with two
Lancashire parishes, Ashton in Makerfield and St Marys, Manchester, in Table 2.14 The
Lancashire results were taken from a cohort in the calendar year before each census year
and the results pooled for the comparison. Dewhurst and Hinde suggested that there may
be a systematic underestimate of the birth/baptism interval by an average amount that
should not be greater than two weeks.15 The 25th, 50th and 75th percentiles are within 14
days of the Ashton results and the semi-interquartile range is only one day different, but
the 90th percentile values are very different probably because of the large number of late
baptisms at Ashton. The values for St Marys, Manchester are not typical because this small
parish has parents mainly from the wealthier section of the population, few infant burials
and many late baptisms (see Appendix 1). Because the year ending on the census dates
used by Dewhurst and Hinde does not match the calendar year used in Appendix 1, the
results from the printed register of Ashton in Makerfield have been re-examined and for
1851, 1861 and 1871 a cohort of children born in the census years used by those authors
has been used to calculate the percentiles afresh. Overall there is little difference except for
the 90th percentile. The Hampshire results for 1891 show a reduction in the birth/baptism
interval which in Ashton also starts in 1891, with progressive reduction continuing until
1917.
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Atypical parishes

Stretford (1664–1679) has been excluded from the calculations for Figure 1 because the
results are not typical of the other four parishes used in that period or in earlier and later
years, being two to three times longer than expected (see Table 3). In Heywood there was
early baptism until 1788 where the 25th percentile is 14 days compared with 6 days the
previous year (see Figure 2a). The pattern is erratic thereafter but the birth/baptism
interval eventually reaches the trend in Figure 1. The average number of baptisms for the
prior seven years was 91 and for the following nine years 115. This 25 per cent rise
suggests the influx of a new population, bringing with them a tendency to later baptism.
Figure 2b for Hindley shows that early baptism was common until 1790 when the 25th
percentile jumped from seven days in 1789 to 18 days in 1790 after which further delay
gradually occurred. There was an increase in the number of baptisms: the average for the
previous five years was 50 and for the following six years was 57, but a more likely
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Table 2 Pooled birth-baptism intervals in days (±0.5) for Hampshire, Ashton in Makerfield and St
Marys Manchester around census years 1851–91

Annual
Percentile average

Parish Date 25 50 75 90 SIR baptisms

Hampshire 1851–91 18 34 65 94 25 35
Ashton 1850–90 22 42 75 148 24 179
Manchester 1849–82 33 61 133 217 60 20

Hampshire 1850–1 12 23 45 64 17
Ashton (period) 1850 25 40 62 94 15
Ashton (cohort) 1850–1 28 42 61 101 17

Hampshire 1860–1 27 37 72 87 26
Ashton (period) 1860 23 45 84 134 30
Ashton (cohort) 1860–1 28 50 85 143 30

Hampshire 1870–1 18 32 69 95 19
Ashton (period) 1870 12 34 73 116 34
Ashton (cohort) 1870–1 11 32 75 131 33

Note: SIR = Semi-interquartile range.

Source: (Hampshire) Dewhurst and Hinde, ‘Rural Hampshire’.

Table 3 Birth-baptism intervals in days (±0.5) for the named parishes, 1664–9

Parish Stretford UpHolland, Bury, Heysham, Bolton

Percentile Percentile
25 50 75 90 25 50 75 90

Earliest 8 14 15 17 2 4 4 5
Median 13 17 21 24 4 7 8 12
Latest 18 22 26 40 7 9 12 15
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explanation for this sudden change was the appointment of a new incumbent to the parish
in 1790.

Langho, 1792–1812, has an erratic pattern similar to that of Heywood. Urswick, 1802–12,
Copp Chapel, 1802–12, and Rufford, 1806–12 all have earlier baptisms than the general
trend with the 25th percentile approximately 10 days compared with an expected value of
22 days. Ulverston (see Appendix 1) starts off following the general trend to 1812 and
suddenly moves to earlier baptism (1813–20).
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Figure 2a Birth-baptism intervals (25th percentile) in Heywood, Lancashire, 1765–1812

Figure 2b Birth-baptism intervals (25th percentile) in Hindley, Lancashire, 1779–1814
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Parishes with low annual numbers of baptisms

In all instances an indication of the birth/baptism interval can be obtained by aggregating
two or more year’s results for a parish. Todmorden, 1680–1703, with 50 baptisms has a
25th percentile of six days as expected. All the other records are at the end of the
eighteenth century. Pennington, 1767–72 (n=47) has a 25th percentile of eight days and the
75th percentile was 25 days because there was a wider range than for most of the larger
parishes. Ingleton Fells (1775–83) had a 25th percentile of 19 days (n=66) compared with a
predicted value of 12 from the general trend. Blawith Chapel did record some birth dates
in 1729–31 and 1760, but like the remaining parishes in this group commenced more
complete recording of birth dates following the Bishop’s Visitation in 1778. For 1778–84
(n=38) Blawith has a 25th percentile of five days with a 75th percentile of 25 days. Lowick,
1778–1812, showed a progressive fall in the 25th percentile which in 1778–83 (n=51) was
14, 11 in 1784–8 (n=49), two in 1789–93 (n=56) and one in 1794–9 (n=55) with most
baptisms occurring within five weeks throughout the whole period. Gressingham
(1782–93) followed the general trend until 1799 when the 25th percentile decreased to two
from 22 and remained low until 1812. Finsthwaite (1778–1813) and Satterthwaite
(1778–1812) were both chapels in Hawkshead parish. In the former the 25th and 75th
percentiles for 1778–82 were 14 days and 33 days respectively and for the remainder of the
period up to 1813 the value of the 75th percentile was constant but there were more earlier
baptisms, the 25th percentile falling to four days. In Satterthwaite the reverse happened.
The 75th percentile remained constant around 30 days, but the 25th percentile for
1778–1813 was five days increasing to 18 days in 1788–1812.

Ashton in Makerfield

Ashton in Makerfield started out as a Chapel of Ease with a perpetual curacy in the
patronage of the Rector of the mother church of St Oswalds, Winwick. As a result of the
Winwick Rectory Act of Parliament in 1845 Ashton became the Parish of St Thomas the
Apostle. The baptism registers commence in 1698, but for two years prior to that they
recorded place of abode and the dates of birth and baptism. The Ashton registers, which
have been published by the LPRS up to 1873, continued to record both dates. While
comparing the draft of the LPRS volume with the original register an opportunity was
taken to examine the later registers and it was found that both birth and baptism dates are
recorded in this parish until 1917 when birth dates are omitted for two years before being
recorded again, thus creating a continuous record for this parish for 220 years (see Figure
3).

Figure 3 shows that birth/baptism intervals in Ashton followed the trend of Figure 1 with
progressively later baptisms until 1790 when a minor reversal took place, but the old
pattern returned until 1825 when a dramatic change happened between April and May (see
Table 4, p. 21). The number of baptisms in the first two weeks of life rose from 3 to 27 per
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cent which reduced all the percentiles. These changes did not result from a change of
minister. The Revd Edmund Sibson had been curate since 1809 and when Ashton was
made a separate parish in 1845 he was installed as rector and remained there until 1848.
The average number of baptisms for the years 1804–24 was 137 and for 1825–36 it was 196
which suggests a sudden influx of families in 1824 who possibly started baptising early
and then gradually adopted later baptism. Early baptism continued until 1884, but at the
same time there was an increasing number of late baptisms, which started in 1804 and
caused an increase in the number of days to reach the 90th percentile. In Tottington the
sudden change to earlier baptism also continued during the period of the printed register
but, as at Ashton, the large number of late baptisms produced a high 90th percentile. In
this latter parish there was a 30 per cent increase in the total of baptisms between 1816 and
1831 (see Appendix 1).

The mother church for Ashton at Winwick also exhibited earlier baptism which appeared
to start in January or February of 1825 but had little effect on the 25th and higher
percentiles. While it is possible that the clergy had emphasised the need for early baptism
in view of the increasing number of late baptisms which started in 1816, so far no
connection between Ashton and Tottington has been found other than an increase in the
number of baptisms. An alternative cause for early baptism is discussed below. There was
a later well-defined influx of families when Haydock Lodge, which lay within the parish
of Ashton in Makerfield, was used as an army barracks. Between 1831 and 1840 there were
baptisms of children whose fathers were soldiers from 15 regiments. Possibly because each
regiment was there for a short time the baptisms tended to be earlier, as demonstrated in
Table 5.
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Figure 3 Birth-baptism delay in Ashton in Makerfield, Lancashire 1696–1917



Birth-baptism intervals in 68 Lancashire parishes, 1646–1917

Early and same-day baptism

There are a number of problems concerning ‘same-day’ baptisms. Firstly, does this have to
be restricted to the calendar day or should it include all baptisms within 24 hours of birth?
If baptisms are at public services then a child born in the evening may not be baptised until
the morning service of the next day and yet be less than 12 hours old. Private baptisms
may not always be recorded and may be delayed for days, weeks or even years. The
attitudes of parents and the response of the clergy in Lincolnshire in the early nineteenth
century is well documented by Ambler, who describes reports by the local clergy of
parents demanding private baptism at all hours of the day and night and often at the home
of the clergy.16 It was thought to be a way of avoiding the need for godparents and also an
excuse for feasting and gambling.

Multiple births are often premature and of low birth weight, so it is likely they are at an
increased risk of dying compared with single births; if other authors are correct this risk
should be associated with early baptism. In Ashton, however, it appears that twins were
treated like single births, with a steadily increasing birth/baptism interval from 1696 to
1825 and then a switch to earlier baptism for over 80 years (see Table 6). Here early
baptism is unlikely to be associated with periods of bad harvests, inclement weather or
epidemics, but is more likely to be a change of custom which was also followed by parents
for single births. During this time 10 per cent of twin baptisms still occurred later than 38
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16 R.W. Ambler, ‘Custom and practice in nineteenth century Lincolnshire’, Local Population Studies, 5 (1970),
25–7.

Table 4 Changes in birth-baptism intervals in days (±0.5) for Ashton in Makerfield and
Tottingham in completed 1825

Percentile
Parish Months 5 25 50 75 90 IE >1 year Oldest Total

Ashton Jan–Apr 16 28 37 47 126 0 3 7y 6m 63
May–Dec 0 11 25 43 87 0 6 12y 2m 129

Tottingham Jan–Apr 11 43 86 266 495 0 10 9y 9m 74
May–Dec 1 15 65 128 294 0 8 9y 7m 154

Note: IE = incomplete entries; y = years, m = months.

Table 5 Birth-baptism intervals in days (±0.5) of army personnel compared with Ashton
residents, 1831–40

Percentile Total 
Date Group 5 25 50 75 90 IE Baptisms

1831 Ashton 1 14 31 47 92 0 187
1831–40 Army 1 9 16 26 83 0 60
1840 Ashton 0 14 30 44 67 0 185

Note: IE = incomplete entries.
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days after birth. Not until 1912 was there any sign of baptismal delay for twins although
single birth baptisms were being delayed from 1884 (see Appendix 1).

Six of the eight sets of triplets had an early baptism, while the other two were at 23 days
and 201 days, and there were also quintuplets that were born and baptised the same day
and buried two days later. Previous authors have taken different views on early baptism.
Saxby states, ‘during the more difficult times parents probably had their children baptised
soon after birth fearing the death of their child’, but he accepts that there can be other
reasons.17 Doolittle found some association with increased same-day baptism during a
period of smallpox epidemics.18 Jones, however, states, ‘there seems to have been no
relation between the probability of dying and the probability of baptism’,19 and Wright
goes to the opposite extreme by stating it was plausible that, ‘contented parents with a
healthy child may wish to celebrate the fact as soon as possible’.20

The evidence from Ashton in Makerfield was studied to examine which of the above
views was supported. The infections causing most infant deaths in the early nineteenth
century were smallpox and measles. The cause of death was reported from 1810 and there
was a minor measles epidemic in 1812 with eight deaths, three of them infants. In 1816 a
second measles epidemic caused 13 deaths, six of them infants. These had no effect on the
birth/baptism interval. In 1822 there was a smallpox epidemic with 30 deaths, nine of
them infants. The epidemic finally ended in 1823 with another three infant deaths but
there was no effect on the birth/baptism interval. In November 1823 there appeared a
more serious measles epidemic with 27 deaths, including three infants. This epidemic
continued until September 1924 with a further 23 deaths, five of them infants, and eight
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17 Saxby, ‘Sudbury’, 53.
18 Doolittle, ‘Age at baptism: further evidence’, 53.
19 Jones, ‘Rural north Shropshire’, 316.
20 Wright, ‘Whickham’, 82.

Table 6 Birth-baptism intervals in days (±0.5) by which stated percentile of twins in Ashton in
Makerfield had been baptised compared with the expected value (in brackets), calculated
from the regression line in Figure 1

Percentile Twin
Date 25 50 75 90 IE pairs

1700–29 6 (6) 9 17 24 1 17
1732–64 12 (13) 20 29 30 0 18
1765–77 17 (17) 24 40 48 0 16
1780–95 17 (19) 17 20 24 1 17
1797–1822 21 (23) 31 63 90 0 18
1825–94 0 1 17 50 1 125
1895–1911 1 8 30 38 0 31
1912–17 10 32 41 50 1 15

Note: IE = incomplete entries.
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months later there was a sudden move towards early baptism (see Table 7). This supports
the views of Doolittle and Saxby that hard times and major epidemics may have caused a
change to earlier baptism.

The change in 1825 was examined by comparing infant mortality in the period 1824–6.
Cohort analysis was not used because of the high number of infants for whom no baptism
could be found.21 In 1824 there were 26 infant deaths of which three were Roman
Catholics, and these three have been added to the total of baptisms giving a period infant
mortality rate (IMR) of 170 per 1,000 live births. Linking of these infant deaths to baptisms
was only possible in eight instances and, assuming that the three Catholic children had
been baptised, that left 15 unbaptised children (65 per cent). The earliest linked baptism
was at 49 days whereas if it is accepted that at least 50 per cent of infant deaths at this time
would be in the first month of life then 13 deaths should have occurred. This is close to the
number of unlinked burials. In 1826 there were 20 infant deaths of which three were
Roman Catholic giving a period IMR of 103, which is consistent with a lower value than
was calculated for 1824 when there was a measles epidemic. Excluding the Catholics, of
the 17 deaths 14 were linked leaving only three unlinked (18 per cent). By 28 days there
were five burials leaving an expected deficit of two which again is near to the three
observed. Thus, as a consequence of the shortening of the birth/baptism interval, there is
a reduction in the number of unlinked burials, most of which were likely to be under one
month old.

Late baptism

Late baptisms were individuals aged more than one year old at the time of baptism except
for twins at Prescot who were 40 weeks old when ‘crisoned’ on 13 January 1627/8. Other
twins were in Great Harwood, baptised at 6 years and 1 month in 1809, Ulverston,
baptised at 6 years and 3 months in 1809 and St Marys, Manchester, baptised at 10 years
and 7 months in 1871. Appendix 1 reveals that 18 parishes had a spate of late baptism in
1755–99 with another 15 parishes also affected after 1800. Often several members of a
family with different ages were baptised on the same day.
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Table 7 Cumulative per cent of intervals (in days) for specified cohorts, Ashton in Makerfield,
1825

Interval
Cohort 0 7 14 21 28 56 84 365

Jan–Apr 0 0 2 5 27 73 85 90
May–Dec 7 17 28 39 55 82 94 99

 



John Perkins

The oldest person to be baptised was aged 73 years and 3 weeks in 1796 at St James’s,
Manchester where 27 per cent of baptisms in 1837 were later than one year after birth; and
a 63 year old was baptised privately at Ashton in Makerfield in 1900. Rarely is there any
clue as to the reason for the lateness of baptism, but the following causes have been
recorded: four were coloured slaves, eleven were Quakers, three were Anabaptists and
one was a Jew. It is likely that these involved a switch from Nonconformist and other faiths
to the Anglican Church.

Conclusion

This study of the birth/baptism interval has shown a progressive delay in baptism during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in most parishes, although some parishes showed
temporary reversals of the trend, mirroring the results of Berry and Schofield. The
omission of incomplete entries in calculating percentiles gives reliable results which
would not otherwise be available. The parish of Ashton in Makerfield has a continuous
record for 220 years and illustrates many of these variations. From 1646 to 1705 most
baptisms had taken place within a fortnight of birth. During the eighteenth century delay
for the first 25 per cent of baptisms in Lancashire increased by one day every six years. The
75th percentile was twice that of the 25th. The evidence suggests that this trend could be
reversed by a change of incumbent, an influx of families from other parts of the country
or conversion to the Anglican faith.

This study has revealed great variation in baptismal customs and practice such as the
preferred day(s) of the week, seasonality and the length of the birth/baptism interval.
There were a few parishes where early baptism was common in the late eighteenth
century, but in the majority of parishes there was a great increase in the number of late
baptisms during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The change from late to
earlier baptism, where this was found, is probably associated with epidemic diseases such
as measles and smallpox and burials unlinked to prior baptisms mainly occur during the
first month of life. In spite of this considerable variability, most Lancashire parishes
recorded the same progressive delay throughout the eighteenth century.
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Birth-baptism intervals in 68 Lancashire parishes, 1646–1917

Appendix 1 Birth-baptism interval in days or months (m) (±0.5) for the indicated percentile of
baptisms for 68 Lancashire parishes, the number of late baptisms and the age of the
oldest in completed years

Annual Semi-inter
Percentile average quartile

Parish Date 5 25 50 75 90 IE baptisms range >1 year Oldest

Ashton in 1698–1718 2 5 8 10 14 0 48 4
Makerfield 1719–39 4 8 11 15 20 0 64 5

1740–60 7 13 18 24 27 1 66 6
1761–81 9 16 21 27 30 1 80 6
1782–1803 8 16 21 25 32 0 91 5
1804–25 14 23 29 43 70 0 139 10 41 39
1825–48 1 16 30 43 89 0 193 14 98 27
1849–71 2 24 45 74 165 1 195 25 155 33
1872–84 2 24 45 76 188 6 177 23 166 28
1885–1917 12 27 36 56 109 6 196 14 140 63

Ashton under 1655–63 4 7 11 13 21 11 53 4
Lyne
Bentham 1775 12 22 31 42 45 16 37 12

1800–12 21 29 36 59 116 14 40 13 12 22
Blackburn 1653–8 0 3 4 6 10 4 91 3
Blawith 1778–84 0 5 13 25 38 3 38 11
Bolton 1646–1712 0 3 5 7 9 16 120 3
Broughton 1802–4 11 20 24 31 35 0 13 5 1 7
Broughton in 1802–12 2 11 20 25 54 2 34 4
Furness
Burnley 1655–8 2 4 6 8 13 3 67 3
Burtonwood 1809–37 18 25 34 64 111 2 52 15 24 10
Bury 1647–99 2 5 7 10 13 1 79 3 3 16
Church Kirk 1654–61 1 2 5 6 9 1 30 3
Copp Chapel 1802–12 2 12 21 26 40 2 24 7 1 5
Coppull 1784–93 7 16 22 29 42 2 36 7 1 1
Culceth 1711–65 7 13 17 21 25 0 24 4
(Newchurch) 1766–1820 6 16 22 28 35 0 47 6

1821–40 11 27 37 55 96 2 59 12 18 18
Downham 1654–61 1 2 3 5 8 0 12 3

1809–10 16 20 23 33 41 18 37 4
Egton 1803–12 0 8 25 28 47 0 21 12
Farnworth 1696–1701 1 6 10 13 18 9 63 5
Finsthwaite 1778–1813 1 6 17 30 43 1 8 10 2 1
Flixton 1687–1746 2 7 11 15 20 8 39 4

1752–73 14 22 26 50 37 5 52 6
Great Crosby 1826–9 12 25 29 43 69 16 54 5
Great Harwood 1789–1812 13 21 28 51 103 2 61 14 53 22
Gressingham 1782–1812 0 11 23 39 60 3 6 15
Hale 1780–1812 17 23 29 36 52 1 43 6
Heaton Norris 1816–26 22 37 55 84 125 1 53 20 10 32
Heysham 1658–1754 2 5 7 11 13 1 7 3

1755–1813 10 19 24 31 40 1 12 5 9 4
Heywood 1765–1807 1 7 21 35 52 1 98 13 4 15

1808–12 2 28 54 96 156 2 138 32 5 2
Hindley 1779–89 1 5 13 21 28 1 45 9

1790–1812 10 22 30 39 50 0 62 9
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Appendix 1 continued

Annual Semi-inter
Percentile average quartile

Parish Date 5 25 50 75 90 IE baptisms range >1 year Oldest

Hollinfare 1770–1812 10 20 24 30 37 1 48 6
Hollinwood 1798–1812 2 23 30 42 58 1 85 12

1820–24 5 33 54 104 272 54 131 34 30 30
Holme 1792 26 28 33 4y 9y 3 23 4m 7 13

1793–1812 16 27 34 45 66 0 19 8 3 28
Hornby 1761–2 7 13 20 21 21 4 11 6 1 3
Ingleton Fells 1775–83 5 18 24 36 37 2 7 7
Kirkby Ireleth 1818–26 16 21 26 33 50 13 49 5
Langho 1792–1812 5 15 24 39 68 0 23 11 7 5
Liverpool 1696–1725 1 4 7 10 14 7 175 4
Lowick 1779–1812 1 5 12 24 49 1 11 10 2 1
Lowton 1733–1818 9 16 21 27 33 2 47 6

1819–38 16 26 43 69 92 0 75 17 45 18
Maghull 1791–1812 11 18 23 29 38 0 15 6 1 3
Manchester 1788–1806 14 24 30 48 90 2 67 10 59 73
(St James)
Manchester 1777–1887 16 27 73 15m 45m 2 13 75 168 35
(St Mary)
Middleton 1653–60 3 7 9 11 16 5 37 4
Newton in 1736–88 7 15 19 25 32 0 30 6 1 19
Makerfield 1789–1837 15 24 33 51 88 0 47 13 53 30
Oldham 1653–6 2 6 8 11 15 5 63 4
Ormskirk 1653–60 1 2 4 8 10 36 72 3
Over Kellett 1803–12 3 20 29 41 55 1 18 8
Pennington 1767–72 0 8 18 25 40 1 47 11
Prescot 1735–64 3 10 15 21 26 2 132 6 2 17

1765–95 13 18 23 28 34 1 175 6 1 27
Radcliffe 1646–9 1 2 5 8 9 11 23 3
Rainford 1704 0 7 9 12 14 2 15 3

1780–1812 12 18 22 27 35 0 35 4
Rufford 1806–12 2 10 17 28 35 5 50 7
St Helens 1713–68 5 11 16 20 25 1 45 5

1769–1812 12 19 24 33 46 1 185 7 18 17
St Michael 1785–1812 13 19 24 30 37 0 29 6
on Wyre
Satterthwaite 1778–1812 1 12 21 32 52 0 7 10 1 4
Stretford 1664–79 7 13 17 21 25 0 16 4

1794–1812 16 22 26 33 38 0 55 5 4 1
Tatham 1802–12 12 25 31 49 70 0 18 9 8 15
Thornton in 1802–12 0 18 33 43 77 0 43 10 8 5
Lonsdale
Todmorden 1680–1812 1 6 17 24 33 1 4 8
Tottingham 1799–1805 4 22 34 53 76 0 73 11

1806–25 10 34 65 111 254 0 140 39 165 14
Jan–Apr 1825 11 43 56 266 495 0 74 28 18 9
May–Dec 1825 1 15 65 128 294 0 154 62 8 9
1825–7 2 29 70 164 352 10 182 57 193 18

Tunstall 1778–1812 2 13 24 34 66 1 17 8 8 45
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Annual Semi-inter
Percentile average quartile

Parish Date 5 25 50 75 90 IE baptisms range >1 year Oldest

Ulverston 1800–12 17 29 31 63 159 1 108 12 84 21
1813–20 1 18 26 39 71 2 138 9 13 14

UpHolland 1654–75 1 3 5 7 10 12 38 3
Urswick 1799–1812 1 9 20 27 32 0 17 7
Walton le Dale 1722–90 3 7 14 18 25 1 39 9

1791–1808 9 12 29 43 71 0 95 11 11 31
‘Papists’ 1717–66 0 0 0 1 1 12 72 2

Warrington 1696–1702 1 5 8 12 17 46 123 4 5 35
Warton 1728–98 3 16 25 29 32 1 28 6

1799–1813 6 23 29 39 68 1 40 7 22 29
West Derby 1763–1803 14 21 26 31 38 0 46 5

1804–37 8 21 29 47 99 1 49 10 34 18
‘Roman Catholic’ 1783–96 1 2 5 8 14 3 210 3

Winwick 1696–1753 6 10 13 18 22 1 58 5
1754–1812 12 20 24 30 37 0 60 6
1813–24 20 29 38 52 102 3 57 14 10 21
1825–37 4 25 35 56 103 2 51 12 16 18

Note: IE = incomplete entries.

Appendix 2 Sources for Lancashire parish registers

The sources for Lancashire parish registers are as follows:

The volumes, except for Stretford, vol. 169, which has been published since 2007, are listed in N. Hudson
and A. Kenwright eds, Lancashire parish registers for the genealogist (Lancashire Parish Register Society,
2007), 2b 1–10.

The volumes consulted are: 18, 22, 23, 24, 35, 37, 39, 40, 42, 44, 48, 50, 59, 60, 65, 67, 69, 71, 73, 75, 77,
78, 84, 90, 93, 94, 98, 101, 102, 107, 111, 116, 117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 124, 125, 127, 130, 132, 134, 135,
138, 141, 142, 143, 145, 146, 148, 150, 151, 152, 156, 161, 163, 166.

Some registers were only published on microfiche by the Lancashire Parish Register Society. The
microfiches consulted were: 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 14, 15, 18, 19, 22, 26, 27.

Original registers were consulted at Wigan Archive Service, Leigh Town Hall, Leigh WN7 1DY:
Ashton in Makerfield (1874–1917) DP 3/1/8–10.
Lowton, St Lukes (1733–1838) DP 17/1/1–5.

Bolton Weekly Journal 1887 et seq., Transcript of St Peters Registers, Bolton le Moors (1677–1712).
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