Numbering, re-numbering, then numbering once more:
the archival history of the 1766 Religious Census returns in the House of Lords, the Record
Office, the Record Tower, and the Public Record Office of Ireland.
On 5 March 1766 the House of Lords resolved that
The several archbishops and bishops of this Kingdom shall be, and are hereby, desired
to direct the parish-ministers, in their respective Dioceses, to return a list of the several
Families in their parishes to this House, on the first Monday after the Recess,
distinguishing which are Protestants, and which are Papists, as also a list of the several
reputed Popish Priests and Friars residing in their parishes.1
Thus began the greatest national inquiry to have been undertaken in Ireland since Petty’s
Down Survey, a century previously, and the most important Irish census-type survey to be
conducted prior to the commencement of the statutory censuses’ series in 1813. The returns
from the Established-Church clergymen were to be sent to Henry Baker Sterne, Clerk of the
Parliaments, and son of Enoch Sterne, who had held the same position three decades earlier,
when the returns from the 1731 Inquiry into State of Popery were being received in the
Lords (figure 1).2 The House broke for Easter on 27 March 1766 and reconvened on 29 April,
so the deadline for the return of the parish censuses was 5 May 1766.
Figure 1 – Enoch Sterne, Clerk of the Parliaments during Inquiry into State of Popery.

Source: House of Lords jn, iii, p. 210.

In a cruel twist of fate, however, Baker Sterne died in mid-April 1766, before the deadline for
the receipt of the censuses had passed, and before many of the returns had arrived at the
parliament (figure 2). While Baker Sterne’s death would not have impacted on the execution
of the census, it is plausible to suppose that plans that the House may have had for the census
returns might have been compromised by his death, despite the swift elevation (29 April
1766) of George Meares to the vacancy in a temporary capacity.3 Meares held the position for
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Lords jn, Ire., iv, p. 370.
Baker Sterne was appointed Reading Clerk of the House of Lords in October 1739, and as Clerk of the
Parliaments in October 1751 (Lords jn., Ire., iii, pp 447, 782). For Baker Sterne’s relationship to Enoch Sterne
see ibid., p. 116.
3
Dublin Courier, 25-28 April 1766, p. 1, col. C; Lords jn. Ire., iv, p. 375. George Meares was likely related to
Henry Baker Sterne, as the Baker Sterne and Meares families were related; Baker Sterne married Catherine
Meares in St Mary’s church, Dublin, on 4 July 1751 (Betham’s Genealogical Abstracts, Prerogative Marriage
Licences, vol. 12, entry 127).
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mere weeks before parliament was prorogued on 7 June 1766, and before it sat again, on 20
October 1767, he had been replaced by the Gayer brothers, William Watts and Edward.4
Before going into recess, however, Meyers was tasked, on 5 June 1766, with compiling a
‘Book of Returns’, containing abstract data from all parishes that submitted census returns.
Ordered, that the Clerk of this House [of Lords] do enter in a Book, in an alphabetical
Manner, the Names of the Parishes for which Returns are made by the Clergy of this
Kingdom, of the Number of Protestant and Popish Families, and reputed Popish Priests
and Friars; and do also, in Columns opposite to the Names of the said Parishes, enter
the Number of Protestant and Popish Families, and the Number of reputed Popish
Priests and Friars, returned to be contained in the said Parishes respectively, and also
the Counties and Dioceses in which said Parishes are situated.5
Figure 2 – Death of Henry Baker Sterne, April 1766

Source: Dublin Courier, 25 April 1766, p. 1.

Shortly after parliament reconvened a Lords’ Committee, led by the earl of Carrick, was
established, in February 1768, to inspect the census returns (3). No more is heard of the
committee, although it is ironic that Carrick had been involved in securing the execution of
Father Nicholas Sheehy in March 1766, whose name appeared in the census return for
Shanrahan and Templetenny, in Cashel and Emly diocese, though by then he was dead.6
Figure 3 – Committee to examine census returns (1768).

.

Some original returns survive from the 1766 religious census and a careful examination of
these can provide unique and tantalising glimpses into archival processes within the Clerk of
the Parliaments’ Office in the 1760s, and in the Record Tower in Dublin Castle half a century
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Dublin Gazette, 2 September 1766, p. 1, col. 3.
Order issued, 5 June 1766 (House of Lords’ jn, iv, p. 398.
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Lords jn, Ire., iv, p. 436; Edith Johnston-Liik, History of the Irish Parliament (6 vols, Belfast, 2002), iii, p. 342.
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later. It is important to understand what happened to the census returns when they arrived in
the Lords. The first step appears to have involved simply arranging the returns by diocese.
Little effort was invested at this stage and if a return arrived which did not specify the
parish’s diocese it was assigned to a ‘sundry parishes’ bundle, even in cases where the
diocese was obvious. The return for Dromore parish ended up in the ‘sundry parishes’
bundle, when other Dromore returns were being filed in the diocese’s collection. Similarly,
returns for well-known locations such as Carrickfergus, Down and Londonderry were
categorised as ‘sundry parishes’ though it could not have been too challenging to determine
their actual dioceses.
At some stage, these diocesan collections of returns were combined into manageable
‘Bundles’ of Parliamentary Returns (table 1). It is not known if these bundles were created
within the Clerk’s Office in the House of Lords in the 1760s, or within the Parliamentary
Returns Office in the Record Tower after the Record Commissioners were appointed in 1810,
but that need not concern us. In total, seven bundles of 1766 census returns were created
during this process, containing the diocesan collections shown in table 1.
Table 1 – Proposed organisation of diocesan collections of 1766 census material within bundles.

Bundle
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
NA

Returns from dioceses
Armagh; Cashel & Emly
Clogher; Cork & Ross
Dromore, Elphin, Kildare, Killala & Achonry, Kilmore & Ardagh, Killaloe &
Kilfenora, Limerick & Ardfert
‘Sundry parishes’
Clonfert & Kilmacduagh; Cloyne, Derry, Down and Connor, Dublin
Leighlin & Ferns, Ossory, Raphoe, Tuam, Waterford & Lismore
Diocesan summaries and ancillary 1766 data, including the ‘Book of Returns’.
Meath (in the Meath Diocesan Collection).

The fifty-nine original 1766 census items
Fifty-nine original items survive from the 1766 survey:
• Fifty-seven census returns.
• A return of priests’ names, for Tipperary Union, submitted separately from the census
return for that union.
• A summary sheet, for Cashel and Emly diocese.
Two of the surviving original census returns are from Bundle 77 (Rathbarry and Ringrone,
Cork and Ross diocese) and one is from Bundle 81 (Killoteran, Waterford and Lismore
diocese). The largest set of survivors, however, are from the dioceses of Armagh and Cashel
and Emly, which were contained in Bundle 76. By remarkable fortune, the entire contents of
this bundle of material have survived, and these survivors are crucial to revealing the likely
archival history of the 1766 census returns. Bundle 76 contained 32 census returns from
Armagh parishes and unions, 22 census returns from Cashel and Emly parishes, the return of
priests for Tipperary Union, and the Cashel and Emly diocesan summary sheet.
The summary sheet merits close examination. Since the 1766 census returns were to be sent
by the clergymen directly to the House of Lords and not via Cashel’s diocesan office, we can
say with certainty that the summary sheet was compiled within the Clerk’s office in the
House of Lords. A section of the summary sheet, which presented the numbers of Protestant
and Catholic households and the number of priests and friars reported by the ministers, is
shown in figure 4. For the purpose of understanding the archival processes within the Clerk’s
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office, it is the first column which is of prime importance. As can be seen, the return for
Lattin Union was assigned number 1, Thurles Union was number 2, Ballintemple Union, was
number 3, and so on. Summary sheets were constructed for other dioceses, too, and
transcripts of some survive, although the Cashel and Emly item is the only original sheet now
in existence.
Figure 4 – Cashel and Emly, diocesan summary sheet.

Stage 1 – the first numbering scheme (George Meares)
Three different numbering schemes are evident on the outside cover of the surviving 1766
census returns. Figure 5, presenting the outside cover for the union of Lattin, in Cashel and
Emly, shows the following numbers:
• ‘No. 1’, labelled ‘a’ for identification.
• No. ‘15’, labelled ‘b’.
• No ‘695’, labelled ‘c’.
It is important to note that the number labelled ‘a’ in figure 5 matches the number that is
recorded against Lattin Union in the diocesan summary sheet (figure 4). It is also notable that
hand that wrote the title for this return (‘Return from the United parishes of Latin, Bruis…’)
appears to be the same hand that applied ‘No. 1’ underneath the title, and also appears to be
the same hand that compiled the summary sheet.
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Figure 5 – 1766 census title page, Lattin Union, Cashel and Emly.

Similarly, the Thurles Union (figure 6) return is numbered 2 in the summary sheet, which
matches the number written underneath its title (number ‘a’), and Ballintemple’s number
(figure 7) in the summary sheet (number 3) matches the number shown under its title. It is no
coincidence that the numbers underneath the titles and the numbers in column 1 in the
summary sheet match in these three instances – the match occurs for all 22 returns available
for Cashel and Emly diocese.
Figure 6 – 1766 census title page, Brickendown Union, Cashel and Emly.
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Figure 7 – 1766 census title page, Ballintemple, Cashel and Emly.

Neither is it the case that the label ‘a’ numbers on the outside cover of the census returns
match with the parishes’ numbers in the diocesan summary sheets in the case of Cashel and
Emly only. The relevant number for the original surviving return for Killoteran parish in
Waterford and Lismore, for example, is 17, the same number that was recorded against that
parish on the summary sheet (figure 8). Notably, too, the hand that scribed the title on the
return for Killoteran appears to have been the same hand that wrote the titles on the Cashel
and Emly returns.
Figure 8 – 1766 census title page, Killoteran parish, Waterford, and extract from Waterford and Lismore summary sheet.
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These various findings suggest that when the returns arrived in the House of Lords and were
arranged into their diocesan piles, they were simply placed in the piles in no particular order
and were promptly titled and numbered by a clerk. It is likely that they were numbered and
titled as they arrived at the Office, which would account for the lack of any apparent system
of ordering. This would imply that when a return was positioned in its relevant diocesan pile
it only contained one of the three numbers – the number indicated by letter ‘a’ on its census
cover. If the returns were labelled as they arrived at the Parliament then it was probably
George Meares, Baker Sterne’s temporary replacement, who performed this initial collation
and numbering of the returns.
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Stage 2 – renumbering the returns and compiling the ‘Book of Returns’ (George
Meares)
The Parliamentary Returns remained in the House of Lords until the Irish Parliament was
closed in 1800, after which time they were moved, in 1802, to ‘a very insecure House, 35
Anglesea Street’, ‘by cart-loads, without order or method, and free from any check
whatever’.7 Even when in Anglesea Street the records remained under threat, being ‘exposed
to the double hazard of destructions by fire and the falling of the building, which is so
insecure as to require the support of props and uprights’.8 The Returns were still in 35
Anglesea Street in 1812, when their transfer to the ‘Wardrobe Tower’ in Dublin Castle was
decided, and in 1813 William Shaw Mason, Secretary to the Irish Record Commissioners,
reported that fire-proofing measures had been executed in the Tower and it was ready to
receive documents.9 By March 1815 the transfer had been effected,10 and the Parliamentary
Records were then accessible in the secure surrounds of the Parliamentary Record Office in
the, now renamed, Record Tower in Dublin Castle.11
During their tenure in Anglesea Street it is doubtful that the census returns were readily
available for consultation, although Edward Wakefield, author of the two-volume Account of
Ireland, statistical and political, did access them there. Wakefield provides us with the
merest glimpse inside the chaotic archival arrangements within the Record Office in
Anglesea Street. In his Account he presents a diocesan summary table, which gives, among
other data, the number of Protestant and Catholic households and the number of priests and
friars in each diocese, as reported by the 1766 inquiry (figure 9). Importantly, he notes that
the data populating the table were gathered from ‘the Book of Returns preserved in the
Record Office, Dublin [35 Anglesea Street]’. This is the book that Myers had been instructed
to compile, by the House of Lords’ order of 6 June 1766.
The ‘Book of Returns’ was destroyed in the conflagration in the Public Record Office in
1922, but the Lords’ order clearly outlines its contents – the names of parishes, alphabetically
ordered, with the number of Protestant and Catholic families, and the number of priests and
friars noted for each parish. But since Wakefield was able to construct a complete diocesan
summary table for the entire island from the ‘Book of Returns’ it may also have contained
diocesan summary sheets for all dioceses; these resembling the original summary sheet for
Cashel and Emly diocese, shown in figure 4. In fact, if the individual entries in the Cashel
and Emly diocesan summary sheet are summed the totals broadly match the diocesan
numbers that Wakefield gives for Cashel and Emly in his table.12

7

Report from the Commissioners appointed by his majesty to execute the measures recommended by a Select
Committee of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of the Kingdom (appendix Y. 3, p. 305).
8
Reports from the Commissioners appointed by His Majesty to execute the measures recommended in an
address of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of Ireland, Second Annual Report, supplement,
p. 398.
9
The Secretary’s [William Shaw Mason] second general report (1812), p. 409; Whitelaw, Warburton and
Walsh, History of Dublin, ii, pp 1012-3.
10
Whitelaw et al. note that ‘in 1813 the whole [work on the Tower] was completed and the interior appropriated
[for the records]’ (Whitelaw, Warburton and Walsh, History of Dublin, ii, pp 1012-3).
11
Reports of the Commissioners appointed by His Majesty to execute the measures recommended in an address
of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of Ireland, second report, p. 551.
12
The figures for ‘Protestant families’ and ‘Numbers of Papists’ match in both Wakefield’s table and the
diocesan summary sheet, while the number of priests and friars differs by 1 in both cases. The total ‘number of
Protestants’ sums to 1,257, while Wakefield’s total (1,275) is simply a printing error. The only significant differs
is for the number of ‘Papist families’, which totals to 10,095, but Wakefield’s figure is 300 smaller (perhaps an
arithmetic error). Edward Wakefield, An account of Ireland, statistical and political (2 vols, London, 1812), ii, pp
586-7.
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Figure 9 – Extract from Wakefield’s diocesan abstract, 1766 census.

But diocesan summary sheets were only one part of the ‘Book of Returns’; it also contained
thousands of personal names, as Wakefield describes, in a brief account of his quest for the
volume.
When I first applied at the Record Office, 35 Anglesey-street, Dublin, for a copy of this
[‘Book of Returns’] document, it could not be found. It was, however, afterwards
discovered, but being too voluminous to be given at full length, I have confined myself
to an extract [the diocesan table], which I consider as sufficient for my purpose; the
whole book contains 150 pages of “pro patria” sized paper, and gives the names of the
Protestants alphabetically arranged.13
The ‘Book of Returns’ may provide us with the link between the first set of numbers applied
to the census returns (‘a’), and the second numbering scheme (‘b’). As we know, Myers was
Clerk of the Parliament at the time the Lords ordered the Book to be compiled. In order to
fulfil the requirements for an alphabetical ordering of the returns, it stands to reason that he
would have had to physically rearrange the census material alphabetically as an initial step. If
the returns for Cashel and Emly are arranged in numerical order, according to the second
numbering scheme applied to them (the number indicated by ‘b’ in figures 5, 6, 7 and 8), then
a rough alphabetical sequence, by parish name, becomes apparent (table 2). The ordering is
imperfect, but a move towards alphabetical ordering is clear, which likely followed quickly
on from the Lords’ order of 5 June 1766, while Myers remained Clerk. Supporting this
contention, it is notable that it was the same hand that applied the first set of numbers
(number ‘a’), and the second set of numbers (number ‘b’) on the original census returns
(figures 3, 4, 5, 6).

13

Wakefield, Account of Ireland, ii, p. 586.
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Table 2 – Order of 1766 census returns for first two employed numbering schemes.

First number scheme
(‘a’)
1
2
3
4
5
6
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
17
18
19
20
21
22

Census return
Latin Union
Thurles Union
Ballintemple
Templeneiry
Toom, Doon
Fethard Union
Tipperary Union
Clonbeg
Glankeen Union
Kilnirath
Brickendown Union
Dunstilleage
Cahircorney & Cahirelly
Knockgratten
Templemore
Abingdon
Corps of Chancellorship
Cullen Union
Clonoulty
Newchapel
Grean Union
St John Baptist

Second number scheme
‘b’
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
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Census return
Abingdon
Brickendown Union
Ballintemple
Cahircorney & Cahirelly
Clonoulty
Cullen Union
Corps of Chancellorship
Clonbeg
Dunstilleage
Fethard Union
Glankeen Union
Grean Union
Kilnirath
Knockgratten
Latin Union
Newchapel
St John Baptist
Templemore
Templeneiry
Toom Union
Tipperary Union
Thurles Union

Stage 3 – the Parliamentary-Returns’ numbering scheme (Theobald Richard
O’Flaherty)
It is not known if the 1766 census data were widely used within the House of Lords following
the creation of the ‘Book of Returns’. The list of Protestant names may have had a role to
play in controverted-election considerations, but more likely, they were filed away and
largely forgotten about, and there cannot have been many who, like Wakefield, accessed
them when they were located at the Anglesea Street Record Office.
The Letters Patent which established the Irish Record Commission expressly noted that
‘some of the buildings allotted to these uses [archival storage], particularly the House in
which the records of the late Parliament of Ireland are deposited [35 Anglesea Street], are in a
state so incommodious and insecure, as to require immediate attention’.14 The Irish Record
Commission first sat on 11 September 1810, at which meeting William Shaw Mason, of the
First Fruits Office, and some years later, Ireland’s first census commissioner, was appointed
Secretary to the Body, and at a subsequent meeting James Rafferty and Theobald Richard
O’Flaherty were appointed sub-commissioners of the Board
for the purpose of arranging and methodizing the several records, rolls, books, and
papers in the Parliamentary Record Office, or belonging thereto; of making proper
indexes to the same; and also of preparing a general Catalogue or Repertory thereof.15
The Parliamentary Records collection was, as might be expected, huge, consisting of 1,495
‘bundles’ of items.16 Deputy-keeper O’Flaherty’s report to the Irish Record Commission in
1818 described a repository, a world removed from the chaos of the Anglesea-Street
arrangements a few years earlier. In an upbeat report, he observed that ‘an entire index to the
Office, when finally completed, will contain a reference to between eighty and ninety
thousand Records and other Documents’, which would finally resolve the problem of
accessibility cited by Wakefield.17
The great national object has been attained of having the Parliamentary Records of
Ireland deposited in a state completely calculated for future preservation; and that an
easy and immediate access may now be had to any record therein contained, on the
most reasonable terms;- for instance, any Record in the Office may be readily found,
and if a short one, a certified copy of it given for the customary fee of thirteen shillings
and four-pence; or a Certificate of a negative search for any Record may be had for the
sum of ten shillings; whereas before the proceedings for their arrangement commenced,
the expense of such a search might often, to my knowledge have amounted to upwards
of twenty pounds, owing to the confused state of the records; and several, not before
known to exists, have been brough to light.18

14

Reports from the Commissioners appointed by his Majesty to execute the measures recommended in an
address of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of Ireland.
15
Reports of the Commissioners appointed by His Majesty to execute the measures recommended in an
address of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of Ireland, first report, p. 10.
16
The term ‘bundle’ was used broadly by the Record Commissioners, and might describe a collection of
papers, or even a bound volume.
17
Reports of the Commissioners appointed by His Majesty to execute the measures recommended in an
address of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of Ireland, eighth report, p. 151.
18
Reports of the Commissioners appointed by His Majesty to execute the measures recommended in an
address of the House of Commons respecting the Public Records of Ireland, eighth report, p. 151.

Page 11 of 13.

Figure 10 – Theobald Richard O’Flaherty signing his work for ‘September Quarter 1823’.

Source: NAI RC 14/10.

It is worth observing that the 1766 census returns consisted of a mere 7 bundles of returns
within a larger collection of 107 bundles comprising the Parliamentary Returns, and that
collection of Returns, which contained responses to various parliamentary inquiries initiated
since the seventeenth century, were a small part of the 1,495 bundles of the entire
Parliamentary Records collection. The individual items with the Parliamentary Returns set
(including the individual 1766 census returns) were all assigned unique, sequential
Parliamentary-Return numbers, and the relevant number was stamped on each item.19
Label ‘c’ in figures 5, 6, 7 and 8 indicate these Parliamentary Return numbers. The complete
set of 1766 religious-census items ran from Parliamentary Return number 648 (census of
Aghaloo and Carnteel parishes, in Bundle 76) to number 1,448 (diocesan summary sheet, in
Bundle 82).
It is important to note that the allocated Parliamentary Return numbers could not have been
assigned to the returns while the Irish Parliament was in existence, because any sequence of
numbers applied to the returns would have been obsolete as soon as new inquiries were
initiated, and new returns arrived. We can state with certainty, therefore, that the stamped
numbers (numbers ‘c’) were applied sometime after 1 January 1801, when the collection of
Parliamentary Records was finally complete. However, once the Returns were transferred to
the Public Record Office the standard PRO numbering scheme, of Bay, Shelf and Subnumber, was applied to them. A sidenote by record-agent Tenison Groves on one of his
transcripts (figure 11) refers to a specific return being located at Bay 5O-shelf 209-subnumber 4, which, he records, was ‘originally bundle 80, no. 1196’, confirming that the
Parliamentary Returns numbering scheme predated the arrival of the parliamentary collection
in the PRO.

19

There were 5,023 individually numbered items in the complete set of Parliamentary Returns. The entire
1766 religious census collection contained 802 individually numbered items, representing 16 per cent of the
allocated numbers within the Parliamentary Returns set. It is important to note that the numbers did not run
sequentially from 1 to 5,023. The sequential numbering was reset to 1 twenty-nine times within the collection.
For example, Parliamentary Return respecting Charities, number 130, was followed by Parliamentary Return
respecting Churches, number 1. The number scheme for the entire set of Parliamentary Returns has been
determined by the Beyond 2022 project team.
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Figure 11 – Tenison Groves’ observation on the old ‘Parliamentary Return’ numbering scheme.

Since the Parliamentary Return numbers were applied to the Parliamentary Returns at some
stage between the closing of the Irish Parliament and the transfer of the Returns to the PRO,
they can only have been applied to the collection when it was in the custody of the Record
Commissioners, in the Record Tower. But, since the entire collection had been arranged,
sorted, collated, and indexed by 1818, or soon thereafter, it is near certain that the application
of the Parliamentary Returns numbering scheme to the items in the Parliamentary-Returns
Collection occurred in the interval between their arrival in the Record Tower in 1813 and the
publication of O’Flaherty’s report on the Collection in 1818. We are confident that it was
Theobald Richard O’Flaherty, of the Record Commission, who created the numbering
scheme to the Parliamentary collection, and perhaps the stamped numbers were even applied
by O’Flaherty himself (figure 10).

Conclusion
It is unlikely that the sequencing of the application of the three numbering schemes to the
1766 religious census returns can be determined with certainty, and this article merely
proposes a possible chronology sequence governing their numbering. In summary, it is
proposed that the archiving of the 1766 returns within the House of Lords and the Record
Tower followed the chronology outlined in table 3. It is interesting to note that in spite of
Groves’ observation that the Parliamentary Returns numbering scheme had been replaced by
the PRO bay/shelf/sub-number method, the old numbering scheme persisted, and remains
recognised by the National Archives of Ireland to this day, two hundred years later.

Table 3 – Proposed schedule for application of numbering systems to the 1766 census returns.

Numbering scheme
‘a’
‘b’
‘c’

Applied where; by whom
House of Lords; probably George Meares
House of Lords; probably George Meares
Record Tower; Theobald Richard O’Flaherty

Page 13 of 13.

When applied?
1766
1766, or soon after
1813 - c. 1818

