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Finding a will. 
 

Some copies of actual wills exists amongst family or estate papers kept in various archives but, in general, 

when we say ‘will’ we actually mean ‘probate copy’. This is a copy of the will retained by whoever granted 

probate and kept wherever the will was proved. 

 

Who left a will? Anyone could do so from paupers to the wealthy. 

What was left? Often goods and chattels, even clothes. Occasionally large bequests. 

Why bother making a will? Really varied reasons from ‘I dare not trust my son-in-law’ to successors in a 

business. 

When and where was the will proved? These are vital questions.  

After 11 January 1858, proving a will was a civil responsibility and there are national indexes.  

Before this date it was a Church matter which was handled in deaneries & diocese. The probate copies are 

kept wherever that diocese was based and may now deposited in an Archive of their choice.  

See J.S.W.Gibson: Wills and where to find them or A.J.Camp: Wills and their Whereabouts.  

Or try http://community.dur.ac.uk/a.r.millard/genealogy/probate.php.  

 

Do remember that the date of probate is always after the date of death, perhaps by even a few years. 

 

Finding a will: 

 

1858 to date: index and shop https://probatesearch.service.gov.uk/#wills  

Cost £10 per document.[Jan 2015]  

Or by post: www.heritance/searching-for-probate-records Download and fill in form PA1S - Application for 

a search (copies of grants and wills).It costs £10 for a search, which includes a copy of the grant of 

representation and the will (if there is one).The address you need is on the form. They say that you should 

get a response within 4 weeks.  

 

Pre 1858. Most local wills were proved in the York Diocese and are now kept at the Borthwick Institute. 

Indexes to these may be found on www.findmypast.co.uk. Wills are part of their Life Events section of the 

site so should form part of a general search. If you have a common surname it may be easier to go to 

‘Search records’, then A-Z and then insert ‘probate’ as a search term. Select whichever area you wish to 

search. Note details of any will and order directly from the holders, if possible, as its often cheaper.  

For the Borthwick: you may order by email.  

Fill in a form on https://www.york.ac.uk/borthwick/remote-services/copying/order-form/   

You will then receive an invoice (on line) which you complete and return with payment, e.g. direct debit. A 

copy of the document will be sent. Or print off the form and post it to them. When contrast varies across a 

page, you may get several versions of a page each of different contrast. Cost £7.50 per document, not per 

page.[January 2015] 

 

Other useful sites:  

• http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/looking-for-person/willafter1858.htm 

• http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/looking-for-person/willbefore1858.htm 

• www.documentsonline.nationalarchives.gov.uk 

• http://catalogue.wyjs.org.uk/ for any wills in WYAS archives 

 



Both Ancestry and findmypast are pay sites but there is free use at many libraries.  

 
(Compiled by Kath Alred of Bradford Family History Society) 


