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Sweden, a country in northern Europe, has not had any civil registration of Vital Statistics until 1991. Why? Did Swedes and Finns (until 1809) not have to register Births, Marriages and Deaths? 

Indeed, they certainly had to, and omission to do so was punished by law. But it was not the local civilian government agencies that kept track of the important happenings in the lives of the Swedes. 

It was the church. In 1527 Sweden became a Lutheran country, and the church became a State church. The king (or queen) was and is the head of the church, and all clergymen were also state officials, and still are. The State church excluded all other denominations until 1858, and everybody had to accept to be registered by the State church, even if you were Moslem, up to 1991, when the local tax authorities took over this job. 

The clergy had to keep track of the christenings, marriages and burials, to make sure the people of their parish paid the required fees for the clerical services, and also the tithes, as they had to. So accounts (kyrkoräkenskaper) are the oldest church records still existing, even some from catholic days in the 1400s. 

During the early 1600s many Swedes studied at the German universities and brought home ideas on many things, which were then used in their parishes. Among those ideas was the keeping of Christening, Marriage and Burial records in a special book. This was ordered by at least two early bishops, Johannes Rudbeckius of Västerås and Johannes Botvidi of Linköping, that it should be done in their dioceses. So several parishes in those dioceses have continous Church records from about 1630 to 1991. As a general rule, however, most Church records start in the 1680s, as a result of the Church Law of 1686. 

But the keeping of Christening, Marriage and Burial records is nothing unique for Sweden and Finland, but we do have something unique in our records: The Husförhörslängderna, or translated into English Household Examination Rolls or shorter: Clerical surveys. 

Everybody over the age of 15 (about) had to go to a meeting once a year, when they were examined in the knowledge of their religion. Everybody should be able to read the Cathechism, so most Swedes, even the women, could read in the early 1700s, and some could even write. You had to pass the examination, or else you were not allowed to take part of the Holy Communion, and that made you a social outcast, and you were not allowed to marry, for instance. 

To keep track of the parishioners' knowledge of religion, the parish priest made lists of all persons in the parish, household by household, with spaces for entering age, place of birth, moves, inoculations, knowledge of different parts of the cathechism and many other facts of life. These records were kept continously, in big books, every volume covering mostly a period of five to ten years. The year they start are very varying in different parts of the country, as the various dioceses had varying regulations about keeping this kind of record. In Västerås diocese there are many cl. surveys from the 1600s, in Linköping diocese they generally start around 1792 and in Lund diocese in the 1810s. The completeness of these records varies a lot, according to the interest of the clergyman to keep records, some were interested, others were not. 

From the previous text it may be clear that the basic unit of Swedish and Finnish genealogical research is the parish (socken, församling). But what is a parish? A parish is a geographical area, the smallest administrative unit in Sweden. All people in the same parish went to the same church, were registered in the same books, and were buried in the same churchyard. 

There are also bigger units, a number of neighboring parishes formed a rural deanery (prosteri), and a number of those formed a diocese (stift), of which there are now 13 in Sweden, but generally the starting genealogist does not have to look for the records of those units.
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Swedish legal records are preserved from many levels in the legal system. The basic court is the Häradsrätten (District court) in rural areas and the basic legal unit was then the Härad (Legal District), which consists of a number of neighboring parishes. 

The parish (socken, församling) is always the basic unit in all types of Swedish genealogical research. But what is a parish? A parish is a geographical area, the smallest administrative unit in Sweden. All people in the same parish went to the same church, were registered in the same books, and were buried in the same churchyard. 

The District court judge was a university trained law graduate, but he also had the assistance of the nämndemännen (permanent jurymen), which were twelve local men of good repute. It was considered a big honor to be a nämndeman, and in many cases this honor was carried on in several generations of the same family. 

The preserved records of the District courts usually start in the 1600s, and they are of many types. But two kinds are of special interest to genealogists, the domböcker (court minutes) and the bouppteckningar (estate inventories). 

The first common law of whole Sweden was written in the 1300s, Magnus Eriksson's Landslag, and that remained in use until 1734, when the new common law was instituted. Parts of that law have been in use until recently. 

In the domböcker you will find almost everything under the sun, that people could drag each other into court for, minor misdemeanors and capital crimes. Every Death sentence had to be referred to the Court of Appeals (Hovrätten), and they often changed the sentence to prison or fines. Also the District prosecutor and the local forest warden and other officials took their cases to the District court. The records of the District court is also one of the places, where you might, just might, find the father of an illegitimate child. 

The bouppteckning had to be done for everyone who died and who possessed anything, as 1/8 % of the residue of the estate should be paid to the poor of the parish. However, it has been figured that only one in four had an estate inventory made, so you never know if you are going to find one. They are also important as they list all the heirs of the deceased, and if the children were minors, the next of kin that should guard their interests in the estate. If it was a man who died, the children's paternal uncle or somebody on that side of the family should be present, and if it was a woman, someone from her side of the family, and this can of course give important clues, if you do not know the origins of the deceased person. 

Where are these records? They are kept in the 8 Provincial archives in Sweden, and are also available on microfilm. To find which Legal District a parish belongs to, you must consult a gazetteer like Rosenberg's Statistiskt-Geografiskt Handlexikon, published originally in 1888, reprint 1993, or the yearly Rikets indelningar, published by the Central Bureau of Statistics. The boundaries of the Legal Districts (härader) have sometimes changed during the centuries, but usually not very much. 
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