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Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center

Greetings! The Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center is excited to
continue bringing our monthly newsletter, Found in the Archives, to you.

This month, we will examine the birth and death record holdings at the
archives, as these records are frequently asked after by visitors. The
Historic Records Center does hold these vital records, but only for certain
time periods from Fairfax County’s history. We will explain which years

can be accessed here at the courthouse and in what form, so that if you
are interested in conducting research using these record groups, you can
be better prepared for what may or may not be available.

In the Commonwealth of Virginia, birth and death records were not recorded by the government prior to
1853. The local church parishes were often the locations where these life events were recorded, or perhaps in
a family’s personal Bible. In 1853, Virginia passed a law that instructed each county’s Commissioner of the
Revenue to determine which households had seen births or deaths, as part of ascertaining the family’s taxable
property for that year. The Commissioner of the Revenue received three cents by the county for every birth
and death that he recorded. After the Commissioner completed his audit for each year, a copy was sent to the
court and held by the Clerk of Court. The Clerk then forwarded an official copy to the Auditor of Public
Accounts in Richmond.!

The above law applied for the years 1853 to 1869. The Historic Records Center is in possession of two ledger
books, one for births and one for deaths, for these sixteen years. Due to the Civil War, however, the years
1861 to 1865 were not recorded, as normal county operations were significantly reduced and even suspended
during this time.

! Code of Virginia 1860, Title 31: Marriages, Divorce, and Dower, Chapter CVIII: Of Marriages, Births, and Deaths, pp. 523-529.



Below is a photograph of the interior of the “Register of Births”:
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The birth and death registers from 185 to 1869 record the births and deaths of whites, “free colored” people,
and slaves. Keep in mind that births and deaths were self-reported to the Commissioner of the Revenue; if the
head of hosusehold did not tell the Commissioner about changes to the family, the information was not
recorded.

In 1870, with the adoption of the new Virginia Constitution, slight changes were made in the recording
process. The Commissioner of the Revenue still recorded births and deaths as he made his assessments on
taxable property for the year. The Clerk of Court received this information and made a copy for the Auditor of
Public Accounts in Richmond. Instead of relatively small ledgers, however, the Commissioner had to use very
large forms that (we believe) had been bound at one time:




Unfortunately, due to the size of these sheets of paper and poor storage conditions over 150 years, our birth
and death registers from 1870-1897 are incomplete. Still, despite some damage and age, they are a good

resource to check if you suspect that you have an ancestor who was born or who died in Fairfax County during
this period.

After the summer of 1897, the recording of births and deaths in the Commonwealth of Virginia stopped for
nearly 15 years. In 1885, an act was passed to pay Confederate veterans pensions from state funds, and by
1897, Virginia had to decide whether they would continue to record births and deaths, or pay Confederate
pensions. Virginia chose to pay the pensions, and the recording of births and deaths stopped, as there was
now no law mandating their recordation. Because of this, from June 1897 until June 1912, no birth and death
records are available in any county in Virginia.

Virginia’s Office of Vital Statistics was founded in 1912, and the process for recording births and deaths at the
county level was formalized at that time. Our last set of birth and death records cover the years 1912-1917.
Local county registrars issued blank forms to “those who required them” (presumably doctors, midwives, and
parents). The registrar would then send the complete forms to the Clerk of Court. The Clerk would then
forward the certificates to the Office of Vital Statistics in Richmond. After 1917, the county court no longer
kept birth and death records.

Here is an example of a birth record for 1917:
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Though the Historic Records Center’s records of births and deaths are incomplete, we treasure each record
that survives as it may help someone fill in the missing piece of their family puzzle.

If you have any questions of these or other records held at the Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center,
please call 703-246-4168 or email us at historicalrecords@fairfaxcounty.gov.
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