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The most sought after documentation in the 
Archives is probably the marriage record. 
Researching your family’s past nuptials can be 
an incredible insight into your ancestry, and 
lead to myriad genealogical discoveries. You 
can broaden your search by learning the many 
forms in which marriage documents come.

The Southwest Regional Archives holds a 
treasure trove of different types of marriage 
records. The individual records can include 
different amounts of information. The type 
of information can vary greatly from the very 
basic, with just names of the nuptials, or can be 
very inclusive, with parents’ names, places of 
birth, ethnicity, place of residence, and names 

of witnesses. Researching brides can be very 
exasperating when the maiden name is not 
known. Witness or minister information is often 
overlooked as a strong clue, often it can lead to 
other family members and the ministers too can 
point to a church affiliation. 

Researchers should not get fixated on the 
name of the record. They can be called by 
many names such as: marriage return, marriage 
statistics, marriage license, marriage certificate, 
certificate of marriage, marriage affidavit, or 
marriage register. The records can vary with 
how much information is recorded on the 
document. Not all counties use the same 
document or require the same information. The 
county and state laws are constantly changing 
and the records are as inclusive as the laws 
require. Currently, in the State of Washington 
you can apply for a marriage license and they 
are valid for 60 days, and the couple can marry 
after a three-day waiting period. There is a 
list of requirements to marry in the state of 
Washington, which can be located on each 
individual county’s website. 

Researchers should keep an open mind about 
where they might find their marrying couples. 
The nuptials can be very evasive when it comes 
to when and where they tied the knot. They can 
fool us. For example, I had an archive patron 



whom was extremely sure her grandmother 
got married on a specific date in July, in Grays 
Harbor County, WA. It turned out that her 
grandmother did not get married on that date 
in Grays Harbor County; she and her husband 
took out their license in Thurston County, and 
were married in Pierce County. She was shocked 
to find this out because the family story handed 
down was different.

Some of our border counties see a lot of 
marriage from over the county or state lines. 
This can be due to one of the party to be 
married is under age, too closely related, 
parents do not approve of the marriage, 
one person is already married, or difference 
in religious affiliation. All of these scenarios 
happen more than one thinks. There is an old 
tale, from the Scottish town, Gretna Green, of 
underage marriages across the county line. The 
term “Gretna Green Marriage” came from the 
village, famous for runaway weddings. The 1754 
English law, Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act, was 
seen as too strict compared to the Scottish Law. 
The Village of Gretna Green was conveniently 
two miles over the Scotland Country border. 
In Scotland, the marriage age was 15, with no 
waiting, while in England it was 21 and had 
many requirements. So people took advantage 
of the lenient Scottish laws. The same idea 
applies to impatient couples today—people do 
not want to wait to marry so they will cross a 
border if they have to. 

Once a marriage record is found, you can 
expand to other records to gather information 
on a couple. There is the possibility of 
remarriage due to divorce or death of a spouse. 
When looking for a record on the digital 
archives, if you do not find your couple the first 
time you search, use spelling variances and 
nick names. Always keep an open mind. When 
researching a couple it is a good idea to know 
their age, residence, and sibling names. 

Here are some examples of what a person can 
expect to find in our Digital Archives and in our 
five different branches of the State Archives. Not 
every county carries every type of record. It just 
depends.

Marriage returns typically have the most 
complete information. They have the required 
information spelled out line by line.

Register of Marriage Statistics is another 
marriage record which usually has complete 
information on both bride and groom. This 
record sometimes includes ages, number of 
previous marriages and occupations of the 
couple.



Territorial records which are hand written do 
not follow consistent formats. They usually 
have minimal information such as bride, groom, 
person conducting the ceremony, and the 
location of the marriage.

More contemporary certificates of marriage 
can also include witnesses and signatures of the 
nuptials.

Here is an example of a marriage affidavit with 
date, marriage couple, witness attesting to age 
of nuptials and person recording. Witnesses to 
a marriage can be very important when trying 
to put a family link together and are quite under 
-used.


