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A reader asked, “How did 11 calendar days disappear in 1752?”

People living in Britain, America and other English colonies went to sleep on the night of Sept. 2,
1752, and when they woke up the next morning it was Sept. 14, 1752. Because the people thought
the government was trying to cheat them out of 11 days of their lives, there were riots in villages.
Eleven days (Sept. 3-13) were cut from the calendar, deleting them forever. These days simply
never existed – no births, no marriages, no deaths.

This was very confusing by itself, but added to this change was that New Year moved from March
25 to Jan. 1. Think how confusing this must have been to people used to thinking about a year
running from March 25 to March 24, now they had to get used to the year running from Jan. 1 to
Dec. 31. Imagine – a person could have been married on April 26, 1710 and died on Feb 2, 1710.

This is a problem that has also confounded genealogists for many years.

Among the last countries in the world to accept that they were using an inaccurate calendar were
the British. On the Julian calendar, named after Julius Caesar, the year would be 365 days and 6
hours long. That calendar was officially adopted in 325 A.D.

This Julian system, based on the movement of Earth around the sun, created a 365-day calendar
year with a leap year every four years and a New Year’s date of Jan. 1. The system was widely
adopted, but over time the New Year slipped to March 25 to correlate with the Christian holiday,
Annunciation Day (March 25 is nine months prior to Christmas).
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As it became possible to measure the length of the solar year more accurately, astronomers found
that the Julian system exceeded the solar year by 11 minutes, or 24 hours every 131 years, and three
days every 400 years. This excess amounted to 10 days between 325 A.D. and 1582 A.D.

Several centuries later, Europe begins to realize that the Julian calendar system had not perfectly
calculated leap years and had caused the calendar dates to become out of sync with celestial and
religious events.

In 1582, Pope Gregory XIII refined the Julian calendar mathematically to fix this mistake and
created a new system that we now know as the Gregorian calendar. Most of the world jumped
forward by 10 days on Oct. 5, 1582, restoring the vernal equinox to March 21.

But England, unhappy with the Church of Rome, refused to go along with the new calendar. In the
mid-18th century the difference had grown to 11 days. All British lands except Scotland, which
changed its calendar 100 years before, now celebrated New Year’s Day on Jan. 1.

Between 1582 and 1752 BOTH calendars, old and new style, were used in Europe in different
locations – causing some rather perplexing dates for future researchers.

But changing calendars left everyone with a problem. Since the Gregorian calendar accounted
more accurately for leap years, it was 11 days ahead of the Julian calendar by 1752. To correct this
discrepancy and align all dates, 11 days had to be dropped when the switch was made.

The Connecticut State Library outlines the steps taken to complete this complex calendar change:

Dec. 31, 1750, was followed by Jan. 1, 1750 (under the “Old Style” calendar, December was
the 10th month and January the 11th)

March 24, 1750, was followed by March 25, 1751 (March 25 was the first day of the “Old
Style” year)

Dec. 31, 1751, was followed by Jan. 1, 1752 (the switch from March 25 to Jan. 1 as the first
day of the year)
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Sept. 2, 1752, was followed by Sept. 14, 1752 (drop of 11 days to conform to the Gregorian
calendar)

This means that Sept. 3-13 simply never existed for those in the Julian calendar world – including
those in Great Britain and Colonial America.

Someone born on Jan. 26, 1696, as an example, might have their birth date recorded as Jan. 26,
1696/97 or 96-97 to show that, according to the old system, that person was born in 1696 (since
the new year had not yet started) but according to the new style, they were born in 1697 (since the
new year started on Jan. 1). This practice is known as double dating.

Despite the official calendar, people in England and the colonies began to use the Gregorian system
as early as the 16th century. Thus, many early colonial records include double dates, written as “12
February 1661/1662,” indicating that, although it was officially 1661, some considered it to be
1662.

Genealogists, especially those just starting out on their quest for ancestors, need to double-check
dates found in English-speaking countries between 1582 and 1752. Are these dates listed as O.S.
(Old Style) or N.S. (New Style)? Is there a date listed as 1750/51? That means it would have
probably been between Jan. 1 and March 24, which means that 1750 is the old-style notation and
1751, the new one. These double dates occur only in JANUARY, FEBRUARY and MARCH –
never in any other months and never after 1752.

Email questions with “Ancestor Search” in the subject line to the Augusta Genealogical Society at
AugustaGenSociety@comcast.net.
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