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A close look at finding your
Merchant Navy ancestor
An American destroyer
signalling to a merchant ship,
part of a convoy being escorted
through dangerous waters.

So, your ancestor was in the
Merchant Navy? There’s good
news and bad news for you as a
genealogist.

more, it’s completely free to
search and the records were only
just launched at the end of the
month of June 2015!

The bad news is that all the
most useful documents for
descendants of career sailors are
missing or have been spread far
and wide, scattered in the most
arbitrary fashion between several
different archives in Britain and
the wonderful Maritime History
Archive in Newfoundland,
Canada. This makes it very tricky
to locate the particular record of
your ancestor, since you have to
have a few bits of key information
to make any headway at all,
such as the exact dates between
which they served and the vessel
on which they served. The good
news, for those whose ancestors
served in the Great War at any
rate, is that, in honour of the
ongoing WW1 Centenary, it is
now possible to quickly and
easily search online for a seafarer
employee who was at sea in 1915,
exactly 100 years ago. What’s

It’s not going to be an
easy task…
But we’re getting ahead of
ourselves. First off, why is it so
complicated to find a Merchant
Navy mariner? Well, there
are huge gaps in the records
themselves (the official registry
cards that is). Masters and mates
were the only ones logged to
begin with, and no records at all
were kept before 1835, when the
General Register and Registers
of Seamen began. Oddly, these
records stopped being kept
again in 1857, and did not start
up again until 1913; that’s a rather
astounding 56 year gap right
there. To make matters worse,
the first tranche of records
kept by the Registrar General
of Shipping and Seamen, from
1913-1918, having been carefully
compiled and earmarked for
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preservation in the National
Archives, was destroyed in a fire
in 1969. That brings the total up
to a catastrophic 61 years out of
just 83 years’ worth of Registers
of Seamen that should have
been logged! These records can,
however, be found online from
1918-1941, and in the Archives
from 1941-1972.
Thank goodness, though, they
aren’t the only records available.
The next most valuable record,
and much more widely available,
is the Merchant Navy Crew Lists
and Agreements. This is more
than just a list of the crew; it is
a contract between the seafarer
and the employer, and by signing
the sailor agrees to abide by the
rules of the management, as laid
out in the ship’s articles, for the
duration of the voyage. It will list
for each man the vessel on which
they are contracted to work, their
birthplace, age and rank, and the
ship on which they previously
sailed (not to mention the sailor’s
signature). Additionally, it may
record the home address of the
sailor, rate of pay, and dates of
joining and leaving the ship. The
ship’s details are also recorded,
including its official number, port
of registry, name and address
of owner, articles, dates and
locations of the intended route
and the name of the manager. In
short, this is a very useful source
of genealogical information. The
first catch is that, in order to be
able to use the list, you have to
know which ship your ancestor
served on. The second is that a
particular list can be extremely
hard to track down.

Let’s break down the
distribution a bit.
The National Archives (TNA)
TNA holds: 10% of the
agreements and crew lists from
1861-1938, and from 1951-1994,
archived as BT 99, ‘Registry
of Shipping and Seamen:
Agreements and Crew Lists,
Series II’. It also holds 10% from
the years 1939-1950, generally in
BT 380, ‘Registry of Shipping and
Seamen: War of 1939-1945; Log
Books and Crew Agreements’
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and BT 381, ‘Registry of Shipping
and Seamen: War of 1939-1945;
Coast Trade Official Log Books
and Crew Agreements’. They
also hold BT 400, ‘Registry
of Shipping and Seamen:
Agreements and Crew Lists,
Series II’, which includes 87% of
the remaining Crew Lists and
agreements with log-books
for 1915 (the rest for that year
are in BT 99). Finally, BT100 is
the ‘Registry of Shipping and
Seamen: Agreements and Crew
Lists, Series III’, which contains
the same for celebrated ships,
such as the RMS Titanic.

Royal Navy sailors
returning to ship
with merchantsman’s
shipping book

The National Maritime Museum
(NMM) at Greenwich:
Holds Crew Lists and agreements
on site for the years 1861 and
1862, then from 1865-1975 it
holds the records for each year
ending in 5- that is, it has the
records for every 10th year (1865,
1875, 1885 and so on), excepting
1945 (since the complete set of
records for WW2 is held by the
National Archives, as previously
mentioned). The NMM also
holds records for 1985 and 1995,
but these are stored off site.
All remaining existing records
– about 75% of the total – are
held at the Maritime History
Archive of Memorial University
in Newfoundland, Canada.
These cover the periods 18571942 (predominantly 1863-1938)
and 1951-1976. The 1857-1942
portion has been indexed for
quick searching by ship’s official
number, the 1951-1976 portion
has not. To make matters worse,
certain records have been taken
by local record offices.

Confused?
Well you might be, since the
distribution is very random. It
could have been worse, though.
In 1966 the National Archives,
which held the full set of Crew
Lists and articles at the time,
planned to destroy most of it to
save space. It was only thanks
to intense campaigning by
historians and genealogists that
this was not done, and even if
the records are hard to locate,
at least they do still exist. If in

doubt, first search within the
‘Looking For a Person’ section of
TNA’s website, and if you have
no luck contact the National
Archives, who can clarify where
the particular record you’re
looking for is likely to be. www.
nationalarchives.gov.uk/contact/
Their Live Chat function is
particularly useful, allowing you
to ask questions as they occur, or
you can ring 0208 876 3444.

issue. According to the National
Maritime Museum, just 20% of all
logs survive, excepting the years
of the two World Wars, when
all of them should be available.
Oddly, the logs for the years
1905-1912 and 1914-1918 are the
only ones that don’t appear
alongside the Crew Lists and
agreements; these are found
instead at the National Archives,
class BT 165.

Incidentally, Ship’s Logs will
usually be stored alongside the
Crew Lists where they still exist,
so it’s worth asking the relevant
archive if they are available. The
keeping of logs was required
from 1950, but they were
generally only kept if something
out of the ordinary had occurred
on the voyage, such as a birth,
death, crime or disciplinary

Some good news:
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If your relative was at sea in 1915,
your luck is in! In honour of the
Great War Centenary the National
Archives and National Maritime
Museum, in cooperation with a
veritable fleet of volunteers, have
transcribed all the 1915 Crew
Lists, 39,000 in all, recording the
details of over 750,000 seafarers.
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The collection launched online at
the end of June 2015. The records
are completely free to peruse,
and you can search by either
crew member or vessel. Take a
look: 1915crewlists.rmg.co.uk/.
Another site worth checking
out is CLIP, the ‘Crew List Index
Project’. The project has aimed
to index all those stray records at
various local record offices that
hold Crew Lists for the Merchant
Navy, as well as those at the
3 main archives. It also has a
function to allow you to find any
named ship’s official number. See
www.crewlist.org.uk/aboutclip.
html for further information, or
visit Find My Past for information
on all available Crew Lists from
1861-1913.
It might also be worth looking
for records of the medals issued
to Merchant Seamen. According
to the National Archives,
Merchant Seamen were eligible
for no less than 9 different
WWII campaign medals, 8 of
which can be searched in BT
395 (see here for the full list:
www.nationalarchives.gov.
uk/help-with-your-research/
research-guides/merchantseamens-campaign-medalrecords-1939-1945). The 9th is
the recently established Arctic
Star, not awarded until 2012.

Crews of merchant vessels
sunk by the Graf Spee

Let’s look at medals:
In the Great War just 3 medals
were awarded to Merchant
Mariners, namely the Silver
War Badge, awarded to service
personnel who were honourably
discharged due to wounds or
sickness, the Mercantile Marine
Medal, given to those who served
over 6 months at sea, and the
British War Medal, awarded for
service between the dates of 5th
August 1914 and 11th November
1918, later extended to include
services in the period 1919–20

A mounted gun on board a
merchant ship, in the process
of awaiting instructions

for mine-clearing at sea as well
as participation in operations
in North and South Russia, the
eastern Baltic, Siberia, the Black
Sea, and the Caspian Sea. It was
automatically given to anyone
who received the Mercantile
Marine Medal. Records for the
Silver War Badge can be found
in MT 9/1404 at the National
Archives, while the other 2 Medal
Rolls are located in BT 351/1/1
and BT 351/1/2. Find out what
information these records contain
here: www.nationalarchives.gov.
uk/help-with-your-research/
research-guides/merchantseamens-campaign-medalrecords-1914-1918. Meanwhile,
details of who qualifies for the
Arctic Star can be found on the
Veterans UK page: www.gov.uk/
medals-campaigns-descriptionsand-eligibility#arctic-star.
It is also worth checking
the records held by the
Commonwealth War Graves
Commission. Sadly, up to 17,000
Merchant Mariners from over
3,000 fishing and merchant
vessels died in the Great War,
while according to the Imperial
War Museum website, 29,000
died in World War Two when
4,700 British merchant ships
were sunk (this goes to show
how much larger most merchant
ships were by then, and also how
active the German U-Boats were).
You can read more about the
perils of taking part in the Arctic
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Convoys in the May issue of
Forces War Records Magazine.
Their site contains details of
individual graves, as well as mass
memorials such as the Merchant
Navy Memorial, Tower Hill, which
bears the names of some 36,000
merchant seafarers who were
lost at sea in WWI, WWII or the
Falklands War and therefore have
no known grave.

Further resources:
Another great resource is the
Caird Library at the National
Maritime Museum, which
holds the certificates for
Master Mariners (from 18541927), Mates, Engineers and
Skippers on fishing boats, as
well as cooks in the Merchant

Navy. They record the name of
candidate, examinations passed
and signature only. Sometimes
the original application form
for the exam may be held too,
in which instance far more
information is recorded. Another
useful archive is the Guildhall
Library in London, which holds
the Lloyd’s Marine Collection,
including the Mercantile Navy
List from 1850-1940, and 194777, which contains technical
details of vessels, published
by the Registrar-General of
Shipping & Seamen. Through
their website details of ship
movements, recorded in Lloyd’s
List, can be found, as well as
resources for tracing shipwrecks,
losses and other incidents at sea.

Finally, their ‘Lloyd’s Captains’
Registers’ collection lists details
of certificates issued to Masters
and Mates from 1869-1948 (some
of these are held at the London
Metropolitan Archives).
Many Merchant Seamen, of
course, joined the Royal Navy in
the war, and if this is the case for
your ancestor you might find him
in our database, since we hold
many Royal Navy collections,
including the ‘Roll of Naval War
Medals 1914-1920’, ‘UK Navy
List 1919’, ‘Royal Naval Officers’
Campaign Medal Rolls 1914-1920’
and ‘UK Navy List 1947’, plus
numerous other collections, an
example being our exclusive
‘Royal Naval College – Dartmouth
1934’ records.

Quick links:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.rmg.co.uk/national-maritime-museum
www.crewlist.org.uk/aboutclip.html
https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/things-to-do/
guildhall-library/collections/Pages/Maritimehistory.aspx

Many Merchant Seamen, of course,
joined the Royal Navy in the war, and
if this is the case for your ancestor
you might find him in our database
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A close look at finding your
Submariner ancestor

ship plans and artefacts. You will,
however, need to provide at least
two weeks’ notice for an archive
visit, having first submitted a
research request form, and there
will be a charge.
Another museum with resources
that might be of interest is the
National Museum of the Royal
Navy, which, being in Portsmouth,
is close enough to the Royal Navy
Submarine Museum that it might
make sense to visit both on the
same day. The reading room is
open from 10:00-4:00 weekdays,
and a donation is encouraged.
Among their resources is a
diary which, though covering
the period 1927-30, could be
illuminating if you are wondering
what life as part of the Royal
Navy Submarine Service might
have been like. It was written by
Petty Officer John Graydon, and
describes his life with the 4th
Flotilla.

It is oddly difficult to find
accounts of the work of British
submariners in the Second
World War.
Just as the pilots of Fighter
Command tend to get more
recognition than those of Bomber
Command, since their aerial
battles were occurring in the
skies above the United Kingdom
rather than in far off Germany, so
the public are more aware of the
shadowy U-boats that lay in wait
for innocent British merchant
ships and fishing vessels, and
sent so many of them to the
bottom, than they are of the
Allied submarine campaign; that
took place all over the globe,
especially in the Mediterranean
and around Malta, on the coast
of Norway and in the Far East.
Basically, anywhere but at home.
Records for the submariners who
served in our perilous vessels
of the deep can, says Simon
Fowler in his ‘Tracing your Naval
Ancestors’, be found in similar
places to other Royal Navy
records, as sometimes they don’t
have a special category. However,
the surviving log books of
submarines from 1914 to 1987 can
be found in ADM 173- “Admiralty
and Ministry of Defence, Navy

Department: Submarine Logs”
at The National Archives in Kew.
This is the only open access set
of records you will find there, as
most other relevant records they
hold are classified at present.
The Royal Navy Submarine
Museum is well worth a visit,
as their archive holds some
unique personnel records. The
‘Submarine Service Movement
Record Index Cards’ can provide
much background information,
including movements of
submarine personnel during
World War II. Previously
maintained by the submarine
drafting office at HMS Centurion
in Gosport, they were transferred
to the museum following the
adoption of a computerised pay
and drafting system. The cards
do not provide a definitive record
of everybody who served in
submarines, but they do cover
the period 1918-1969 for ratings
and 1935-1969 for officers. They
can be searched using just a
name, and if a card is located on
file you may be able to find out
where your relative served during
his time in submarines, but be
aware that they are not indexed
or digitised. You may also be able
to look through photographs,
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If you live further north, the
Liddle Collection at the University
of Leeds might be of help to
you, as it contains multiple eye
witness accounts of the First and
Second World Wars, including
many from submariners, such
as Arthur John Clarke’s First
World War diaries. You will need
to contact the university before
visiting to arrange access, and
potentially pre-order materials.
Crew of a
submarine
rescue airmen
who had been
forced to
bail out over
water
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It is also well worth visiting
www.naval-history.net, since the
website has a list of Royal Navy
casualties starting pre-WW1 and
continuing to 2008, organised
in alphabetical, ship, unit and
date order; unfortunately, with
so many submariners giving up
their lives for their countries, it is
also worth checking the Forces
War Records database for your
relative’s record if you’re not
sure whether he survived. The
Imperial War Museum in London
holds lots of submarine pictures
if you care to visit, including a
collection of shots of submarines
and submarine officers at Malta,
and you can view their podcast
about The Submarine War online.
Finally, don’t forget to take a
look at the Forces War Records
site about submarine action in

our Historic Documents archive,
including the book ‘His Majesty’s
Submarines’, of course, ‘The
Grand Fleet 1914-1916’ for the
Great War, and even a copy of
‘Good Morning’, the daily paper
of the Submarine Branch in
WW2. Plenty of our collections,
such as the ‘UK Navy List 1919’
and the ‘UK Navy List 1947’, will
also be of interest.
The fact of the matter is, though
life aboard a submarine was no
bed of roses, very few people
ever transferred out of the
Submarine Branch once they
entered it, as the comradery
on-board and the relationships
between the officers and their
men were so positive. In ‘His
Majesty’s Submarines’, indeed,
a submariner describes a scene
where his submarine was being

depth charged and sustaining
terrible damage, with gas leaking
and batteries low, hydroplanes
knocked out and depth unknown.
Suddenly a note was passed the
Commanding Officer, saying:
“J_J_, A.B., requests to go back
to General Service”, and the
diarist recalls blithely, “This
relieved the tension no end!”
Such was the merry, daring life of
the submariner.

Submarines had to head straight into
danger if they wanted to do their
jobs properly. Being hunted meant
hiding out underwater, aware every
minute of the ticking of the clock
as both battery power and air were
steadily used up. Eventually it would
become essential to surface in order
to survive.

Quick links:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
https://www.submarine-museum.co.uk/
https://www.nmrn.org.uk/
https://library.leeds.ac.uk/special-collections/
collection/723
Evacuees during WW2 at their new school

FORCES-WAR-RECORDS.CO.UK

How to search Naval records

Royal Navy Ranks & Trades

They can similarly be broken
down to:

Chief [Engine Room,
Electrical, Aircraft and
Ordnance] Artificer
Artificer, 1st Class
Artificer, 2nd Class
Artificer, 3rd Class
Artificer, 4th Class
Artificer, 5th Class
Artificer Apprentice

Military rank structures and trade
designations can be difficult to
understand for the un-initiated
amongst us. Anyone who has
not served in the military may
be completely caught out by an
‘Artificer’ or ‘Farrier-Sergeant’
in military records. The Royal
Navy ranks can be an even more
confusing prospect, given that
records often listed a sailor’s
trade as his rank, the two being
used interchangeably.
In this tutorial we’ll isolate some
of the more obscure trades and
explain what they do and how
you may find them listed in our
records.
For reference, the actual ranks
of ratings (crewmen who are not
officers) in the Royal Navy are:

Able Seaman
Leading Rate
Petty Officer
Chief Petty Officer
Warrant Officer Class 2
Warrant Officer Class 1
On to the Royal Navy trades, and
three of the more common and
unusual ones you will find in the
Forces War Records database.
As with all of the Armed Services,
potential recruits signed up to
the Royal Navy with a good
idea of what they wanted to do
(their trade), sometimes based
on their civilian work. Anyone
with mechanical or engineering

experience would be much more
useful as an engine room artificer,
for example, than as a writer.
Writers were primarily clerical,
being responsible for legal,
pay, welfare and career issues
for a crew. When the ship went
into action, they could also be
utilised with damage control
parties for instance, passing vital
information to combat floods
and fires. Each trade was broken
down into numerous levels,
similar to the Royal Navy’s rank
structure, but also denoting
time in service and experience
in a particular role. For example,
writer could be broken down to:

Chief Petty Officer Writer
Petty Officer Writer
Leading Writer
Writer
Writer Probationer
Boy Writer
We also mentioned artificers
previously, and I will admit that,
when I first joined Forces War
Records, even I didn’t know
what they were! Artificers are
essentially skilled mechanics,
and within the Royal Navy can
be assigned a variety of jobs in
the engine room as previously
mentioned, but also in the
electrical, aircraft and ordnance
sections. You’ll most commonly
find artificers listed as engine
room artificers in our records,
sometimes abbreviated to ERA.
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Talking of artificers leads us quite
nicely to the role of stoker, a
trade which underwent a great
deal of change when the switch
from coal to oil fired boilers
took place in the Royal Navy’s
surface fleet. Prior to oil fired
boilers, stokers were primarily
responsible for transporting
and shovelling coal to the
furnaces. Coal fired boilers
required a constant feed to keep
temperatures high enough for
the production of steam, and
of course you can’t pump coal
in the same way as oil! Thus
the advantages of oil, and now
diesel, gas or nuclear engines in
modern surface fleets, are pretty
obvious. With the decline of coal
fired ships, stokers’ duties shifted
towards the field of engineering,
so that they could be responsible
for anything from the propulsion
systems to hydraulics, electrical
and firefighting systems. The
word ‘stoker’ is now only a
colloquial term for a marine
engineering technician, but
in our records you might find
your relative listed as any of the
following:

Chief Stoker
Stoker Petty Officer
Leading Stoker
Stoker, 1st Class
Stoker, 2nd Class
Stoker, Fire Fighter
You can always seek help from
our Support Team, who are all
incredibly knowledgeable.
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