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Breaking down
brick walls...
OK, so you’ve just started researching your ancestor’s
military history and there’s so much information out there
that it can be hard to know where to start and to find
exactly what you are looking for. START HERE!

HOW TO...

overcome military
brick walls
Simon Fowler's rules to help you chase
down your soldier, sailor or airman.
Simon Fowler is a member of the Association of
Genealogists and Researchers in Archives (AGRA) here
he gives his top 10 tips on how to get over those brick
walls that you may encounter when researching your
military ancestors.

1.

2.

What was your forebear called? Army
clerks may have used a different name
to the one you are used to. Reverse
forenames (look for ‘George Henry’ as
well as for ‘Henry George’) and search for
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men who share your ancestor’s
initials.
RECORDS HERE
Don’t forget that during the two world
wars officers and other ranks were always
being transferred between regiments to
replace losses. So, your forebear may
have served in a unit that you knew
nothing about.

3.

What was his service number? What rank
did he reach? Was he wounded? What
medals did he receive? Double check
that you have the correct information;
otherwise you may waste many hours in
fruitless research.

4.

The closer your ancestor was to the
fighting, the more information there is
likely to be about him. If he was in the
Front Line there should be operational
as well as personnel records, to provide
more background.

5.

If you want to fully understand an
ancestor’s experiences of war, start
by reading campaign and regimental
histories before using operational
records, such as War Diaries, that can be
difficult to interpret.

6.

The records are only as good as the
clerks and adjutants who completed
them. They sometimes misspelt names
and forgot to record vital information.

7.

There are many more records than those
available online, most of which will never
be digitised. So, to get a full picture of
your ancestor’s military service, you
should visit the National Archives:
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk.

8.

The services were (and are) very
bureaucratic. This means that if one set of
records no longer survives, there may be
other records that contain much the
same information.

9.

Regimental and the national military
museums may have records that could
help you build a picture of your ancestor’s
service, such as personnel papers,
regimental journals and photographs:
www.armymuseums.org.uk.

10.

There are always exceptions! You never
know what you are going to find.

Happy hunting!
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•

Military Hospital Admissions & Discharge Registers WWI

•

WWII Daily reports (missing, dead, wounded & POWs)

•

Home Guard Officer Lists 1939-45

•

Imperial prisoners of war in Japan

•

Prudential Assurance Roll of Honour 1914-18

•

UK Army List 1916

•

Seedies Merchant Navy Awards		
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