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Breaking down 
brick walls...

TUTORIALS&GUIDES

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!

https://www.forces-war-records.co.uk/records.asp
https://www.forces-war-records.co.uk/search/


VIEW OUR EXCLUSIVE 
RECORDS 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.

GET HELP FROM OUR 
TUTORIALS HERE

1. 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
men who share your ancestor’s initials.

2. 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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Many guidebooks Cover the soMMe offensive in 1916,
the five-month struggle that has come to be seen as one of the defining 
episodes in the history of the fighting on the Western front during the 
first World War. but no previous guide has concentrated on the first day, 
1 July 1916, when the british army suffered around 60,000 casualties. 
that is why, on the centenary of that great battle, this new volume in Pen 
& sword’s battle Lines series is so timely. 

in a series of tours that can be walked, biked or driven, expert authors 
Jon Cooksey and Jerry Murland take the visitor along the eighteen-mile 
front line that was the starting point for the somme offensive, from 
gommecourt in the north to Maricourt in the south. the tours allow the 
visitor to trace the entire course of the opening day on the ground. in vivid 
detail the authors describe what happened, where it happened and why, 
the individuals and units involved and point out the sights that remain for 
the visitor to see.

WaLking, CyCLing and driving guide to the first day

of the battLe of the soMMe

Covers aLL the key seCtors of the british attaCk, 

froM goMMeCourt to MariCourt

exPLains What Can be seen and What haPPened at eaCh 

historiC PLaCe

desCribes the battLefieLds, the MonuMents,

the CeMeteries

PaCked With PraCtiCaL inforMation and vivid detaiL
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Jon Cooksey is a leading military 
historian who takes a special 
interest in the history of the world 
wars. He is the editor of Stand 
To!, the journal of the Western 
Front Association, and he is an 
experienced battlefield guide. 
Jerry Murland followed a successful 
career as a Headteacher and since 
retirement he has devoted his time 
to researching and writing about the 
First and Second World Wars. 
A few years ago Jerry Murland 
walked the length of the 1 July 
Somme front line with a group of 
friends and, after completing the 
journey vowed to one day publish 
a guidebook for others to follow 
in their footsteps. The guidebook, 
entitled The First Day of the 
Somme, does just that and takes the 
battlefield visitor along the 1 July 
front line from Gommecourt in the 
north to Maricourt in the south, and 
is co-written with Jon Cooksey. 
Jerry Murland recounts how the book 
came to be written…

Our guides are written with the 
underlying principle to present the 
battlefields as they are today and 
not to succumb to the temptation 
of using endless contemporary 
photographs of destroyed 
landscapes and devastated buildings. 
As a result there are plenty of 
modern photographs that will be 
instantly recognisable today. We 
followed the advice given by an 
experienced walker at Spoilbank 
Cemetery, near Ypres, to keep our 
routes relatively short. It was good 
advice. Thus, in a number of our 
guides, we have, where possible, 
linked routes together to give the 
battlefield tourist the choice of 
extending their walk if they wish. 
Some routes are considerably 
shorter than 10 miles, and in the 
Somme guidebook for instance, 
the average distance of each of the 
eleven routes is just under 5 miles. 
We also decided that routes must be 
circular and, mindful of the need for 
car security, begin from a point that 
was not isolated and in the middle of 

nowhere. We also include a number 
of routes that could be completed 
by car in order to cater for all 
eventualities. Consequently each of 
our guides emphasise that tours can 
be made by car, bike and on foot. 
The difference between the Somme 
Guidebook and the others in the 
series is that we have concentrated 
entirely on the 1 July 1916 and the 
actions that took place on that fateful 
day. Linking each of the routes is a 
‘spine route’ that can either be cycled 
or driven and, as far as is possible, 
follows the British front line. Thus, 
by completing each of the eleven 
routes and following the connecting 
spine routes, the battlefield tourist 
is able to cover the whole of the 
British sector from Gommecourt to 
Maricourt. Each route is accompanied 
by a map, to which we have added 
the approximate positions of the 
German and British front lines. 
We have also provided a summary 
of all eleven routes, together with 
the respective spine route, and an 
indication as to their suitability for 
walkers, cyclists or car tourists, 
as well as the whereabouts of the 
soldier poets who died on the 
Somme, the men who were awarded 
the Victoria Cross on 1 July and the 
British battalions that fought on the 
first day of the battle.

Available to purchase at 
www.pen-and-sword.co.uk

Jon CookseyJerry Murland

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/british-army-war-diaries-1914-1922/
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Over 2 million records in our exclusive collections 
you’ll not find anywhere else online, including:
• 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  

...and many many more

HELPING YOU TO DISCOVER MORE 
ABOUT YOUR MILITARY ANCESTOR 
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