Your own research
Over the last few months quite a few people have asked me for hints and tips on how to go about researching their own relatives so this month I have put together some ideas on doing your own research. It’s by no means a comprehensive guide and I am no expert, but these things have worked for me and may help you on your way to discovering your family history during World War One and beyond.

It has to be said that having access to the internet is probably the best way to start. If you don’t have your own computer/iPad/ tablet then there is free access at most libraries and it is worth noting that access to Ancestry who hold most of the records for the National Archives is free at libraries whereas it costs money to access most records from home computers. However do remember to book the use of a computer in advance as they can be busy! You also need your library card and pin number to use library computers. There is a book that is a good starting guide on how to use libraries, local archives and the national archives for research – ‘Local History. A Handbook for Beginners’ by Philip Riden.
To research relatives who served in the armed forces there are several main sources. The starting point for searching for a relative who died is the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.  The website address is www.cwgc.org/  Everyone who died in the First World War and subsequent conflicts will have a record on here in the Debt of Honour register. Once you have located the person you are looking for (and be patient, you might think the person you are looking for has an unusual name but the chances are there may be several pages or more to look through) the website will give you details of that person including where they are buried or commemorated.
However, very quickly you will probably want to move on to search for further information, and if you are looking for a relative who did not die during a conflict, then you need a different starting point. Military records are held by Ancestry on behalf of the National Archives and the website address for this is www.ancestry.co.uk/  Military records are also held on Find My Past www.findmypast.co.uk/ and Forces War Records www.forces-war-records.co.uk On most of these websites it is free to search, and the Medal Cards on Ancestry are free to download. However to download other records there will be a fee – usually you need to pay a yearly membership fee or buy credits to use. Army and Military records are held on Ancestry whereas RAF records seem to be only held by Find My Past at the present time. Around the Remembrance period every year Ancestry tends to offer several days when it’s military records can be accessed fully for free. They don’t advertise it widely so it’s worth keeping an eye on the website from around the end of October. Last year being the start of the First World Centenary, Find My past and Forces War Records did likewise and it is possible they may do so again this year.
It must be noted that although many service records are held on Ancestry not all records have survived. Unfortunately during the Blitz in London in the Second World War, many records were destroyed. There is no way of knowing until you start searching whether your relative’s records survived, it is simply the luck of the draw I’m afraid. It must also be noted that at this present time Second World War records are not yet available as most are still classified documents. However if you are searching for someone who was a Prisoner of War then these records are available.
If you find records for the person you are looking for – and this can include joining up papers, service records, service pension, medal cards – then you will be given an option to download the records, a page at a time, on to your own computer. Those of you that came along to the event at the church at August Bank Holiday last year may have seen some of the records I have managed to locate and download of the men from the War Memorial and the type of information that may be available. 
Finally there is a good website called The Long, Long Trail www.1914-1918.net/  which I use to find out information on the different battalions and divisions who fought in the First World War and the campaigns they were involved in. In addition, many regiments have dedicated websites with a great deal of information. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission is also a good site to use for general information, and the Royal British Legion site www.britishlegion.org.uk/ Also, sometimes just putting the name you are looking for into the Google search bar can sometimes bring up results!

You can of course visit the National Archives at Kew in person. If you do want to do this, remember that you must book with them beforehand and you must take sufficient ID with you on the day you visit (they will advise what to take). They will probably also ask you what records you will want to look at before you go. Local archives in Kent at Maidstone and Canterbury Cathedral will also need you to book in advance.

It must be remembered that as with many things, the key is to have patience! Doing this kind of research can take a lot of time, and you may need to cross reference with the census records to confirm that you have located the right person. It’s not a quick exercise but it can be a very rewarding one. New information is being uploaded and made available by the National Archives all the time. I am still finding new information and it’s now been over 5 years since we started researching the War Memorial men. This isn’t a perfect guide and once started, you may find other sites and different ways of working, but if you are interested I do hope it sets you off on the right path.

Alison Sims

