
 

Researching People and Places: A Guide to 
Findmypast and Family History Records 

 
About Findmypast 
Findmypast brings billions of British and Irish records together in one place, helping you 
uncover the everyday histories that shaped both family stories and communities. Censuses, 
parish records, newspapers, military files and travel documents all become stepping stones 
into real lives — showing where people lived, worked, gathered and built their stories, street 
by street. 

With powerful search tools, a free family tree builder and helpful hints that nudge you toward 
new discoveries and deeper understanding, Findmypast acts like a research companion: 
revealing the local characters, forgotten moments and small triumphs that can bring your 
Heritage Open Days event to life. 

Using Findmypast’s extensive resources, you can research: 

• An individual family or family line 
• A surname 
• A local history 
• The history of a house 
• A military history 
• Individual topics using the newspaper archive 



Getting started with family history 

Start by writing down what you already know 
Begin by bringing together any details already known about the individuals or families you’re 
researching. This may include names, approximate dates, occupations, addresses, trade 
directories, oral histories, property records, or notes from previous research. These initial 
details form a working reference list and help guide your search through the records. 

 

Ask around 

Conversations with people in the know can unlock details you might not find in the records. 
Sit down with someone over a cup of tea and ask questions. Often, one story triggers 
another, and suddenly the past starts stitching itself together. Capture everything — even 
little anecdotes. Those small memories become your clues later.  

 

How to build a family tree 

Begin a simple family tree 
Use Findmypast’s easy-to-use tree builder to map the individuals connected to your 
research. A tree helps organise information, highlight missing details, and visualise 
relationships between people. 

 
 
Add each confirmed name and link them using known dates and relationships. This structure 
acts as a research hub and prevents important connections from being lost. 

 

Let hints guide your next discoveries 

Once the basic tree is in place, the real magic begins. When you add people to your online 
tree, Findmypast automatically searches its records and other family trees for matches and 



will send you hints — these are potential discoveries ranging from birth and marriage 
records to census entries and even whole household groups. 

 

These hints help you verify information, fill in the blanks, and uncover new branches far 
more quickly than manual searching alone. The more detail you add, the richer and more 
frequent the hints become. 

 

Essential records 

Birth, marriage and death records 

Birth, marriage and death (BMD) records are described as the building blocks of family 
history research because they reveal the essential facts that anchor every generation: when 
and where someone was born, the details of their marriage, and when they were ultimately 
laid to rest.  

 

Example of a civil birth record transcription from 1896. 



 

 

Example of a parish marriage record from Cheshire Marriages & Banns, 1908. 

 

In England and Wales, these details were recorded either by the church or the government: 

• Civil records, dating back to 1837, which includes birth, marriage and death 
• Church, ecclesiastical or parish records, beginning in 1538, which includes baptism, 

marriage and burial 

They give you the anchor points you need to begin mapping a family across time and place. 

 

Census records 

Census records, taken every ten years, open a window into day-to-day lives of people from 
the past. Historical censuses in Britain survive from 1841 to 1921 and record names, ages, 
addresses, occupations and household relationships — a complete snapshot of a household 
that helps you see what it looked like at a specific moment in time.  

The original census return for J.R.R. Tolkien and his family from 1921. 



Once you’ve used BMDs to place someone in the right era and location, census records 
deepen the picture, showing how they lived and who they lived with. 

 

A note on available records 
Findmypast holds the following civil registration records in England and Wales: 

• Births (1837-2006) 
• Marriages (1837-2005) 
• Deaths (1837-2007) 

These are the General Register Office indexes only, not full certificates. Once you’ve found 
the index entry you need, you can order the full certificate from the General Register Office 
for a small fee. 

If you find a corresponding parish record for a life event, they may have more detail than the 
civil indexes; it is worth identifying both.  

 

Census availability 
• Personal information from UK censuses is kept private for 100 years, as per the 1920 

Census Act. 
• The censuses currently available to the public are 1841–1921. 
• The 1931 Census was destroyed in a fire during the Second World War. 
• The 1941 Census was never taken because of the war. 
• All later censuses remain closed until their 100‑year release date. 

 

The 1939 Register 
• The 1939 Register is similar to a census but is not covered by the 1920 Census Act. 
• It includes full dates of birth, so individuals who may still be alive must be redacted. 
• Records are opened when:  

o the person is confirmed deceased (via a death certificate), or 
o they pass the 100‑year threshold. 

• Findmypast regularly opens additional records as the 100‑year rule is met. 

 

Other record privacy rules 
• Many historical record sets also follow a 100‑year privacy rule to protect the living. 
• For example: Women’s Land Army Service Cards are only available for women born 

before 1926. 
 



Other records  
Military Records 
Military records document a person’s service at multiple stages in their career — from 
enlistment to injury, honours, and discharge. These records allow you to build a detailed 
picture of their military experience, helping you understand where they served, what roles 
they held, and whether they were decorated for their actions. 

 

Some of these are incredibly detail rich and help you map their military service and 
movements over several years. Records include those for the British Army, Royal Air Force, 
and Royal Navy. 

 

Crime Records 
These can open a hidden chapter of a person's life, helping you discover whether they ever 
found themselves on the wrong side of the law. 
 



 
 
These records can aid you in following their path through the justice system — from the 
moment they stood trial to the sentence they received — revealing the circumstances, 
consequences and human stories behind each offence. You may even spot a 19th century 
mugshot. 

 

School Records 
School records offer a rare glimpse into a person’s childhood, revealing the everyday details 
that shaped their early years. These collections can show when and where they went to 
school in England and Wales between 1870 and 1914, along with key information such as 
their birth date, admission year and the name of the school they attended. 
 

 
You might uncover their parents’ names, their father’s occupation, exam results, or notes on 
illnesses that kept them home. 

 

Migration and Travel Records 
Travel and migration records can trace movements in and out of the UK, showing when they 
left, where they were headed, and the homes they returned to or departed from. Outgoing 



and incoming passenger lists help you uncover ages, occupations, marital status and last 
places of residence for travellers between the late 19th and mid‑20th centuries. 
 

 
 
Beyond Britain and Ireland, records like naturalisation papers, immigration files, and even 
passport applications in countries such as the United States — some complete with 
photographs — can reveal why your subject travelled, how they settled, and the new lives 
they forged abroad. 

 

Electoral Registers 
Electoral rolls are among the most valuable tools for tracing people in the 20th and 21st 
centuries, offering a yearly snapshot of who was eligible to vote and where they lived. 
Compiled annually since 1832, they list an individual’s name, address and voting 
qualification, with coverage expanding over time as voting rights widened. 
 

 
These records can help you confirm exactly where someone lived at a specific moment, 
track their movements between censuses, and even reveal multiple generations living at the 
same address. 

 



 

Other records you might find useful 
 

• Workhouse registers 
• Rate books 
• Directories 
• Medical records 

• Apprentice records 
• Wills and probate 
• Maps and land survey

 

A note on records 
Most family history records are made up of a transcription (the key data extracted into digital 
format) and an original image (a scan of the primary document). In some instances, records 
are transcription only.  

     

Example of a census transcript and its corresponding original image. 

 

Some records are PDFs, such as the one below from page 59 of the Nottingham Date Book 
from 1884. 

 



Some of Findmypast’s larger collections, such as Crime, Prisons and Punishment, can be 
browsed by series number also, allowing you to browse through an entire book of 
documents rather than searching by name. The series piece originates from the archive that 
provided the material, and you will commonly see The National Archives. 

 

 

Newspapers  
Findmypast hosts the largest online collection of British and Irish newspapers, digitised in 
partnership with the British Library. This archive spans hundreds of years and includes 
national titles, regional papers, local newspapers, magazines and periodicals — over 100 
million pages of news, stories, notices and images. These papers reveal details traditional 
records may miss: community news, advertisements, scandal, school prizes, court cases, 
obituaries, photographs and the everyday events that shaped your people's lives in the past.  
 

 
Example of an obituary from a local Cheshire newspaper. 

 



Whether a report of a ploughing competition, an unexpected court appearance, or a heartfelt 
obituary, historical newspapers add colour, personality and real‑world context to a family 
tree. They’re also a treasure trove for researching local history. 
 

How to search on Findmypast 
Start broad: run a simple search using just a name, or a name and location, then gradually 
narrow results by adding date ranges, places, occupations or relationships as needed. Be 
flexible with spellings and try variations, initials or nicknames, since names were often 
mis‑recorded or printed incorrectly in older documents.  
 
If a direct name search fails, switch to searching by address, occupation or associated 
people, which can often reveal the right record when a name doesn’t appear as expected. 
Above all, treat the process as detective work—combining what you know, adjusting your 
approach, and using multiple record types to piece together the most complete and accurate 
picture of the person you’re looking for. 

 

Search all records 
You can search all of Findmypast’s records at once just by adding a name. This covers all 
available categories. You can include additional filters such as birth year and a location. 

 

As you can include more filters as you go, such as making use of the search radius for 
location. 

 



By specific record set 
If you’d like to search by a specific record set, head to Findmypast’s All Records page. Here, 
you can add keywords to find the set you want, e.g. Add ‘Cheshire’ to the filters to find 
collections for Cheshire. You can also search by keyword. 

 

 

Choose the one you want, and you’ll find that the options for search criteria are much more 
specific to the record collection, allowing you to perform more detailed searches.  

 

This is particularly handy when searching census records, as you can add in details like 
birthplace and other household members to narrow down your search. Each of these 
includes a section titled ‘Useful links and resources’ to enhance your research. Plus, scroll 



down to learn more about the record set in question, including what details the set includes 
and the history behind it. 

 

Category 
Record sets on Findmypast are grouped together by category. This method is handy if you 
need a specific event, specific detail, or the name you’re searching for is common.  

There are eight categories of records on Findmypast: 

• Birth, marriage and death 
• Churches and religion 
• Education and work 
• Immigration and travel 
• Military service and conflict 
• Census, land, and substitutes 
• Directories and social history 
• Institutions and organisations 

Each of those has several subcategories, so you can get even more granular with your 
research. 

So, if you’re after a birth record, choose Births, Marriages, Deaths and Parish, then choose 
Civil Births. 

 

Address 
Sometimes you might want to research a house’s history. You can search British census 
records and the 1939 Register by address. Just add in the street, town, and chosen census 
year. Remember that many streets were renamed or renumbered over the years, and some 
may be simply known as a house name instead.  

 



Another note: The 1939 Register was organised by street, district, and county, unlike census 
records which used street, town, and county. 

 

Wildcards 
If you’re struggling to find what you’re looking for, try a wildcard. It’s possible the name or 
keyword you’re searching for has been misspelled or mistranscribed. Use an asterisk to 
replace one or several letters, eg. Sm*h, or a question mark to replace one letter, eg. Sm?th.  

 

Searching newspapers 
To get the best results, start with a broad search using a name, place, or keyword, then 
refine using filters such as publication date, title, county or country.  
 

 
 
With millions of pages available, narrowing results is essential, and Findmypast offers filters 
for date ranges, front pages, local vs. national titles, and even newly added material.  

Additional filters you can add to your newspaper search. 
 
Using techniques such as phrase searching (quotation marks), wildcard searches, name 
variations, or adding/omitting keywords helps isolate the most relevant stories. Searching by 
event terms, occupations, addresses or local landmarks can also surface surprising clues.  



 
The advanced newspaper search on Findmypast. 

 
Over time, refining the search — and experimenting with spellings — is the key to 
uncovering the stories that bring the past to life. 
 

Features  
Findmypast has several handy features to enhance your research. 

 

Collections 
Once you’ve found the headlines, snippets, notices or photographs that matter, you can 
group them into personalised Collections, turning scattered finds into a coherent story.  
 

 



This makes it easier to trace themes across a lifetime, compare different sections of your 
research, or simply preserve the moments that help you understand the past in richer, more 
intimate detail. 
 

 

 

Workspaces 
Workspaces give researchers a place to organise their work in progress — a digital 
notebook built right into Findmypast. Instead of adding every discovery directly to a family 
tree, you can save record transcriptions, newspaper clippings and your own notes into 
dedicated folders and sub‑folders while you’re still piecing things together.  
 

 
This makes it easy to track leads, compare possibilities and return to unfinished research 
without losing your place.  
 



Other records featuring that name 
When viewing a transcription, scroll down to see if the person you’re researching appears in 
any other records. This can be a quick way to track a person through Findmypast’s vast 
collection of resources. 

 
 

Explore the local area 
On transcriptions for census records, scroll down to find an interactive map. Here you can 
choose between a modern map, one from the mid 20th century (1937-1961), and one from 
1888-1913. You can explore how the area changed over time. Plus, you see key events of a 
person’s life mapped in the Explore section of a family tree. 

 



On some census transcriptions, you can see how many others the same occupation or 
employer as the person you searched for, and you can delve into what the newspapers were 
saying during that year. 

 

 

Mobile App 
 
The Findmypast app gives you a simple, on‑the‑go way to build, edit and explore your 
research wherever you are. It lets you attach the records you discover — such as birth, 
marriage and death certificates, census returns, military documents, and even newspaper 
clippings — directly to the people in your tree, helping you keep everything organised as 
your research grows.  
 

 



You can also personalise profiles with photographs of people, their lives and even their 
headstones, making your tree richer and more vivid. The app’s portability means you can 
continue your research while travelling, visiting archives, or even speaking with others, 
ensuring every clue and discovery is captured while it’s fresh. 
 

Common genealogy terms and their meanings  
• BMDs – Births, marriages and deaths 
• GRO – General Register Office 
• GEDCOM – The file format for family trees 
• TNA – The National Archives (Kew) 
• Pedigree – a diagram showing direct ancestors only 
• ‘Removed’ – indicates a relation with a generation gap, eg. A ‘first cousin once removed’ 

is the cousin’s child 
• Index – searchable data extracted from records 
• Transcript / transcription - a typed out version of a record’s detail 
• Brick wall – a point where you can’t find further evidence to continue your research 
• Maiden name – a woman’s surname at birth 

 

Other handy resources 
The Findmypast Blog 
The Findmypast Blog is a lively hub filled with articles that support every stage of your 
research. It covers everything from beginner how‑tos and research tips to deep‑dives into 
historical events, expert advice, new record releases and stories uncovered by the 
Findmypast community. Sections like Getting Started, Build Your Family Tree, Family 
Records, Help Hub, Discoveries and History Hub offer practical guidance, news and 
inspiration. It’s also the best place to keep up with fresh releases and features, showcased in 
the What’s New? section, where record expansions and updates are highlighted as they go 
live. 

 

Guides 
The Findmypast Guides serve as a structured, easy‑to‑follow reference library designed to 
help you understand the records available on the site and how to use them effectively. 
Organised by topic — such as researching a family tree, searching newspapers, exploring 
local history, finding family in genealogical records, or learning how to interpret different 
types of sources — each guide breaks down key concepts and offers step‑by‑step advice. 
 
They explain what different record collections contain, how to search them, and how to 
combine sources like censuses, parish registers, electoral rolls, newspapers and maps to 
build a fuller picture of your ancestors’ lives. By pairing practical instructions with clear 
explanations, the Guides help turn curiosity into confident, productive research. 

https://www.findmypast.co.uk/blog
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/guides


 
 

Family tree template 
Findmypast has a handy, printable family tree template, perfect for just starting out with 
research, or for involving children or grandchildren in the fun. 

 

Free passes to Findmypast 
Get your research off to a flying start with a free 3-month subscription to findmypast.co.uk. 
100 passes are available for Heritage Open Days organisers to explore billions of genealogy 
records and millions of newspapers dating back to the 1700s. Uncover the ups and downs of 
your relatives’ daily lives, pinpoint the details of their milestone moments and learn where 
they lived, worked and travelled over time. Visit the ‘Opportunities and top tips’ tab on the 
Heritage Open Days Everyday Histories theme page for details on how to apply. 

https://www.findmypast.co.uk/blog/family-tree/family-tree-template
https://www.heritageopendays.org.uk/resource/theme-2026-everyday-histories.html
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