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Sooner or later, all genealogists encounter elusive family members: those who appear as if from 
nowhere; those who disappear without trace and those who vanish for a long period, only to re-
emerge later. Ancestors who lurk, parentless, in the top branches of your family tree, or who are 
apparently still alive at the age of 160 are likely to be migrants. This presentation describes many 
research paths that you can follow and sources that you can consult, in your quest for that elusive 
or migrant ancestor.  
 
By the speaker:- Few, Janet The Ones that got Away: tracing migrant ancestors into, 
out from and within Britain (Unlock the Past 2015).  
Available from the publishers https://www.gould.com.au/the-ones-that-
got-away-tracing-elusive-ancestors-who-move-into-out-from-andwithin-
britain/utp0262/ or as an ebook https://www.gen-ebooks.com/the-ones-
that-got-away-tracing-elusive-ancestors.html.  
It is also available in the UK http://www.my-history.co.uk/acatalog/The-
Ones-That-Got-Away--Tracing-Elusive-Ancestors-Who-Move-Into--Out-
From-and-Whithin-Britain-UTP0262.html#SID=876. 
 
Reasons for failing to find an entry 
Spelling wrong 
� Mis-heard or mis-read? 
� Ask others to write the spoken surname 
� Try accents! 
� Note commonly confused capitals L S T F 
� Use wildcards 
Date wrong 
� Widen date search 
� Use as many other sources as possible to estimate date of birth 
� Remember late registration 
         Estimating a Birth Date 
         27 when married 20th Dec 1874 
         Born – 21st Dec 1846-20th Dec 1847 
         43 in 1891 census – 30th March 
         Born 31st March 1847-30th March 1848 
         73 when died – 15th July 1921 
         Born 16th July 1847-15th July 1848 
         Born 16th July 1847-20th Dec 1848 
         Registered Sep Q 1847 – Mar Q 1848 
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Place wrong 
� Check as many censuses birth places as possible 
� Widen search 
� Try home of mother 
� Were they away from home? 
� Were they overseas? 
� GRO miscellaneous indexes for births at sea etc 
� Changing county boundaries 
Wrong forename 
� Look at other sources for clues 
� Reverse forenames 
� Consider nicknames 
� Polly = Mary Ann Jenny = Jane 
� Remember Male and Female registrations 
� Search with surname only 
Wrong surname 
� Look at other sources for clues 
� Consider mother’s maiden name if known  
� Search without a surname 
Mis-indexed - you are probably using an index of an index 
� Will depend on degree of error  
� You are using an index of an index 
� Try several indexes 
� Try local and registrar 
Mis-registered  
� Will depend on degree of error 
� Order from local registrar with supplementary information 
Not registered 
� Try other sources 
Event did not take place 
Record has not survived 
 
Other Sources 
� Family information 
� Census returns  
                         - wife of the head of the household is not necessarily mother of his children 
� Baptism 
� Wills 
� Obituary 
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Too Many Births 
• Revisit other information - look for inconsistencies 
• Look for infant deaths (new search facility on GRO website giving age at death 

1837-1865) 
• Kill off in later life 
• Alternative futures eg Look for them marrying the wrong person but be aware of 

second or bigamous marriages 
• Trace all for possible links 
• Use other sources 
 
Clandestine Marriages 
Clandestine Marriages became common from mid C17th notably at St James Duke’s Place 
and Holy Trinity Minories, London.  
Duke’s Place registers 1665-1694 included in Boyd’s Marriage Index available via 
FindMyPast but parishes of origin of the parties are not regularly noted in the registers 
until 1696.  
Minories records from 1644 but continuous register sequence from 1676. Almost all 
register entries at the Minories contain details of the origins of those marrying. Between 
them, these two marriage centres accounted for around half of all marriages in London in 
the late C17th; those marrying came not only from surrounding east London and City 
parishes but also all over the South East and beyond. 
Fleet Prison from late 1690s by 1740s half London marriages in Fleet. 
Fleet registers and notebooks 1675-1754 at TNA class RG7. Records can be accessed via 
www.bmdregisters.co.uk for a fee.  
 
Reasons for Movement 
• Economic  
• Educational 
• Familial 
• Personal Choice 
• Religious 
• Political 
• Avoiding Natural Disaster 
• Escaping Justice 
 
What to Consider 
• Date  
• New Location 
• Previous Location 
• Life Stage 
• Migration Companions 
• Occupation 
• Religion 
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 Mobile occupations 
• Army - pension records WO97 for soldiers discharged to a pension. Army list for 

officers. 
• Navy - ship’s musters. Navy List for Officers. 
• Merchant Seamen - registers of seamen 1835-1857. Crew Lists 1857-1938, ? Need 

name of ship. Trinity House petitions 1780-1854. 
• Railways - Hawkings, David Railway Ancestors: a guide to the staff records of the railway 

companies of England and Wales 1822-1947 (The History Press 2008); Drummond, Di 
Tracing your Railway Ancestors: a guide to family historians (Pen and Sword 2010) 

• Coast guard - founded 1822 - establishment Books and Muster books indexed by 
station at TNA 

• Customs men - Establishment Books and Muster Books from C17th at TNA 
• Clergymen - ordination certificates DROs - from 1716 baptismal certificates often 

attached. Alumni. 
• Non-conformist clergy may feature in Baptist/Methodist magazines - keen on 

obituaries 
• Police - London from 1829. All counties had forces from 1856  
 
Those Whose Moved was Enforced 
• Be aware of settlement legislation whereby those seeking poor relief would be 

examined by overseers of the poor and returned back to their own parish for 
assistance, potentially leaving documents in county archives revealing details of 
where they came from. 1662 onwards systems lapsed into disuse after 1834. 

• See also records of transportation and associated court records. 
 
Explore the Extended Family 
• Your ancestor may die before revealing his birthplace in a census but his sibling 

may not. Look for others in the area with the same surname. NB siblings emigrating 
to Australia may give parents on death certificate 

• Circular nature of migration - do children or grandchildren return to ancestral area? 
• Note where the family’s lodgers. Servants and neighbours come from  FAN 

principle 
 
Investigate the Name 
 
Explore the area where the migrants arrives 
 
Reasons for Moving In 
• Religion 
• Revolution  
• Work 
• Prisoners of War 
• Famine 
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 Records of Immigration Naturalisation held at The National Archives 
• Naturalization and Denization Papers 
• Inward Passenger Lists   
• Records of Aliens 
• Financial assistance to refugees 
 
Moving Out  
Around 25 million people are believed to have emigrated from Britain and Ireland between 
1600 and 2000. 
 
Reasons for Emigration 
• Religion 
• Lure of Land 
• Work 
• Transportation      
• Assisted Emigrations 
• War 
 
Records of Emigration 
• Passenger Lists 
• Passports 
• Assisted Emigration 
• Records of Transportation 
• Indentured Servants 
• Records of the East India Company 
                    
Records of Receiving Countries 
Often in destination. Think Worldwide 
• Civil Registration 
• Censuses 
• Church Records 
• Incoming Passenger Lists 
• Land Grants 
• Newspapers 
 
There are several relevant National Archives’ research guides available at www.
nationalarchives.gov.uk. eg Immigrants, Immigration, Naturalisation and British citizenship, 
Naturalised Britons and Passport Records. 
 
www.englandsimmigrants.com for details of foreigners who were resident in England 
between 1330 and 1550. 
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