
Resource Sheet 10 - Documentary Research (Janet Witheridge) 

 
The sources below have been found useful in documentary research mostly focusing on Naval 

vessels from the 17th and 18th Century. The pointers are things which new researchers might find 

helpful when starting this work. They do not cover every eventuality or source. The Daily Telegraph 

Guide to Britain's Maritime Past by Andrew Burton (Arum Press ISBN 1 85410 909 X) lists all the 

Maritime Museums and regional sources of information. 

 
  

The National Archives (formerly known as Public Records Office) 

Kew , London. http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/ 

ENTRY: Need a readers ticket to view original documents (take two forms of ID to get one). 
 

What is there? Getting started When you arrive 

A collection of over 11 million historical 
government and public record including records 
of the Royal Navy and its campaigns over many 
years. Naval records use the prefix ADM. 

 Captains Logs: ADM 51. (records position, 
movements and weather)(1669 - 1852); 

 Masters Logs: ADM 52 and ADM 54. (position 
course and weather) (1672 - 1871); 

 Admirals Journals: ADM 50. (1702 - 1916); 

 Captain's letters and reports etc. indexed in 
ADM12; 

 Ships Muster Books: ADM 36, 37, 38, 39 41, 
115 and 119. (1667 - 1878); 

 Pay Books: ADM 31, 32, 33, 34, 35 and 117. 
(1667 - 1878); 

 Admiralty Board Letters: ADM 1. (Reports of 
proceedings and letters from officers).from 
1698; 

 Progress Books: ADM 180, (1620 - 1912) See 
above. Easier to access at the NMM as index 
must be ordered separately first. 

 Hard copy lists of all ADM files and contents 
(on shelves in the map reading room on the 
top floor). Good way to track extra 
information not listed in an on line search. 

 Charts and maps: 

 Reference library. 
 
 

Search the catalogue 
http://www.nationalarchives.
gov.uk/catalogue/search.asp 
Information requested:   
 
Select Show advanced options 
 
Word or phrase: 
Type name of vessel or 
captain etc (without HMS or 
Title). Inputting ADM in word 
or phrase permits browsing of 
all ADM runs. 

  
Year range: 
Type years to start and end 
search 
 
Departmental or series code: 
Type ADM (for naval record 

Order documents at 
computer stations (you will 
need to have / choose a 
seat number to do this). 
The document boxes are 
delivered to the librarians 
in the Reading Rooms and 
are collected by you 
against your seat number. 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue/search.asp
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogue/search.asp


 National Maritime Museum 

Greenwich, London.  http://www.nmm.ac.uk/ 

Caird Library http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/  
Ships plans (Woolwich Arsenal)  http://www.nmm.ac.uk/explore/collections/by-type/ship-plans/  
Models (Woolwich) http://www.nmm.ac.uk/collections/explore/index.cfm/category/shipmodels 
Prints and drawings http://www.nmm.ac.uk/collections/explore/index.cfm/category/art 
 

ENTRY: Need a reader’s ticket to view original documents (take two forms of ID to get one). 
 

What is there? Getting started When you arrive 

 Reference library on maritime history/ books 
on almost all aspects of the sea; 

 Lieutenant's logs and collected papers; 

 Ship building contract specifications; 

 Progress Books: lists naval vessels with, 
construction, date and place of launching, 
dates of refitting, complement, armament 
etc.; 

 Steele's Navy List: lists all vessels in service in 
any year from 1782. 

 Ships plans (stored at Woolwich Arsenal)   

 Ships models (stored at Woolwich) 

 Prints and drawings 

 Board of Trade casualty returns 
 

Search the catalogue or library 
at 
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/resea
rchers/  
It is essential to order 
documents in advance as 
many are stored at another 
site 
 
A useful research guide to 

get started on mercantile 

lists: 

http://www.nmm.ac.uk/rese

archers/library/research-

guides/the-merchant-

navy/wrecks-losses-and-

casualties 

 

Sign in with the librarian 
and ask them for books / 
documents you want to 
see. 

 

 

The National Record of the Historic Environment 

Swindon. http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/professional/archives-and-collections/nmr/ 
ENTRY:  sign in at library reception  

 

What is there? Getting started When you arrive 

 Lloyd‟s List 1740-1824 

 Some Lloyd‟s Registers 

 Wide range of diving and maritime 
archaeology publications and journals 

 Maritime archaeological reports 

 

Pastscapes 

 

 English Heritage database of shipwrecks, 
accessible via 

http://www.pastscape.org.uk 

 

  

 

http://www.nmm.ac.uk/
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/explore/collections/by-type/ship-plans/
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/collections/explore/index.cfm/category/shipmodels
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/collections/explore/index.cfm/category/art
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/research-guides/the-merchant-navy/wrecks-losses-and-casualties
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/research-guides/the-merchant-navy/wrecks-losses-and-casualties
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/research-guides/the-merchant-navy/wrecks-losses-and-casualties
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/research-guides/the-merchant-navy/wrecks-losses-and-casualties
http://www.nmm.ac.uk/researchers/library/research-guides/the-merchant-navy/wrecks-losses-and-casualties
http://www.pastscape.org.uk/


The British Library 

St Pancras, London. http://www.bl.uk/ 

ENTRY: Need a readers pass to enter collections (take ID and proof of address to get one). 
 

What is there? Getting started When you arrive 

 Reference Library 

 Occasional papers (search by subject)  

 India Office records for East Indiamen  
http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion/asi
a/india/indiaofficerecords/indiaofficearrange
ment/indiaofficearrangedrecord.html 
 

 

  

The British Library Newspaper Archive 

Colindale, London. http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/inrrooms/blnewspapers/newsrr.html 

ENTRY: Need to take ID and proof of address to get in. 

What is there? Getting started When you arrive 

 Newspapers stored on microfiche (mostly 
post 1840 but some earlier references do 
exist) 

 Regional and national newspapers mostly 

stored on microfiche but some hard copy 

newspapers available.  

 Newspapers from the 17th century to the 

present day (“some earlier references” is just 

not true) Digitised early newspapers can be 

read free of charge in a British Library 

reading room 

 19th century British Library newspapers 

(regional titles) http://newspapers.bl.uk/blcs/ 

(subscription service) can be accessed for 

free via some local or academic library 

groups, e.g. Wiltshire, South Gloucestershire, 

etc, using your library card number and PIN 

 A larger group of local authorities also offer 

The Times Digital Archive 

http://archive.timesonline.co.uk/tol/archive/ 

which can also be accessed for free via their 

websites  

 

Local authority Local 

Studies Reading Rooms or 

Record Offices often have 

more complete runs of 

regional titles 

 

 

 

Guildhall Library 
London: 

http://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/Corporation/LGNL_Services/Leisure_and_culture/Libraries/City_of_Lo

ndon_libraries/guildhall_lib.htm 
ENTRY:  No formal entry requirements. Microfilm Lloyd’s List freely available to browse: ask at the desk 

for other items.  

What is there? Getting started When you arrive 
 Lloyd‟s List 

 Lloyd‟s Registers 
  

http://www.bl.uk/
http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion/asia/india/indiaofficerecords/indiaofficearrangement/indiaofficearrangedrecord.html
http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion/asia/india/indiaofficerecords/indiaofficearrangement/indiaofficearrangedrecord.html
http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/findhelpregion/asia/india/indiaofficerecords/indiaofficearrangement/indiaofficearrangedrecord.html
http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/inrrooms/blnewspapers/newsrr.html
http://newspapers.bl.uk/blcs/
http://archive.timesonline.co.uk/tol/archive/
http://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/Corporation/LGNL_Services/Leisure_and_culture/Libraries/City_of_London_libraries/guildhall_lib.htm
http://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/Corporation/LGNL_Services/Leisure_and_culture/Libraries/City_of_London_libraries/guildhall_lib.htm


Useful reference guides: 
 

 The Seaforth BIBLIOGRAPHY - A guide to more than 4000 works on British naval history 55BC - 

1815 Eugene L Rasor 2004 ISBN 978 1 84832 002 4 

 "A Guide to the Naval Records in the National Archives of the UK" 2006 Editors Randolph Cock 

and NAM Rodger. ISBN 978 1 905165 16 2 

 
Tips and pointers. 
 

 There are experts on hand at the places listed above who can help identify the best sources of 

information. 

 The National Archives has free printed A4 sheets listing what can be found and where it is 

located. These are worth collecting for reference. 

 Only take pencils (no pens or erasers). Sharpeners are available at the librarian’s desks. 

 Copies: At the National Archives any document can be photocopied, at the Caird Library and the 

British Library only some documents can be photocopied. 

 Photography: Digital photography is allowed in the National Archive and for some documents at 

the Caird Library but not at the British Library. Photograph documents where possible for future 

reference. 

 Some of the writing is hard to read which can take up a lot of time. It is a good idea to take a 

photo or get a photocopy for more detailed study at home. 

 Research the documents you need to see in advance on line to save time while you are there. 

 Pre-order documents where possible.(For the National Archives you need a readers ticket to do 

this).  

 Keep a record of the documents searched and what you found (even if there was nothing of 

interest). 

 If you cannot find pertinent information for a particular naval vessel, you may find information 

from logs of ships in the same fleet / convoy, as logs of a ship often list other vessels joining 

company or leaving port etc.. 

 If there is no Captain's log available for the period in question try looking at the Master's or 

Lieutenant's logs instead. 

 If time and date are important remember that:- 

 In the Nelson's navy the naval day stated and finished at noon  

 

  



Before 1752, when Britain adopted the Gregorian or „New Style‟ calendar, the New Year in England 

did not start in January but on 25th March (Lady Day).  

For 170 years both the Julian „Old Style‟ and the Gregorian „New Style‟ calendars were in 

concurrent use in Western European countries and their colonies. In England both systems were 

recognised even if „New Style‟ was not adopted until 1752, and contemporary sources may 

recognise both dating systems as in the example below; use Julian „Old Style‟ dating only, e.g. Lloyd’s 

List; some progressive publications (some regional newspapers) used Gregorian „New Style‟ dating 

only before 1752.  

The practical effects of these two different quirks of the English calendar were that:  

 for dates between 1st January and 24th March inclusive until 1752, the year was one 

year behind the modern reckoning, thus 7th February 1701 instead of 7th February 

1702.   

 and as the Julian calendar had drifted several days from the solar calendar due to its 

excess of leap years, so European accounts from countries which had already 

adopted the Gregorian system were 10 days (1600s) or 11 days (1700s) ahead of 

the Julian reckoning.  

 

Entry from document showing a date 2
nd

 February 1701/2, indicating the two different new New Year start dates. 


