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5. Discover your family history…with Kresen Kernow! 
 
Other documents and online archives 

 
Whether they know it or not, people leave a paper trail throughout their lives. From 
school records to property deeds, medical records, accounts, certificates, criminal 
records, legal documents (for example wills, death duties, inquests), licenses, tax 
records, migration papers, diaries and letters, the list goes on and on. Many of these 
will be kept safe in archives, but you may also have some at home or with other 
family members. Here we’ll show you to how search our collections online. 
 
Getting started 
 

Although we now have computers where most of our information is 
produced and held, in the past everything was either typed up or written 
down. Most homes will have some written documents which will help 
you find out more about your ancestors. Shoeboxes, suitcases, attics, 
cupboards and cellars are good places to look. Ask permission first 
though and don’t forget to also ask other family members what they’ve 
got. These documents can tell you all sorts of information. 
 
Unfortunately, local record offices and archives are currently closed, but 
when they reopen they really are the places to take the next steps with 
your research. The list of documents above highlights some of the types 
of records which could hold information about your family members. 
Even though we are closed you are still able to search our catalogues at 
kresenkernow.org/. 
 

You could try entering a family name into the search box. Don’t worry if nothing comes up, they are 
probably in there (if they lived in Cornwall), but their name may be hidden away inside a document.  

 
Searching online 
 
As we all know, the internet is vast and it can be tricky to find the right information. One of the best 
ways to do this is to be precise in what you enter in the search engine. To give you a taste of what 
documents you may be able to use to find out about your ancestors have a look at our Kresen 
Kernow collections guides: kresenkernow.org/our-collections/collections-guides/. The sections on 
crime, poverty and schools could be a good place to start, as well as the family history guide. 

 
A good place to follow this is up is the Online Parish Clerks web pages. These can be browsed parish 
by parish so are a good starting point if your family has not moved around very much. Follow this 
link: https://www.opc-cornwall.org/Par_new/parishes.php to explore Cornwall’s parishes further. 
You can select which parish you want to search using the A-Z links. Have a look at your parish and 
see what you can find out! 
 

https://kresenkernow.org/
https://kresenkernow.org/our-collections/collections-guides/
https://www.opc-cornwall.org/Par_new/parishes.php
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Your next stop could be the National Archives. Their search engine is called Discovery. This database 
not only contains documents held at the National Archives in London but also lists those held by 
other archives, including Cornwall Record Office (now called Kresen Kernow). These archives are 
both closed at the moment, but you could create a ‘shopping list’ of documents you would like to 
look at when the archives reopen. Discovery can be found here: discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/. 
Again, have a go by typing in your family name. 
 

Other documents  
 
Wills are really useful for family histories as they confirm a date and 
place of death and usually list at least some of the relatives of the 
person who died, and their possessions. Most Cornish wills before 
1858 are held at Kresen Kernow and we have over 80,000 of them 
dating back to 1600.  
 
Wills and probate records (when a will is "proved" in a court of law 
and accepted as a valid document) from 1858 to 1996 can be 
searched for free at www.gov.uk/search-will-probate. You will need 
to pay a small fee to actually see the will. 
 
While looking at wills or any other document which mentions 
money it is useful to be able to compare values in the past to today. 
This site allows you to compare what a pound could buy you from 
1270 right up to today: 
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency-converter/. 
 
For armed forces records there are several routes into finding out 
about your ancestors. The best place to start, as you have free 
access (see Task 2), is the Find my Past website: 
search.findmypast.co.uk/search-united-kingdom-records-in-military-armed-forces-and-conflict. 
 
You can also search for migration records online. These are especially important if you have Cornish 
ancestors who moved away. Again, Find my Past is a good place to start: 
search.findmypast.co.uk/search-united-kingdom-records-in-travel-and-migration. 
 
For the next and final task, we will be looking at how newspapers and trade directories can help 
you to discover more about your ancestors. 
 
 
 
 
Kresen Kernow is home to 850 years of Cornwall’s 
history. Situated on the former brewery site in Redruth, 
everyone is welcome to visit and explore our amazing 
archives when we reopen.  
 

 

http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/search-will-probate
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/search-united-kingdom-records-in-military-armed-forces-and-conflict
https://search.findmypast.co.uk/search-united-kingdom-records-in-travel-and-migration

