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Know Your Way Around Discovery  
by Barbara J Starmans 

 
With one of the largest collections in the world of historical government and public records, The 
National Archives UK, located in Kew, Richmond, Surrey, offers over 1000 years of history from England, 
Wales and the United Kingdom stored on a staggering 185 kilometers of shelving.  Their website, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk  receives up to 100,000,000 hits per month and is an amazing 
resource for genealogists, family historians, archivists and educators alike.   
 
Back in April of 2011, The National Archives UK launched the beta version of their new online catalogue 
called Discovery and in May 2012 the new catalogue came online with over 20 million descriptions of 
records.  Discovery was designed to overcome the limitations of the previous online catalogue (called 
simply “The Catalogue”).  The old catalogue required the user to have a certain level of knowledge in 
order to perform successful searches.  It was also not built to handle the millions of records that are now 
being added or updated every year.  Discovery also replaced “DocumentsOnline” that previously offered 
a pay-per-download service of documents from several popular record sets.  Research guides on various 
subjects are also available from the Discovery home page. 
 
From the home page of The National Archives website, click on Records.  In the right hand corner is a 
box titled Quick Links and the first of these is a link to Discovery.   Or go directly to Discovery by typing 
discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk into your browser. 
 
Discovery can be searched using the basic or advanced search options or it can be browsed by 
government department. Results can be restricted to online collections only or all collections. 
 
Basic Search 
The basic search will accept either keywords or a catalogue reference.  It will accept the following search 
operators: 
OR – to bring more results: Sheffield OR Wakefield 
NEAR – to find two words close to each other: Jacobite NEAR rebellion 
NOT – to exclude results: Austen NOT Jane 
“QUOTE MARKS” – to find exact phrases: “Oliver Cromwell” 
(BRACKETS) – to do complex searches: Inn AND (Southwark OR Lambeth) 
* wild card – to pick up variant spellings: Rob*n* will find Robins, Robbins, Robyns and Robinson 
 
Advanced Search 
The advanced search offers the following additional fields:  All of these words; Exact word or phrase: Any 
of these words: Not these words, making it easy to build a complex query without the use of the search 
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operators.  Filtering is also available on date, type of collection, subject, government department and 
catalogue level. 
 
Refine Results 
Whether search results were obtained using the Basic or Advanced Search, the results will be displayed 
in order of relevance.  They can be further filtered by Subject, Date, Collection and Catalogue level by 
using the side bar to the left of the results screen. 
 
All Collections or Online Collections 
Using the tabs at the top of search box, the search can be made across the entire catalogue or across 
only those collections which have been digitized and are available for download. 
 
Browsing by Government Department 
The Discovery catalogue can also be browsed by government department.  As an example, clicking on 
“H” in the browse box will return a listing of those record groups with a government department 
reference beginning with “H”.  Clicking on “Records created or inherited by the Home Office, Ministry of 
Home Security, and related bodies” will return a description of the record set “HO” along with further 
options to drill into.  
 
Ordering Documents 
Copies of many of the records found in the catalogue can be ordered from The National Archives.  There 
are four possible ways that copies can be obtained, depending on the record. Over 5% of the records 
can now be downloaded. The remaining 95% of the records are currently in paper form only, but most 
can be copied and sent within two weeks. 

 Online Collections – documents in the online collections that have been individually scanned to 
PDF format can be purchased online.  Each document will contain a page total and file size and 
can simply be added to a shopping basket and purchased using a credit card. Popular online 
collections include military records, wills, crime, migration and maps. 

 Digitized Microfilm – some popular record sets have been digitized from microfilm and are 
available for download at no charge and are delivered as large PDF files.  These could be up to 
800 pages in length.  A listing of files available in this format can also be found at 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/digital-microfilm.htm. Portions of record series 
available in free PDF download come from many different record groups including ADM 
(Admiralty), BT (Board of Trade), CAB (Cabinet Office), HO (Home Office), IR (Board of Stamps) 
and WO (War Office). 

 Partner Websites – some records have been digitized by The National Archives in conjunction 
with a commercial partner such as Ancestry or Find My Past and can be viewed by subscription, 
or in some cases, pay-per-view, on the partner website. 

 Copy Service – some records, not yet digitized, can be ordered using The National Archives’ 
Copy Service.  Clicking on the “Order a copy” button will take you to the order form and will pre-
fill the catalogue reference.  From this form, you can either request digital or print copies of all 
pages in the document or give details of specific entries required from within the document.  A 
quotation will be emailed to you with costs and details of how to proceed with the document 
order.  After acceptance of the quotation, preparation of the copies can take 10-14 days. 

 
Tags 
Record tags are intended to supplement existing record descriptions and to make records easier to find 
in future searches.  Users are invited to create new tags and to tag records within the Discovery 
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catalogue.  The value of these user tags will grow as more people begin to use Discovery and more 
records are tagged. 
 
Research Guides 
Whether you are looking for information on people, places or subjects, the research guides on Discovery 
are an excellent start. In each research guide you will find information on where you can find records, 
how you can access those records and how to understand them.  
Looking for a Person? 
If you are searching for a person this section includes help with Birth, Marriage and Death records, 
Census records, Wills, Military records and other person related questions. 
Looking for a Place? 
If you need to find out more about a place, this is the section to start with. In addition to guides to 
records about cities, towns and villages, this section also has information about records from places 
from around the world, about buildings, institutions and land records and help with maps, plans and 
surveys. 
Looking for a Subject? 
From education to politics and from transportation to government records, there are many detailed 
research guides in this section.  
 
Summary 
Discovery has simple but powerful search capabilities and is far superior to the previous catalogue.  The 
ability to refine the results makes it easy to filter out the irrelevant records and to zero in on pertinent 
catalogue entries.  Obtaining document copies via any of the available methods is both quick and easy, 
although not always inexpensive.  The Discovery catalogue is the perfect online tool, especially for the 
international researcher, who may never have the opportunity to visit The National Archives UK in 
person. 
 
Sidebar: Other Don’t Miss Resources on The National Archives Website 
 
Tutorials on Reading Old Documents 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/reading-old-documents.htm 
Beginning Latin 
Advanced Latin 
Palaeography 
Latin Palaeography 
Currency Converter 
Roman Numerals 
 
Audio and Video Podcasts 
http://media.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ 
Find, play and download audio and video podcasts 
 
Video Guides 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/quick-animated-guides.htm 
Animated videos guides to researching, records and documents 
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Sidebar: Discovery Success Stories 
 
Online Documents: 
Using Discovery, I was able to locate the abstract of a will for my five times great-grandfather and 
downloaded the five page document for a nominal amount. 
 
Commercial Partners: 
FindMyPast partnered with The National Archives to digitize the WO97 British Army Service Records 
from 1760-1915. I was able to locate and download an eight page Royal Artillery record for my great-
grandfather. From the document, I found details of my ancestor’s enlistment in the Royal Artillery, was 
able to read his physical description, learn of his service abroad, his medical history and found names 
and dates for his marriage and the births of his children. 
 
Copy Service: 
While exploring the new Discovery catalogue at the National Archives UK, I discovered a Chancery 
record entry from 1711 that related to my family on the Isle of Wight. I was able to order a copy through 
the copy service and discovered an old family feud involving a property dispute. 
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