Tracing your Nursing Ancestors
There are many sources to check for your Ancestors, depending on when she was nursing. Always bear in mind that anyone could call themselves a nurse on the census: It doesn’t necessarily mean that they were qualified. Start by reading the family history section on its website: (https://www.rcn.org.uk/library/archives/family-history ).
Before registration in 1921, it can be difficult who were working between censuses and who left nursing to get married before the next census. If staff records still exist they can provide more details about a particular nurse's career. Search the Hospital Records Database to find out whether records are availing for the hospital you are interested in. 
( https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/hospitalrecords/ ) 
The Royal College of Nursing Registers have been digitised on subscription websites from 1898-1968 for England, Wales and Ireland; this includes the Burdett’s Directory from 1898 and a register kept by the Royal College of Nursing (1916 -1923). For Scotland, the years covered are (1921-1945) The originals can be seen in the Wellcome Library, The National Archives, National Records of Scotland and at the Royal College of Nursing Archives.
The register contains information about nurses who could have been nursing in their 30 or 40 years before registration. So if you are looking for a Victorian nurse who will still be alive and working in the 1920s, it is worth checking to see if she is listed in the register. It lists nurses alphabetically by surname, and includes their registration date and number, their residential address and where and when they qualified.
If your nursing forebear became a Queen’s Nurse (District Nurse), you can check the Roll of Queen’s Nurses from 1891. As well as her district nursing career, there will be details about her initial training as a nurse. Again, these have been digitised up to 1931 and are available on subscription websites, but you can also check the originals at the Wellcome Library.
Nursing journals are a treasure trove of Information for family historians, because they list appointments, promotions, retirements, marriages and deaths. You can also read about working conditions and issues of the day at the time that your ancestor was nursing.
The Royal College of Nursing Archives has digitised; the Nursing Record (1888 - 1956) which changed to the British Nursing Journal  see:
https://www.rcn.org.uk/library/archives/family-history.
Other places to search for a nurse [source] RCN website.
These are some resources which you can also look at, but we don’t search them on the RCN website as they don’t form part of our records.
• Queens Nursing Institute (QNI - district nursing) – like the nursing registers, these have been digitised onto Ancestry.
• The National Archives (TNA) - particularly useful for military nursing records.
• Royal Medico-Psychological Association (1891 - 1951) - trained and registered Mental Nurses or Attendants. They are now the Royal College of Psychiatrists.
• Royal British Nurse’s Association (RBNA) (1887-1966) - kept the first 'list' of qualified nurses. There are 10,000 nurses on this list held at King’s College London Archive – this is now available online as transcriptions of entries.
• Scarlet Finders – a resource when researching nurses and nursing during WWI.
• The British Red Cross - you can find records of VAD’s here.
• Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS) – early 1900’s military nursing.
• The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) – you can now search for more recent nurses registered with the NMC here. 
More hospitals and Royal Colleges are starting to digitise their records so bear this in mind when you are searching.
Common Reasons for not finding your nurse.  [source] RCN website.
• The nurse could have used a different name, such as a second name or a nickname (i.e. ‘May’ instead of ‘Martha’ or ‘Nan’ instead of ‘Ann’). 
• The name was entered or indexed incorrectly on the register.
• The nurse could have been an S.E.N. (State enrolled nurse) or a QNI nurse (Queens Nursing Institute – which is district or community nursing) or even a midwife.
• Double barrelled names and married names can often cause confusion.
• During the occupation in Jersey nurses had an enforced separation from the GNC and although they continued training, they were only allowed to join again in 1946.
• While the 1943 Act made it compulsory for practising nurses to register, it wasn’t easily enforced and many nurses didn’t. In terms of generally not finding people on the register who were definitely nurses, it’s probable that S.E.Ns weren’t so tightly policed in terms of registration. Nurses who took casual work or short contracts probably didn’t have to worry much about being caught for not being registered. They wouldn’t have been paid very much and probably a lot of them didn’t want to pay to be registered. There wasn’t any difference in fees regardless of whether you were fully qualified or an assistant nurse/S.E.N.
• If the nurse only worked in wartime then she would more likely be registered with organisations like the British Red Cross, Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS), The Territorial Force Nursing Service or Queen Alexandra’s Royal Naval Nursing Service (QARNNS).
RCN Family History searches
We offer a searching service for these Ancestry Records. If you would like us to search for a nurse then please complete the Family History Search Service form.
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