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​The Cold Label of Prisoner 
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The fog curled thick and damp around the stone walls of Halifax’s naval yard, where the cries of gulls mixed with the creak of mooring ropes and the groan of ship timbers. Somewhere beyond the sound of waves, a man waited.

He had no name—not one that history could preserve. In the ledger of war, he was marked only with an initial: A? A scratched symbol beside his nationality—British. No rank. No origin. No unit. Just the cold label of prisoner.

Perhaps he had been pressed into naval service, or perhaps he had deserted under fire. Perhaps he had washed ashore on Nova Scotia’s jagged coast with the wreckage of his ship, a survivor who traded one form of captivity for another. Or perhaps he never wore a uniform at all, caught in the shifting tides of loyalty, identity, and war that churned across the Atlantic during the Napoleonic era.

Halifax, a city built on British sea power, was no stranger to secrets. Within its prisons and ship hulks, men from across Europe were held and forgotten. Some would be traded, some repatriated, some buried in foreign soil beneath unnamed graves.

But A?—his fate is not recorded. No family came forward. No final notation marked his release or death.

He remains, even now, a question written in ink and silence.

—-
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🕵️‍♀️🔍 GENEALOGY SCAVENGER Hunt – Who Was A? 🔎🕵️‍♂️

📣 Calling all genealogy sleuths and history detectives! Can you help us put a name to a forgotten British prisoner of war?

🧩 Clue: A man listed only as “A?” appears in the ADM 103/514 register — Alphabetical List of Prisoners of War, Halifax, Nova Scotia — held at The National Archives (UK).

📍 He was held during the Napoleonic Wars, sometime between 1755 and 1831.

🇬🇧 His nationality was recorded as British, but no age, birthplace, or further details were preserved.

💡 He might have been:

A pressed sailor,

A deserter,

A civilian caught in the wrong place,

Or someone whose name was illegible or partially erased by time.

––––––––

[image: ]


👣 LET’S DIG DEEPER:

Search military or naval records from this period for men whose names began with "A".

Check Halifax burial records and POW exchanges.

Explore UK Admiralty records for court-martials or desertion cases.

Look into Halifax gazettes or local prisoner logs.

––––––––
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🧬 HAVE A FAMILY STORY that doesn’t quite add up? A missing ancestor? A black sheep who “went away and never returned”? This might be him.

🔗 Join the mystery on WikiTree:

https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Unknown-727235#Ancestors

Let’s give “A?” the name and story he deserves.
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​The Man Who Walked Out of Camp III
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His boots struck the earth like a metronome—measured, steady, proud. The jungle humidity hung low, curling around the backs of the prisoners as the guards barked orders. Behind the wire, eyes followed the column of men forced out of Camp III, bound for Batavia. Some limped. Others were carried. But L. van der Aa walked.

He was Dutch. That much was known. A soldier of the Netherlands, perhaps once stationed in the East Indies with a wife in Surabaya or a sweetheart waiting in The Hague. His uniform had long rotted into sweat-soaked rags, but his spine remained straight.

They had taken Camp I. Then Camp III. Each transfer was a gamble—some never made it to the next stop. Disease. Execution. Starvation. But van der Aa survived each movement, each roster call, each breathless, fevered night.

In December 1943, he was listed again. A name on a movement list in WO 361/1990, alongside the other condemned survivors. From Camp III... to Batavia.

A train, a truck, a forced march—history does not say. But his name survived the page.

Did he survive the war?

Only the paper remembers.

—-
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🧭 GENEALOGY SCAVENGER Hunt: The Road to Batavia

Calling all genealogists, historians, and mystery-solvers—your next mission awaits! 🕵️‍♀️🗺️

We’re tracing the footsteps of L. van der Aa, a Dutch prisoner of war during WWII. His name appears on a December 1943 movement list from Camp III to Batavia in the Dutch East Indies. That’s the last known trace of him. Can you help uncover the rest of his story?

📜 Record Source:

Series: WO 361/1990

Title: Prisoners of war, Far East: movement lists, December 1943

Archive: The National Archives (UK)

Camp: Batavia

Nationality: Dutch

🔎 Here’s where to start digging:

1️⃣ Check Dutch military records from the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army (KNIL) between 1940–1945.

2️⃣ Look for Red Cross POW cards or repatriation documents postwar—in both the Netherlands and Indonesia.

3️⃣ Search Batavia POW camp survivor lists and death rosters—does his name appear again?

4️⃣ Don’t rule out Dutch resistance files or civilian internment records in case of misclassification.

5️⃣ Explore van der Aa family trees from the Netherlands with connections to the colonies—obituaries or emigration records might hold clues.

🧬 Your mission: Trace his lineage. Did he return to his family? Did he leave descendants? Can we find him in postwar immigration or naturalization records in Europe or Australia?

📝 Add any discoveries to his WikiTree profile so others can follow the trail:

👉 https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Van_Der_Aa-263#Ancestors

Let’s bring L. van der Aa home from the shadows of history. 🕯️🇳🇱
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​The Man Called A?
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The ledger was cracked at the spine, its pages brittle with salt air and time. A clerk dipped his pen, squinting at the face of a man brought in under armed guard. The soldier shrugged. The name hadn’t been clear. An accent? A wound? A refusal?

The clerk scratched the letter A. Hesitated. Then added a question mark.

No rank. No regiment. No ship. Just “A?” — British, they said. And yet, he was here, in chains, among the enemy. The French prisoners murmured among themselves, but no one spoke to him. He kept to himself. Thin. Silent. Watching the sea from behind the iron bars of the Halifax prison stockade.

Perhaps he’d deserted. Perhaps he’d been misidentified. Or perhaps he had secrets not meant for paper or posterity.

He vanished from the records as swiftly as he entered. No hospital log. No burial detail. No ship transfer. Just one ghostly letter in a war of names.

And yet... he was real. The ink proves it.

—-
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🧭 GENEALOGY SCAVENGER Hunt: The Mystery of “A?”

Help us uncover the identity of the British prisoner listed only as “A?” in Halifax, Nova Scotia, during the Napoleonic Wars. This man’s partial name appears in ADM 103/514, a British Royal Navy register of prisoners of war.

https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Unknown-727239#Ancestors

🕵️‍♀️ Start your research with these leads:

1. Search for deserters or British nationals imprisoned in Nova Scotia between 1793 and 1815. Were any reported missing or caught in ambiguous circumstances?

––––––––
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2. EXPLORE ADM 103/514 and adjacent volumes for other entries with similar anomalies. Was “A?” part of a ship’s crew? Cross-reference ships moored in Halifax at the time.

––––––––
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3. INVESTIGATE HALIFAX burial records, military hospitals, and court martial proceedings from this period. He may have died in custody or been tried.

––––––––
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4. DIVE INTO WARTIME newspaper clippings for any reports of suspicious British captives or misunderstandings involving merchant sailors.

––––––––
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5. CONSIDER THE POSSIBILITY that “A?” was an alias or a man hiding his true identity—was there a spy ring or political prisoner activity in Halifax at the time?

––––––––
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🔎 YOUR TASK: BUILD a hypothesis. Who could “A?” have been? Could he have used a pseudonym? Might he have relatives searching for him who left clues in family lore or pension petitions?

—-
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🧬 THIS ENTRY IS PART of the Lost Names Project — our mission to recover those erased by war, time, or ink.

Let the hunt begin.

​
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​The Roll Call
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The war was over. Or so they said.

A sticky dawn crept over Changi, and with it came the sound of names being read aloud—one by one, syllables slurred by heat, exhaustion, and the clipped accents of men who hadn’t spoken their mother tongue in months.

J.A. van der Aa stood barefoot on the packed red earth, skin drawn taut over bones, civilian rags clinging to his frame. He was not a soldier, not in uniform, not issued dog tags or a rifle. Yet the Japanese guards had seen no difference. He was British. That was enough.

Interned as a civilian. Marked with a number: 27164.

He had arrived long ago—months? Years? Time broke in Changi. It warped with the death toll, with the sound of fevered men muttering in their sleep, with the ghosts that walked through Block B at night.
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