
Archives for Beginners

SOME SOURCES SAY



An archive holds historical records and are a great resource for
researching history. 

If you've never accessed archives before it can feel a bit daunting,
but these spaces are not just for academics they're for everyone
with an interest in history!

I've been both sides of the searchroom desk, having visited
archives as a researcher and also working as an Archive Assistant. 

In this guide I'll be offering advice for archive beginners.

Introduction



Types of Archives

There are different types of archives including but not limited too:

University Archives
These types of archives are based at academic institutions for
academics and students, but they can be accessed by the general
public too. For example Heritage Quay, Huddersfield. 

Corporate Archives
These are archives related to a business and hold historic business
records. For example the M&S Archive. 

Local Authority Archives
These hold material relating to the region they're based and are
run by local councils. For example the North Yorkshire County
Records Office. 

Private Archives
These are archives relating to non-public organisations like
charities, religious organisations and private individuals. For
example the York Minster Archive. 



Your topic of research will greatly influence what archive you need to
access. There are thousands of wonderful archives across the world
all holding unique documents. 

Once you've figured out you're research area, then it's time to hit
Google and find records of interest to you.

So if you were interested in a particular geographical area, lets say
Leeds, then investigate where the nearest local authority archive is.
In this case it would be the West Yorkshire Archive Service Leeds
office. 

If you were more interested in a specific organisation though, like
Marks &Spencer for instance, it would be worth seeing if they have
their own archive. 

What do you want to research?



Once you know which archive you would like to access, take a look at
their website. Most archives will have one, and this should outline
where they're based, the types of records they hold and how to
access them. 

Archives often have online catalogues, which are lists of the
collections they hold. Sometimes their catalogue database is
available to search on their website, allowing you to search yourself
for records of interest to you. 

If they don't have an online catalogue to search or you're not able to
find material of interest, it's always worth sending the archive an
email so staff can assist you. 

Archive Websites & Catalogues



Once you know what archive you want to visit and what records you
want to see, contact the archive for an appointment.

It's better to contact them by email rather than telephone, as this will
give staff time to look through your request and check if there's any
issues.

If you're going to be travelling quite far, don't book any
transportation until the archive has confirmed your appointment.
There may be issues with the records you want to see, for example
they are in poor condition and require conservation work or they are
access restricted and you will need to apply for access to view the
records. 

Once the archive has confirmed your appointment, it's important to
prepare for your visit to get the most out of your appointment. 

Arranging an appointment



If you drive, do they have a carpark? 
If you're taking public transport, how near is the bus stop/train
station in correlation to the archive?
Do you they have a café where you can get food & drink or do
you need to take your own? 
Do you need cash to use the lockers?
Do they have copying facilities, or will you need to bring your
own camera?

You cannot use pens in searchrooms, as these can permanently
mark records, so if you want to make notes bring a pencil.
You usually can't bring bags and coats into the searchroom, so be
prepared to put your stuff in a locker and only take in what you
need.
Searchrooms can be chilly as they're temperature controlled to
protect the records, so make sure to take a jumper!

Each archive will have different facilities so it's worth checking in
advance what facilities there are so you're prepared.

Some things to think about:

Most archive searchrooms, where they host appointments, will be
subject to some rules to keep the records safe. It's important to be
aware of these so you can bring the correct items:

Preparing for your visit



The day has arrived, hurrah! It's time for your archive visit.

Upon arrival report to reception where staff will be happy to help you
get started. It's worth mentioning it's your first visit to an archive so
staff know you might need more assistance. Be prepared to sign in
and leave your personal belongings in a locker. 

When you enter the searchroom and staff give you the requested
records, make sure to treat the records with respect. These records
are kept because they're unique and important, and other people
after you will want to utilise them. 

Make sure your hands are clean and don't have fresh hand cream on,
and limit your handling of the record as much as possible. If pages of
a volume keeping flicking up, use one of the weights provided to
keep it down. 

Despite what history documentaries tell you, you're unlikely to need
gloves when handling records. Usually staff will only ask you to use
gloves if you're handling photographs 

If the record you have requested is difficult to handle, ask staff for
assistance. Searchrooms are invigilated at all times, so there should
always be someone on hand who you can ask questions.  

During Your Visit



If you find records you want to view but are not able to visit in person
- panic ye not! Most archives offer remote access through copying
and research services.

Check their websites for details of fees and how to order
copies/research. 

If an archive doesn't offer research facilities, you may have to find a
independent researcher to conduct the work on your behalf.

Remote Access



I hope you've found this guide helpful, if you have any further
questions or queries about accessing archives you can contact me at

somesourcessay@gmail.com 
 

Happy Archiving! 

Questions
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