Journal on ‘Doing History’ Module

From 13th January to 31st January, I completed my 4th module at the University of Wales Trinity St David. The module was called Doing History: The Past in Practice and focused on learning about the practical skills in ‘doing’ historical research. I also learnt about the different types of historical source materials and evidence, as well as the methodological and theoretical approaches to the study of history. Alongside learning about the methodological approaches to history, we also got to meet a variety of different practitioners in the field of history, and learn about the way they research, record, and preserve history. Overall, I found this module extremely interesting and enjoyable as prior to this I had little to no knowledge of archives and how they worked to preserve sources and aid in the research of history. It was also really interesting to be granted ‘behind the scenes’ access to view the archives and learn about the conservation and preservation of history. 

Pre-Modern and Modern Sources:
In my first lectures, we learnt about the types of sources available to us and how to access them, with the aim of us using these skills to do a source analysis based on a source of our choosing. In the UK we are lucky to be able to access 6 legal deposit libraries, which are allowed to hold a copy of every book that has ever been published alongside many historical sources. The six libraries are: The British Library, The National Library of Scotland, The National Library of Wales, The Bodleian Library (Oxford University), Cambridge University Library, and Trinity College Dublin Library. Although these are the main archives and libraries in the UK, most Universities, legal and governmental organisations, religious organisations, museums, and heritage organisations, all have their own personal archives. However, it is important to note that the actual archives are not open to the general public and artifacts can only be accessed by a library card (via a special request), and/or can viewed online. Archives are extremely useful in the study of history as they store and preserve key historical documents and artifacts so that they can be used in historical research and aid key historical findings in the present but also keep them in good condition for use by future generations of historians. 
Archives hold many different types of historical sources, which vary based on if you are researching pre-modern or modern sources. Most pre-modern sources come in the form of manuscripts, text, maps, paintings, records, deeds etc. The vast majority of these would have been translated from Latin, but also recently have started to be digitised and able to access online. This is because due to the age of these sources, they are more frail and can be easily damaged, so to prevent this but also allow these key sources to be studied more accessibly, they have been placed online. Modern sources slightly differ as they tend to be more official documents, such as censuses, legal and government records, photographs, letters etc. These sources tend to be a lot more formalised and heavily guarded, because many are sensitive documents relating to events that have occurred in the last 200 years. As a result, many acts such as the Public Records Act 1958 and the later 1967 Act, created restrictions on when sensitive records can be made available to the general public for research and historical records (30 years), to better protect individuals involved in the key historical events documented. Although as well as protecting individuals, the Freedom of Information Act 2000 also enabled the general public the right to request access to documents from any public authority, unless exempted (such as Census). 

Roderic Bowen Library and Archives (RBLA):
After learning about how archives function in the recording, researching, and preserving of history, we were able to visit our university archives and see in person how they store historical sources. Because the archive, is a university archive, a lot of sources they have relate to the history of the Lampeter Campus, but also some sources from the Carmarthen Campus too. They also store other historical documents relating to the history of Wales. I remember being really amazed and mildly impressed on how much they are able to store and preserve in the basement of the library and surprised on how similar it looked to a giant library but instead of books, it contained rows and rows of boxes, each containing various sources and artifacts. While we looked round, the staff explained to us how they keep the sources protected but in good conditions. Water damage is one of the leading causes of damage to sources, so no water or food is allowed inside. Alongside this, water is not allowed to be used in the archives to stop fires, so all archives have been fitted with a system that in the event of a fire, floods the room in CO2 Gas, thus starving the fire of oxygen and preventing it from spreading and destroying valuable material. Luckily this has never had to be used at the university archives, it was most recently implemented at the National Library of Wales on 26th April 2013. Fortunately, the fire was mainly in their offices however some source material and artifacts were damaged by the fire, but the vast majority was saved due to the fire protection systems and procedures.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  BBC News Wales, Fire at the National Library of Wales [online]. Available https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-22312017 (Accessed 02/02/2025)] 
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Description automatically generated]As well as learning about the fire safety procedures to protect the archival material, we also learnt about the other uses of archives, apart from research. Interestingly, a vast number of the general public visit the archives to help trace their genealogy as the RBLA stores information on the records of the history of the university and who attended etc. One interesting source they showed us was a list of the College’s rules on student conduct. This was highly interesting to see how life at university for students has changed so much in the last 200 years. I found it really interesting that if these rules still existed, then I would have most likely already broken six of them, plus an extra rule, which is not mentioned on here, of women not being allowed to study at the university until 1965. 
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Description automatically generated]As well as learning about the university rules and records, we also got to look at a variety of different manuscripts, pictures, letters, maps etc. One manuscript particularly caught my eye, and it was called the Impossibility of Witchcraft and discussed in great depth the accusations of witchcraft against Jane Wenham, the last witch convicted of witchcraft in Britain in 1712. I found this particularly interesting to read, because as part of my A-Levels we learnt about witchcraft and particularly her case as part of our sceptical cases topic. Although we did learn about her case in detail and how she was eventually pardoned by Queen Anne, it was really nice to see one of the key texts that highlighted the scepticism in her case and witchcraft as a whole in person and much greater detail than we would gain in our textbooks. 
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Description automatically generated]Another interesting source was this drawing of the Tower of London. I found this really interesting to look at, due to how life like and accurate it was, especially when comparing my photograph of the same building at the Tower of London, when I visited in September 2023. 
[image: A black and white photo of a beach with a castle

Description automatically generated]




[image: A close-up of a sign

Description automatically generated][image: A close up of a painting

Description automatically generated]National Library of Wales:
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Description automatically generated]On 28th January, we visited our most local legal deposit library, the National Library of Wales, in Aberystwyth. While I was there, I learnt that stored 7,000,000 feet of film, 250,000 hours of video, 6,000,000 books and newspapers, 40,000 manuscripts, 1,500,000 maps, 150,000 hours of sound, 950,000 photographs, 60,000 works of art and 1,900 cubic meters of archives. I was really surprised by the sheer amount of items it stored in its archives, but also how it acquired the vast amount of these historical sources. It was really interesting to discover how quite a few of the items in its archives was family heirlooms donated by aristocratic families, after selling their estates, majority of which are now part of the National Trust, and their stately homes can be visited by the general public. Many of these are beautifully preserved oil paintings of individuals from these aristocratic families. While there we learnt that they were in the process of digitising some of their archival material with currently 10% being available to access online. 
One of the most interesting sources to look at while I looked round the archives, was the deeds to a piece of land in Wales, which was personally signed by Queen Mary I of England, and also featured a very well-preserved portrait of her and King Philip II of Spain. 

Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales (RCAHMW):
Afterwards, we visited the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales. They are based also based in the National Library of Wales, but was more focused on archaeology and heritage practice, such as preserving historic Welsh monuments and maps, either historical or more modern ordinance survey maps. While I was there, I also got to look at their own personal archives, as was extremely surprised as to how dry and cold it was. They explained how they have to some of the archives temperature and humidity controlled, some being a very cold 12°c, to help preserve some of their more fragile archival material and keep it in the best condition possible. 
Alongside touring the archives, they also explained about some of their most recent projects. Most interestingly, they discussed how they worked alongside the Welsh Government to record the original Welsh names for towns and cities within Wales. This was most likely done as part of the Senedd recent move to have all constituencies to have a Welsh and English name that can be used interchangeably in the Senedd during debates. It also explained other projects it was part of, such as the CHERISH project which researched the effects of climate change and its effects on historical buildings and conservation methods. One interesting thing the Royal Commission also offers is that it has settled a number of land disputes in recent years by viewing historical tithe maps and using the information gather to solve the dispute. 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Ceredigion County Museum:
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Description automatically generated]Finally, we finished our day in Aberystwyth by visiting the Ceredigion County Museum. I found it really interesting to discover that the museum used to be an Edwardian Theatre, with many architectural features of the theatre being incorporated into the museum design and layout. I really liked this as it gave the museum character and warmth, but also made it open plan, all of which you do not get or experience in a typical museum. The museum contained a wide range of artifacts relation to the history and heritage of Ceredigion, but I was most drawn to the beautiful illustrations and models of boats, that was most likely docked at the historic dockyard in Aberystwyth, highlighting is maritime history on the Irish Sea. 
Although it was really nice to look round the museum and learn about the heritage and history of Ceredigion, it was of been nice if we also got to learn about how the museum preserves the items on display and keeps them in such good condition, especially as I assume they use different methods to the archives. 

Overall, I extremely enjoyed this module and found it highly interesting and exciting to learn about archives, researching and ‘doing history’, but also being able to view and look at key historical sources in person. As someone, who until now, had never even stepped foot inside an archive or even knew exactly what they did, other than store historical sources, found it highly interesting to discover the importance of these treasure troves of history and gave me a greater amount of admiration for those who help protect and preserve history for future generations, as well as those who go out there and write, discover, and teach history. 
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