Doing History – History and Historians

Learning to Do History has been a fascinating and instructive module, providing opportunities to experience direct contact with primary sources and challenging our assumptions of history and what history encompasses.

Our lecturers discussed their areas of particular interest, and these discussions were illuminating in that they highlighted different sources of information, different spheres of history, and different ways of disseminating the results of their research.   

One of our first discussions was considering what history is, and from this question arose the ideas of who writes history, and for what purpose?   Trying to define history is difficult:  Ludmilla Jordanova1 observes that history is the past, whilst pointing out that this is too vast a topic to be handled easily and also highlighting the fact of problems of interpretation and personal bias.   She discusses the “significance of context”2 and how important it is to be self-aware and, I believe, self-critical.   She also states that “historians are present in the histories they make in many different ways ..”3, and I think that Jordanova’s comments about attitudes and motivation, evidence, political influence, and thoughtful analysis are thought-provoking and illuminating, making me question what I read and not accept everything at face-value4.   So, history is the past but, because of the immensity of the subject, historians choose to focus and write about a period of the past.   In that choice lies a bias, or a preference, for a particular episode of time and historians must ensure they think critically whilst evaluating evidence, then reflecting and reasoning, before presenting their work to the world.   This self-questioning is vital – there is an ethical obligation in history and those who write it hold a position of authority of which they should always be aware5.

Once a historian has decided on their topic of research, they investigate sources.   Sources are split into primary and secondary sources, with primary sources being vitally important in providing evidence for their topic and being key to historical study.   Primary sources are the source material occurring contemporaneously with the period being researched, enabling the researcher to experience vicariously what has occurred, and providing direct evidence or first-hand experience about the period.   Secondary sources are analyses of historic occasions after the event has occurred, often using primary sources.   Both sources have their uses, with primary providing witting and unwitting testimony to the researcher, and with secondary [image: ]providing useful contextual information albeit with the proviso that the researcher must be wary of bias, must be critical, and must evaluate and interpret content.   An exciting aspect of history is that, if new facts appear, historical narratives may change with new contexts appearing and interpretations evolving6.   Having found their sources, historians need to assimilate the evidence and record it in such a way as to allow it to be retrieved easily for interpretative purposes.Figure 1 - Example of primary source: Census sheet for 11 Mill Street, Lampeter 1911


In our lectures, not only did we discuss the need to be objective in our approach to history avoiding subjectivity and being aware of bias and emotion, but also we were made aware of the local sources of historical evidence available to us.    

[image: ]One or our sources is the Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, a great collection of printed books, mediaeval manuscripts and archives7.   Primary sources include records of St David’s College, other archives, manuscripts with marginal drawings, tracts, atlases, and Bishop Thomas Burgess’s collection which comprises personal books containing manuscript annotations by Bishop Burgess himself.  Secondary sources include reference books and incunables.   On our class visit to the Library, we were able to examine the records of St David’s College.   Items perused were the Beer Account Book, the Junior Bursar’s Bank Book, and the Tutor’s Register.   The Tutor’s Register was a list of students, showing their name, address, parent’s occupation, results, position post-College, and with personal comments on each individual student8.   This is an interesting list, providing data indicating provenance (both past and future) and could be used for research purposes to monitor, for instance, class strata and movement in the period covered by the Register.Figure 2 - marginal drawing, Bible, Roderic Bowen Library


[image: ]Our field trip to Aberystwyth included a visit to the National Library of Wales9, a copyright library containing books, journals, newspapers, artwork, sound archives, deposited records such as estate archives, and artefacts.   This Library is a massive resource for Wales, containing an almost overwhelming amount of source material for research purposes.   The estate archives are primary source materials, such as the Powis Estate archive which contains family papers of the Herbert family and records of the estate, providing a rich source of information for potential researchers10.   One secondary source I looked at was a book of Monumental Inscriptions for St Peter’s Church in Lampeter11, which contained a useful map of the locations of graves in the churchyard as well as a list of the burials with the incumbents’ names, dates and the inscription on the gravestone.   This information will be useful as an aid to my Graveyard Survey, being used as confirmation of my interpretation of the gravestone inscriptions in instances where weathering has occurred, for example. The National Library of Wales is a wonderful resource for researchers looking for material about Wales, with a great deal of data available on a broad range of topics.  Figure 3 - old postcard showing National Library of Wales shortly after it was built


[image: ]The Ceredigion Museum is based in Aberystwyth in a preserved Edwardian theatre. It is run by Ceredigion County Council, contains 60,000 objects, and lists its “core functions” as “collecting, documenting, preserving and interpreting the material evidence of Ceredigion’s past for public benefit”12.   Entrance is free with an interesting display in the auditorium, although only a fraction of the objects curated are displayed.   They have a proactive relationship with schools, encouraging visits and running projects enabling children to interact with the topics.   Members of the public are offered a range of opportunities to experience the history displayed in the museum, including organised walks in the town highlighting local history, topical displays that change on a regular basis, workshops covering different aspects and skills relating to items displayed in the museum, and opportunities to volunteer.   The Museum has an attractive website and overall appears to be a good example of a local museum, with interesting artefacts and a good connection with the public.   It would be interesting to know how they choose what to display and why, whether they have restrictions placed on their activities in terms of funding or institutional rules, how they interpret the material evidence, and how they define public benefit.Figure 4 - Ceredigion Museum logo


[image: ]Another place visited on our Aberystwyth fieldtrip was the Ceredigion Archives, being the public record office for the old county of Cardiganshire.   This is another rich source of material for the researcher, containing an enormous selection of records covering local council, parish & community council, established church and non-conformist, workhouse, school, law courts, and estate records.   Other documentation covers tithes and the enclosure acts, personal and business items, shipping registers and maps.   The mission statement for Ceredigion Archives states it exists to “collect and preserve documents about the history of Cardigan and make available for research”13.   The website is old-fashioned bur serviceable and lists the documents held, which may then be accessed when visiting the Archive offices in person.   There is limited digitisation of items held.   Not all documents may be accessed because of privacy rules, and there appear to be gaps in some of the records.   Reflecting on this, I wonder if they have an acquisitions policy or whether they receive official documents and donations, which might limit the breadth of their contents.   However, having taken account of possible limitations, I think this is a very interesting archive with plenty of data for a researcher wanting to find information about Cardigan and its inhabitants.Figure 5 - Ceredigion Archives 'Documents in  Distress'


Our visit to St Peter’s Church in Lampeter was an exercise in reading the visual evidence presented to us in the graveyard, and we were encouraged to reflect on what we were seeing and to question that evidence.   We started by looking at the structure and size of the building and questioning the relevance of its grandeur in a small town such as Lampeter and the reasons for why it should be so large.   The positioning of the building on the top of a hill overlooking the town is significant too.   We then toured the graveyard, stopping to look at different examples of grave styles, and considering their size, style, composition, the [image: ]inscription and their positioning in the graveyard.   All of these factors tell a story, whether it is of the social status of the incumbent, their wealth, their heritage, or of their life.   Gravestones may be thought to be a mixture of primary and secondary sources, as they represent facts in names and dates, but they are not erected by the person buried there so comments inscribed may be put there by others who want to present a particular picture of those buried.   This is perhaps an example of how a critical eye is needed in interpreting what is portrayed.  Analysing the data on gravestones could produce a lot of information about the incumbents of the graveyard:   dates of death and division between male and female might show a pattern of mortality which could be linked to disease or to maternal and neonatal problems.   The recording of whether Welsh or English is used in inscriptions would be interesting too as a pattern may display which, depending on when it occurred, could show the prevalence of first-language Welsh speakers, or be a statement of national identity, or even a rebellious display against the ban on Welsh speaking in the 19th century.   Patterns of movement may be noted from places of birth, where mentioned, although this is not a universally included item in inscriptions.   Obvious patterns of movement are visible with the Polish graves found in the north-west of the graveyard, with the dates of birth giving a clue as to when and why this population settled here – Second World War – although obviously this is just a hunch and much further research and investigation would need to be done to confirm the idea.   This is an example of how a chance discovery might lead to an interesting area of investigation - discovering what these people did, why they came to Lampeter, and why they stayed after the war could be an intriguing project.Figure 6 - Paupers' Graves, St Peter's Graveyard, Lampeter (Photo: K Davies)


There are many online sources of information, with historical entities digitising their collections, but great care must be taken, and a discriminating attitude maintained, in all website roaming.   With this proviso in mind, there is a great deal of information available digitally which can only help historical scholars in their researches.   One notable area is the availability of the census returns which are available online covering the decades 1841 to 191114, with the 1921 census becoming available in 2021 because of the 100-year rule.   The information contained in the censuses is extremely useful and is used by researchers to investigate the history of particular houses, streets, and towns, and is used by government to direct policies of all sorts from the inception of the census to the current date.

The lectures about areas of specific interest covered Museums in Liverpool and where to find the contemporaneous commentary about usage of the museums and their clientele, looking at a variety of records including Hansard for parliamentary discussions, which provided an interesting insight into social attitudes and mores of the time.   Mediaeval Swansea is a project initiated to investigate a particular incident in Swansea’s history, using ecclesiastical sources to write the story, and incorporating this into an interactive website which is aimed at a broad age range and attempts to encourage residents to find out more about their home town15.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although my definition of history is so broad, my definition of what a historian has to do is clear – a historian must always be mindful of the need to have a critical eye, look at the context and meaning of his source material, engage with, reflect upon and interpret this and other source material, consider his methodology and empiricism, and produce a history which is as objective as possible.   With the many examples of good primary sources available in Ceredigion, historians have opportunities to research many topics relatively easily covering a broad range and I hope to be in a position to do this in the future.
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