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Three words

• Manuscripts

• Records

• Archives



Archives

• Traditionally seen as:

• ‘records created by an organization in the course of its daily 

business’

• Central government

• Local government

• An educational establishment (a school a university)

• A business

• A society



Now also:

• A collection of records or other material on a particular 

subject brought together artificially



Types of archives / records

• Understanding who 

generates archives 

helps you find them.

Public Records

Official Records

Ecclesiastical 
Records

Deposited Records



PUBLIC RECORDS
Public Record Act 1838

Public Record Office [PRO], formerly Chancery Lane, 
opened in 1856

The National Archives [TNA], Kew

TNA website: www.nationalarchives.gov.uk



Public Records

Domesday Book

Systematic record 
keeping from the 
reign of King John 
(1199-1216)



Census returns 1841-1911



Public Records

• Arranged by the departments that generated them, e.g.

• Chancery (C)

• Exchequer (E)

• Home Office (HO) – census returns 1841 and 1851 are 

listed under HO because the Home Office had oversight 

of the process; from 1861 the returns are catalogued 

under RG because responsibility passed to the office of 

the Registrar General.



Who decides what records are going 

to be kept?

• civil servants and administrators on the grounds of legal 

and administrative requirements

• archivists on the grounds of research value 



HOW MUCH IS KEPT?

Less than 5%



OFFICIAL RECORDS

This is how archivists designate records produced by the 

county councils, which came into existence in 1889.

They took over the functions of earlier bodies such as 

the Boards of Guardians and the School Boards – so the 

records are often older than the councils themselves,



Ecclesiastical Records

Diocesan

Parish



Diocesan Records include

• (arch)bishops’ 

registers

• church property

• church courts

• probate records [wills] 

– originals and act 

books, to 1858  



Parish records include

• Registers of baptism, 

marriage and burial, 

1538 (though few 

survive from that date)

• Churchwardens’ 

accounts

• Overseers of the poor

• Charities and schools



Deposited records

• The difference between deposit and gift

• Records of individuals

• Records of companies

• Records of societies

• Newspapers

• Solicitors’ records, including estate collections



Access to records

• Closure periods

• 30 years for public and official records

• 50 years for ‘personally sensitive records’

• 75 years for ‘personally sensitive information about 
persons under 21’

• 100 years for ‘confidential information’ e.g. the census 
returns



Using archives

The National Archives (TNA): many records have been 

digitised and are available free – you can access these 

through ‘Discovery’. You can also (under normal 

circumstances) visit in person; you can apply for a reader’s 

ticket on line in advance of your visit.

The British Library: check the website for details of how to 

apply

Local repositories: generally allow access though 

conditions (making appointments, etc) vary



Golden rules when using archives

• Take a pencil as pens are not allowed

• No food or drink

• Check any requirements in advance of a visit

• Check before using your phone or camera to take images


