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Archives and Record Keeping: 

 

Susan Hood’s contribution to the History Show, 29
th

 September in the context 

of the launch of Irish Archives: vol 20 “Children and childhood in Ireland” 
 

Gaps in records result from: 

 Fragility of the paper; unbound pages kept loose 

 Poor record-keeping. People didn‟t have a sense of their importance so items got lost. 

 Private records could be destroyed, either by the individuals who created them or private 

institutions. Pity such destruction, but they were perfectly entitled to do so. Often no 

malice in the decision to destroy – there was an attitude “after I‟m gone I‟d rather the past 

came with me”. 

 Thankfully this attitude is beginning to change…better sense of history. 

 

Archives also tend to be created by authorities or people with means, hence: 

 They are “top-down”. Unless a person was very important or in trouble, there is unlikely 

to be a record. By very important I mean they lived in the big house, were on a board or 

committee – in other words held a position of authority at one extreme, or at the other, 

they were in trouble – either as a victim or perpetrator of a crime in which case their story 

may turn up in police or court records. So the records uncovered about children tend to 

reflect those extremes –  we see lovely photographs of children in the big houses of 

Ireland; some tenant children too, but only in passing and often unnamed (as illustrated in 

Irish Archives). 

 Most people in between these two extremes are documented in a very limited way. 

 This is not really surprising – the nature of Irish society until the modern state is created. 

The vast majority of people are not well documented: civil registration of births, 

marriages and deaths for example starts only as recently as 1864: before that unless 

parish registers survive there is no compulsory record of a human life until much later. 

Only in the later 19
th

 century were compulsory types of records kept e.g. The Board of 

National Education requires rolls to be kept in each school; while with the onset of state 

welfare social welfare records are kept, but these are relatively modern developments. 

 The minutes, correspondence and other official documents of an organisation (annual 

reports etc) will mostly reflect its administrative remit. 

 We don‟t find children at the board table – until the very recent creation of the Children‟s 

Ombudsman, children did not have a voice. 

 So we find in the records relatively little about children: for the 18
th

-century as Dr Gaye 

Ashford‟s essay in Irish Archives shows we might get stray references in correspondence 

or published sources at the top end of society, but at the other – how to bring up your 

children was an oral thing passed down in communities. And there is little about 

children‟s experience – how they felt, what life was really like for them. 
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The role of archivists and responsible record keeping 

 A responsible organisation will look after its records and employ archivists to keep them 

safe. 

 This is the main function of the archivist – to keep the records created by an organisation 

or individual SAFE – in fireproof and good environmental storage. 

 The archivist‟s role will also involve making some sense of them – listing and organising 

them so that others can use and interpret them. 

 And it further involves managing appropriate access to them. Many records are open to 

all – such as parish registers. Because baptism, marriage burial were public events, so the 

records of these events are public. But in other cases, say the records of an institution, or 

government records, the normal access point would be up to 30-years ago. Thus, today 

members of the public can view minutes etc up to 1983. We call this the 30-closure rule. 

It is standard for institutional records. In certain cases however, where the information in 

a record is sensitive and deals with a person‟s personal details – say school records, or the 

records of an orphanage or children‟s home; or their medical history, then the policy is 

100-year closure.  

 100-year closure is a decision of respect – respect for the individuals concerned in the 

record who may well be still alive, and respect for their relatives, particularly their 

children and the next generation. For as long as they live, they have a right to remain 

private. Their record is part of their story – they have a right to the information in of 

course, but not every Tom, Dick or Harry! In general, then, archivists have to make the 

decision, that a collective body of information say a school register recording behaviour 

and results of children in class will be closed for 100 years. This can be frustrating for 

example where people come wanting to host a class reunion and want to get the names in 

the class in a particular year. We acknowledge the frustration, but we can‟t give that 

information out – because not all the intended guests may not want to attend the reunion! 

So it‟s a balance, but ultimately the underlining reason for 100-year closure is RESPECT 

for the people concerned in the records. 

 

Some examples of good record keeping as brought to light in the current issue of Irish 

Archives devoted to children & childhood are as follows: 

 

 The records of the National Education Board kept safe in the National Archives of 

Ireland. Created for administration of national schools throughout the island. Date from 

1832. As Aideen Ireland of the National Archives informs us these sources won‟t tell you 

what it was like in school from the perspective of the child – the historian has to 

reconstruct that from what the files may or may not say. But they will tell you about 

conditions, what was going on when the inspector‟s called to individual schools for 

example… 

e.g. at Balitimore Fishery National School, Cork in 1896 some 204 pupils attended in one 

large and commodious room for their literary instruction at the one time! The room was 

filled with excellent furniture although poorly lit, and there were no denominational 

emblems. 

The files also tell the historians when things go wrong: the teachers in Draperstown and 

Bancran national schools in County Londonderry were allegedly running a bicycle 
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wholesale business from their classrooms when they should have been teaching in 1894! 

The inspector reported: 

“The teacher was doing nothing and the pupils were all idling and disorderly. The 

teacher was in full cycling costume. He had two bicycles on the premises, one for 

common use in the yard and a racer in the school-room covered with a map to 

protect it from the dust. It was the only thing in the room that showed any sign of 

being cared [for]. Then there was a lounger on which to recline whilst being 

rubbed down after a hard spin”. 

 

 The Irish Crown records as vividly brought to life in the essay by Dr Elaine Farrell 

include responses to questions posed in court which include witness statements made in 

suspected criminal cases during the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century. Such records had to be 

kept for legal purposes, and they are now available in the National Archives for 26 

counties and held in PRONI for NI. It is relatively rare that we actually hear children‟s 

voices, but in such often chilling sources where children were witnesses or victims of 

crime, we can actually read verbatim what happened to them or what they saw. Children 

very young had to go to court and tell the magistrate what had occurred – in some causes 

they were so young or what had happened to them was so appalling, the records provide 

evidence of how difficult it must have been to do that, while in other cases the grim 

details on file about kidnap, abuse, and rape is graphic. There is additional testimony 

about a range of children‟s daily lives and experiences – schooling and play, even 

sleeping arrangements and treatment by parents, guardians and teachers, which otherwise 

we would not have. As Dr Farrell makes clear, the underlining message of these records 

is of the harsh treatment of some of Ireland‟s most vulnerable inhabitants. 

 

 The Schools’ Collection of Children’s Essays in the National Folklore Collection are 

explored in another essay by Mary Hatfield. These unusual records are kept safe in the 

National Folklore Archive in UCD. This Commission sponsored a scheme to collect 

children‟s writings during the 1930s, when over 100,000 children participated in the 

project to collect and preserve folklore within communities: they wrote about local 

history, monuments, folktales, legends, local placenames, described the landcape, wrote 

down songs, poems games and pastimes with the result that this is the largest archival 

collection of Irish children‟s writings.  

An example: In 1938, 13-year-old Maisie Nesbitt, a student at Drumakill School, wrote a 

short essay describing the types of games she played in county Monaghan. Her essay 

described:  

“throwing rings and an old king cole‟s nose, dominoes, tea-out, drawing with 

chalk, marbles, blind man‟s buff. We play the singing games when we have 

visitors…In the summer I play swing, ball, tig, hiding and go seek. I play house. 

On Halloween nights I play catching an apple in a basin of water. The ones that 

take a bit out of an apple hanging from the ceiling will get it. At tea time the one 

that gets the ring in the cake will be married first.” 

Thus these sources provide amazing detail about what ordinary life in Ireland was like 

over 70 years ago, and is made all the more real by the fact we are actually hearing this 

from the children themselves – we are able to see their handwriting and read what they 
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wrote down when, for example, the Great Famine was still within living memory of their 

parents and grandparents.  

 

 Photographs: Such sources as the Children‟s essays whilst unusual make children less 

invisible, which brings us finally to the importance of visual evidence – there are 

instances where we actually can see what childhood was like through the lens of the 

photographer. Today a child‟s experience of photography is constant - from the cradle to 

the grave everything about their lives can be captured on film – a luxury available to most 

people. Yet even 30 years ago this photographs of a children were a very rare thing…. A 

selection of children‟s photographs from the photograph collections in the National 

Library of Ireland provides the centrepiece of Irish Archives.  

 

One particular image is striking: “The Van”, and we reproduce it on the front cover. It 

shows an unnamed little boy and girl hanging out the window of a van. Most likely they 

are a brother and sister, who are captioned simply by the photographer Elinor Wiltshire: 

“a Saturday in 1969 at Dublin‟s Cumberland Street Market”, so they were probably there 

messing around for the day, while their parents sold their goods at the market.  The 

children don‟t appear to be camera-shy: indeed it was probably an amazing novelty for 

them that someone wanted to take their picture. Today a child‟s experience of 

photography is constant - from the cradle to the grave everything about their lives can be 

captured on film – a luxury available to most people. Yet even 30 years ago especially 

back in 1960s inner-city Dublin a camera was a rarity. We have no idea who these 

children (now probably in their late 40s) are, but this moment in time and the radiance of 

their characters was captured for all time in this iconic image by Elinor Wiltshire, whose 

Rolleiflex images safely housed by the National Photographic Archive (part of NLI) in 

Dublin.  

 

Irish Archives is available at Eason‟s bookshops nationwide, or directly from the Society for 

Irish Archives: http://www.ucd.ie/archives/isa/isa-index.html 

 

Caption for front cover image: „The Van‟ by Elinor Wiltshire, was taken at the Cumberland 

Street Market, Dublin, „on a Saturday in 1969‟. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland, 

Wiltshire Collection, WIL 55[6]). 

 

Susan Hood 

 
Further information: The Irish Society for Archives was founded in 1970 by Robin Dudley Edwards, 

then Professor of Modern Irish History in University College Dublin, in response to the lack of a forum 

for the discussion of archival matters in Ireland. Today, the Society remains faithful to the vision of its 

founder and seeks to promote the place of archives in Irish society.  

 

It organises lectures on topics of interest and concern to archivists and to users of archives, produces a 

twice yearly newsletter and publishes Irish Archives, Ireland‟s only dedicated archival journal, co-edited 

by Dr Susan Hood of the  Representative Church Body Library, Dublin and Elizabeth McEvoy, of the 

National Archives of Ireland. 
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