
TOP TIPS FOR MAKING A RESEARCH 
VISIT TO A LIBRARY OR ARCHIVE

In preparing this talk I did consult some fellow
family historians who shared some of what they do.
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1. REVIEW ARCHIVE/ 
LIBRARY’S WEBSITE

Readers' Ticket

Opening hours 
Appointment ?

Ordering documents

If this is your first visit to a particular archive or library 
Start with some research on their website.

Do you need to apply for a reader's ticket?
If yes what documents do you need to provide and can you apply 
in advance?
Photo ID and proof of address e.g. Passport, driving license, 
utilities bill etc.

Check opening hours
do you need to make an appointment?
If yes how much in advance

Find out if you can order items in advance and on the day, and how 
you do it. Some items may be in remote storage so ordered in 
advance.
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2. MAKE A LIST OF 
ITEMS TO VIEW

Investigate Archive or 
Library Catalogue

Search for 
topics/people you 
wish to research

Create a list of items 
you want to order

You might already know what you want to look at 
But iti s always worth investigating the Archive or Library Catalogue
is there a catalogue?
If not might be on The National Archives discovery
The catalogue of catalogues!
Use the search function to find the items you wish to view.
Create a list – I do this in a word document using copy and paste.
Can also use the FIBIS research guides, they have references numbers 
for documents you might want to research

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
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BRITISH LIBRARY

The British Library is still recovering from a cyber-attack that disrupted the systems and 
services.
Recovery is underway, but not everything is back yet. 
To Find out what’s currently available and how you can use the Library click on box

4



We are recovering from a cyber-attack that disrupted 
our systems and services. Recovery is underway, but 
not everything is back yet …

Find out what’s currently available and how you can 
use the Library during this recovery period.

As you can see there are available and not available catalogues

If you want to order a manuscript (including things with an IOR 
reference number) you need the number and description.

I usually go to the National Archives discovery catalogue to find these 
if I don’t already know.

Many of the FIBIS guides have the IOR numbers listed

https://bll01.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/discovery/search?vid=44BL_INS
T:BLL01&lang=en

5



THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES

The National Archives Discovery catalogue is quite amazing but good to take time to 
experiment with how it works.

An example to find a British Library manuscript or IOR item

I searched for “John Smith”, a little ambitious!
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In the search results there is “Other archives”

This includes The British Library… 
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Reference: IOR/L/MIL/5/363/13658 Smith
Description: Subject of enquiry: John Smith. Enquirer: John Smith.

Collection item request form

Imagine this is the item you wish to view
Make a note of the reference number and title
Use these when you fill in the “Collection item request form”
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You may need to give extra information like
Year, Volume.

You can always add extra information as well

You then have to choose the day of your visit
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Then select which reading room you would like to use.
BUT for IOR (Indian office records) you need to put Asian and African Studies.

Even if you don’t that is where they will be available.

You should get an email confirmation that your order is being carried out, but no 
guarantee you will be able to see it on the day!
Someone else might have ordered it.
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THE NATIONAL ARCHIVES

Ordering at the National Archives is similar
First find item in catalogue
Click on book a visit and follow instructions.
With both the British Library and The National Archives you can still order on the day but 
only for items stored on site.
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3. PREPARING FOR 
VISIT

Transport: 
getting there

Facilities:
e.g. lunch

Are there any rules ?
e.g. lockers 

Re visit the archive website and look at 
Transport – trains, buses, parking etc.
Facilities – food and coffee ( or tea)
Rules to follow like what you can take into archives
Do you need to use a locker do you need a pound coin.
The TNA asks you to watch a documents handling video.
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4.  NIGHT BEFORE

Find readers card or 
identification 
documents

List of things you 
want to view or 
have ordered

Pack your bag

Find readers card or identification
documents list of things you want to view or have ordered either 
digitally or on paper
Make your lunch or make sure you have money or card
Pack you bag: remember 
A notebook and pencils ( no pens)
Your list and ID stuff
Camera or phone to take pictures
I also take my tablet or laptop, including chargers for phone etc.
Money, train tickets or car keys etc.

Don’t wear your best clothes, old documents are very dirty!
Wear layers, as archives can vary in temperatures
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May sound a bit odd
But I bought a clear plastic pencil case 
Keep pencils, phone charger and put readers card inside
Can quickly put in my backpack when visiting archives.
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5. ARRIVE AT 
ARCHIVE

Get your reader's card

Put things in locker &
take photo number!

Head to archive

Get your readers card if needed or renew.
If you have not been to British Library since March 2024
you will need to renew your card.

Go to lockers and put away things you can’t take with you
e.g. food and drink

Some places offer clear plastic bags to put your things in 
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Some archives have locker keys with numbers, but others have digital locks like a hotel 
safe.
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6. READING ROOM

Retrieve items 
ordered

Take photo of item
(e.g. box) including label

Handle items 
carefully

Find out where to get the items you have ordered.
Staff are usually wonderful and will instruct about process.
Each place has different system.
I usually ask for items in the order of my list.
Once you are at your seat, I usually take photo of box, file folder or book the outside 
including label
Use a book rest etc ask if not sure.
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This is the box this big book arrived in at the British Library
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7. RESEARCHING

How does it work

Take photos of what you 
have found

Annotate your list with 
what you have found

Do you need all of item or just a part
Look over item to get to know its layout, particularly with books and boxes of 
documents.  Does it have an index etc? 
Once you have found what you are looking for take lots of photos.
Make sure, they are in focus [I use my tablet to check as they are backed up to the 
cloud]. 
Sometimes have difficulties with shadows etc.
If using proper camera may have problems with lights flickering creating stripey images. 
[I now mostly use my phone]
Annotate your list with what you have found [could also mark with photo numbers].

Return item then move on to next.
[I also photograph the floor in between documents so that when I'm reviewing a large 
pile of photos on my computer later, I can quickly pick out the new document starting 
point.]
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This book had a contents page
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Don’t forget there are usually weights you can use to hold down items whilst 
photographing
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8. WHILST 
RESEARCHING

Take regular breaks

Check your photos 
and power

Mark your research 
list with both positive 
and negative

Take regular breaks, especially for water or drinks [I used to end up with a headache 
because of dehydration]
Check photo quality regularly and battery power
Mark your list with what you have and have not found
Make notes on ideas for further things to research
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9. BEFORE YOU GO

Review research list
Ask for help 

Have a wonder 
around

Retrieve things from 
locker

Take a final look at your list, is there anything further you can do today 
Ask for help and look on library shelves
Collect things from locker and return plastic bag etc.
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10. BACK HOME

Sort and organise 
photos

Add new information 
to family tree

Start planning next 
visit!

Once home
Sort photos, turn them around etc. Because they are on my phone I usually do this on 
the train!
Download them to your computer. I first put them in a folder labelled with archive name 
and date of visit
Get your list out and go through items, add images to persons folder on computer and 
add new information and images to profile on family tree.

Start planning next visit
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It is not just the British Library and The National Archives that have records for our 
British India family
The following are just a small selection of other places to research.

London Metropolitan Archive for example I found records of the Jerusalem Coffee 
House, later the Jerusalem Shipping Exchange, including registers and lists of sailings and 
shippings, including some East India Company shipping; log of the voyage of the ship 
'Walmer Castle' from London to India; agreements; and financial accounts.

Business records [Islay Kerr] father in law’s father worked for them in Penang. owned by 
British firm so records came back to London.

Also wills of people

https://www.thelondonarchives.org/your-research/about-our-catalogue
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SOAS

Has magazines, journals and books etc.
Some of the books are not in British library as published outside of UK

https://www.soas.ac.uk/research/centres-and-institutes/soas-south-asia-institute
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The Cambridge South Asian Archive
An unusual collection of materials, covering a period of over 200 years.
Many personal papers etc.
https://www.s-asian.cam.ac.uk/archive/ 

And the Bodleian in Oxford has a similar collection
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/collections/south-asian/
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Karen de Bruyne
notjustanyfamily@gmail.com

https://notjustanyfamily.co.uk

NotJustAnyFamily @karendebruyne

@karendebruyne

https://www.facebook.com/notjustanyfamily

Thank you for listening, I hope this has given you the confidence to 
make that first visit or given you some ideas to help with your next 
visit.
There is a copy of my talk notes on my website “Not Just Any Family”
I am a frequent archive and library visitor, so if you just have one thing 
you want to see, email me and I will get it next time I go.
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