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“If you’re in Aberdeen  - go see the archives. They ’re great, and 

they’re free!” 
 

Stuart MacBride, author, from the introduction to “Close to the Bone” 
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Introduction and Summary 
 
It is my pleasure to present the work of Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire 
Archives for 2012-13. The service, jointly funded by Aberdeen City and 
Aberdeenshire Councils, exists to collect, preserve, promote and make publicly 
available the historical records of the two local authorities, together with other 
significant records relating to the region.  
 
The Archive provides a service for the staff and councillors of both councils as 
well as for the general public at a local, national and indeed international level. 
With records dating back over 800 years, the users of the service are as diverse 
as the archives themselves: school pupils, academics, councillors and family 
historians are all regular visitors. 
 
Although the economic climate for local government remains challenging, 
members of staff have worked positively to further develop existing partnerships 
with other organisations, to raise the profile of the archive and to increase the 
number of people engaging with the service either in person or through social 
media and the internet, which now stands at a higher level than ever before. 
 
The past year saw the service gain very positive exposure on national television 
in BBC One’s “Who Do You Think You Are?” featuring Annie Lennox and on BBC 
Two in “Scotland’s Greatest Warrior” which marked the 400th anniversary of the 
birth of James Graham, the 1st Marquis of Montrose. 
 
Partnership working with other organisations remains central to the work that we 
do, particularly with regards to ancestral tourism and educational work. 2012-13 
also witnessed the start of a very exciting new collaboration with Aberdeen 
University and the National Records of Scotland to digitise and widen access to 
the Burgh Registers for Aberdeen covering the period 1398-1563. These records 
were also nominated for inclusion in UNESCO’s “UK Inscription of the Memory of 
the World Register” in October of 2012, the result of which is anticipated 
imminently. 
 
The biggest single constraint on the service remains accommodation. Storage 
areas are completely full and neither of the buildings complies with the British 
Standard for the Storage and Exhibition of Archive Material. Furthermore, the 
division of the service between two buildings confuses the public, limits opening 
hours and duplicates resources. If the service is to continue to perform and to 
expand its function of providing an effective and popular archive service for 
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Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire then this situation must be addressed in the years 
to come. 
 
Nonetheless, the progress made in 2012-13 continues the excellent work of the 
previous year and paves the way for the future. As always, the expertise and 
enthusiasm of the staff continues to be the major asset of the service. My sincere 
thanks goes to them for all their effort and support.  
 
Phil Astley 
City Archivist. 
May 2013 
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Access and enquiries  
 
A major part of the Archive service is devoted to providing access to the 
collections in its care. Enquiries and visits come from individuals in the North 
East of Scotland, from further afield in Scotland, England and abroad, and also 
from within the councils that pay for the service. Basic statistics for this are 
provided below. 
 
In addition, staff at Old Aberdeen House have piloted a project to analyse where 
visitors to the Search Room have come from. This information is provided below, 
and shows that the majority of visitors last year came from Aberdeen City and  
Aberdeenshire. 
 
It will be seen that the statistics for Old Aberdeen House are significantly down 
this year. This may be attributable to a couple of factors. It is possible that the 
exceptionally bad summer of 2012 coupled with the long winter of 2013 has put 
visitors off travelling to Aberdeen to view the archives. The growing amount of 
information available on the website and online catalogues may also reduce the 
need for remote users to make direct enquiries, and so add to the general 
reduction in the statistics. 
 
Enquiry Types 
 
The majority of enquiries and visits that are received by the Archives Service are 
for family history purposes, but a significant number are also received about 
other local matters. These include requests from academics, (on topics ranging 
from Goldsmiths in Aberdeen to records of an 18th century economist staying in 
Stonehaven c. 1745), planning requests from building owners for old house 
plans, and requests from the public on political matters (e.g. establishing the 
common good status of land). 
 
Once again the most varied enquiries and visits have been received from council 
departments. In the past year requests for information have included:  
 

� historical information about Provosts in Aberdeenshire, to be used in 
speeches by the latest Provost  

� proof of Council ownership of a clock tower that is not included in any 
valuation rolls 

� proof of Council actions on the rent applied to houses with T-beam roofs  
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� historical information about the Hollywood scriptwriter Lorna Moon, who 
originally hailed from Strichen  

 
In each case a preferential service to research information has been provided to 
the councils that have requested it, and in most instances information has been 
provided remotely to save Council staff time in travelling to our offices to locate 
this information themselves.   
 
Town House Statistics 
 

 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 +/- from 2011/12  
Enquiries 310 290 301 +4% (+11)  
Visits 220 279 337 + 21% (+58) 
Productions 1452 1089 1280 +15% (+191 ) 

 
Old Aberdeen House Statistics * 
 

 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 +/- from 2011/12 
Enquiries 459 644 449 -30% (-195) 
Visits 380 523 337 -35% (-186) 
Productions 2213 2770 2005 -27% (-765) 

* of these, the following statistics regarding Aberdeenshire Council collections were gathered: 
 
 
 

Aberdeenshire 
 

 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 +/- from 2011/12 
Enquiries 289 287 244 -14% (-43) 
Productions 954 1426 994 -30% (-432) 

 
  
Total Statistics (TH + OAH) 
 

 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 +/- from 2011/12 
Enquiries 769 934 750 -20% (-184) 
Visits 600 802 674 -16% (-128) 
Productions 3665 3859 3285 -15% (-574) 
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Geographical break down of visits to OAH, 2012-13 
 

Aberdeen  Aberdeenshire  Moray 
Rest of 
Scotland 

UK outwith 
Scotland International 

213 114 0 33 24 22 
 
 
Remote Access 
 
The Service maintains various sources of information on the internet to inform 
potential researchers about what is held in the collections, ranging from general 
information about collections, to itemised lists. 
 
Online Public Access Catalogue 
 
Work is ongoing to populate the Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC) with 
completed itemised lists of collections, either through new cataloguing, or 
retrospective checking and typing up of old lists. By 1 April 2013 lists for a further 
62 collections had been added to it. This brings the total number of collection lists 
on the OPAC to 270 collections, containing 39787 individual entries.  
 
Notable collections added to the OPAC in 2012/13 include: 
 
AS/Kban  Records of the Burgh and Council of Banchory, 1844-1975 
AS/Afra  Records of Fraserburgh Burgh, 1801-1975  
AS/Arhy  Records of the Burgh and Council of Rosehearty, 1811-1975   
CC/4  St. Nicholas Congregational Church 
CA/14  Aberdeen Harbour Board/Harbour Commissioners, 1682-1959 
CA/16  City Mortification Records, 1596-1995 
CA/7/2 City Guildry Accounts, 1452-1812 
DD106 Aberdeen Civic Society, c. 1970-2000 
DD107  Aberdeen Workers Educational Association, 1976-1996 
DD528  Society of Advocates, 1598-1983  
DD627 Niven Cruickshank Collection, 1734 - c. 1940 
PD5  Account book of William and Robert Ross of Easter Beltie, 

Kincardine O'Neil, 1683-1784 
PD7  Account book of Robert McGregor, 93rd Regiment of Foot 

(Highlanders) and other papers, c. 1860-1900 
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PD14  Records of the Methodist Church North of Scotland Circuit, 
including records of Whitehills Methodist Church in Boyndie, 
Aberdeenshire, 1864-2000 

PD15   Records of Insch and Upper Garioch Curling Club, 1889-1959 
PD16   Records of Inverurie Congregational Church, 1898-1964 
PD19  Photographs and cuttings relating to the Newfoundland Overseas 

Forestry Unit in Ballater collected by Tom Hall, 1937-1945 
PD20   Records of William Spence Factory, Huntly, 1925-1978 
 
 
Website and Social Media 
 
Promotion of the Service has continued remotely through its online presence on 
the internet. Updates are made regularly to its website at 
www.aberdeencity.gov.uk/archives both about the continuing work of the service, 
and new resources being made available there. The most significant resources 
this year included transcriptions of Aberdeen County Militia Lists and  Relief 
Certificates 1803-1816, and Baptismal Registers for St Nicholas Kirk 1838-1850.  
 
The website has also been used to explore new innovations in map technology 
and work has been completed on 2 maps relating to collections. The first is a 
visual finding aid that shows the locations of schools for which historical records 
have been passed to the Archives, and providing a collection reference number 
for each school represented there. The main advantage of this map is that it 
allows researchers with no prior knowledge about an area to check which 
schools lay in a particular parish and identify surviving collections for these. The 
map can be accessed at: 
http://www.aberdeencity.gov.uk/education_learning/local_history/archives/loc_ed
ucation.asp  
 
The other map is a source of historical information about Aberdeen during the 
Second World War. Using the City’s Registers of Incidents, Alerts and Deaths as 
a result of enemy action (DD118/2/1-3), it provides an approximated 
reconstruction of the effect of air raids on the city between 1940 and 1943. This 
map can currently be found at: 
http://maps.google.co.uk/maps/ms?ie=UTF8&vps=1&authuser=0&oe=UTF8&ms
a=0&msid=204031601317387489834.00048e01602ad2ff1d387  
 
Social Media 
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The Archives have continued to take advantage of the informality of social media 
this year to further engage with the wider community outside its traditional user 
base. 
 
Twitter 
The Archives Service joined Twitter on 19 April 2012, and the account now has 
over 350 followers.  While growth on Twitter has been slower than on Facebook, 
the audience is different to the Archives Facebook followers (being more 
business orientated) and thus compliments the growing audience that has been 
generated with Social Media.  
 
The Service uses Twitter to tell people what is going on that day, what events are 
coming up and pointing them to places they can get further information, such as 
the Archives’ website.  It also allows us to retweet interesting stories, and interact 
more quickly and concisely than on Facebook.   
 
It is thus a vital part of the Archives social media presence, allowing it to make 
more immediate ‘real time’ updates, and compliments the output on both the 
main website and Facebook. The tweets can be found at 
www.twitter.com/abdnarchives (@abdnarchives) 
 
Facebook 
The Archive Facebook page (www.facebook.com/aberdeencityandshirearchives) 
provides a more informal way of engaging with the public. It has been extremely 
popular over the past year, having now gathered over 1900 followers at the time 
of writing.  
 
It is used to update followers about activities, to pass on feedback from events, 
and to share images of archive photographs and documents. It also acts as an 
informal feedback and enquiry point, allowing other Facebook users to ask 
questions and comment on posts on the site. 
 
The most popular posts were photographs of Aberdeen City Centre, which saw 
the total number of ‘likes’ to the page increase by over 800 in less than a week.  
These photographs subsequently resulted in a feature in the Aberdeen Evening 
Express. 
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Preservation and Conservation 
 
Routine Conservation 
A large part of the Service’s budget for conservation this year was dedicated to 
several items from popular collections that included 8 School Admission 
Registers, and 2 Kincardineshire burial registers.  
 
These were sent down to a professional book and paper conservation studio in 
Dundee, and it is expected that they will be returned in the next few months. 
 
Update on Digitisation of Poor Relief Records 
 
In November 2011 a major project was started in collaboration with the National 
Records of Scotland, Aberdeenshire Council, Moray Council, and the Aberdeen 
and North East Family History Society to digitise the records of the Parochial 
Boards and Parish Councils that administered poor relief in the North East of 
Scotland from 1845 onwards. The ultimate aim of the project is for digital images 
of the records to be made available to the public remotely on an internet site or 
sites yet to be identified.  
 
The imaging part of the project was finally completed in November 2012, and the 
physical items have now been returned. It is expected that images for use in the 
search room in place of the original items will be passed to the Archive Service in 
the next few months. 
 
Update on Digitisation of the Early Council Registers 
 
The early minute books or “Council Registers” for Aberdeen start in 1398 and 
constitute the oldest and most complete set of records for any Scottish town. 
Consequently they are of national and indeed international significance. Wider 
recognition for these fantastic records is long overdue: as part of our efforts to 
address this, the first eight volumes covering the period 1398-1509 (comprising 
over 5,200 pages) were nominated for inclusion in UNESCO’s “UK Inscription of 
the Memory of the World Register” in October of 2012. At the time of writing we 
are still awaiting the outcome of this nomination. 
 
Widening access to this important body of records is a key priority for the service. 
However, it is one that we do not have the resources to achieve on our own. 
Consequently, this project has spawned a close working relationship between 
ourselves, the University of Aberdeen and the National Records of Scotland with 
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all three parties having a mutual interest in providing and encouraging access to 
a series of records that has great research potential on a number of different 
levels, from school projects through to PhD dissertations. 
 
The decision to digitise the 25 earliest surviving registers, covering the period 
1398 – 1563, was taken in the autumn of 2012. As well as enabling remote 
access to the records via the internet, digitisation will aid their preservation by 
providing electronic versions that will reduce the need to access the original 
volumes. 
 
Imaging of the volumes by the National Records of Scotland is now complete, but 
further work is now required to facilitate access to the images. Unlike later 
archival sources the early handwriting and unfamiliar language of the volumes 
present a significant challenge to access. To help overcome this hurdle a pilot 
project is now underway with colleagues from the University’s Research Institute 
for Irish and Scottish Studies (RIISS). A postdoctoral student is to be employed to 
transcribe 100 pages from one of the volumes from the 1530s and input relevant 
information into a dedicated database. The information gathered and lessons 
learned from this project will then serve as a springboard for a bigger project. As 
part of the current work, a conference at Aberdeen University in the autumn of 
2013 is planned, as well as a seminar paper at the University of Birmingham in 
September. The University will increasingly utilise the burgh records in taught 
courses, commencing in October 2013. 
 

Management of Archives 
 
Cataloguing 
 
As is previously noted, the OPAC has continued to be populated with newly 
completed lists, and cataloguing has played a major part in that process. 
Between 1 April 2012 and 31 March 2013, 3178 new catalogue entries were 
created in our electronic cataloguing system, CALM, and of these, 2338 were 
marked as being on the OPAC.  
 
New Deposits (Accessioning) 
 
The Archive service collects records from a variety of sources. The majority of 
new deposits come from departments in Aberdeen City Council and 
Aberdeenshire Council, but a number also come from external sources such as 
organisations and private individuals.  
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Notable deposits for the year 2011/12 include: 
 

� Carden Arts Drama Group, c. 1950-1970 
� Plans of proposed New Aberdeen County Buildings on Woodhill Estate (c. 

1965 – later Woodhill House) 
� Records of St Nicholas and Trinity Church, 1822-2002 
� Records relating to Alex Pirie & Co., Stoneywood, 20th century 
� Records relating to Grampian Fire Heritage Trust, 1896-2006 
� Records of the Aberdeen Children's Theatre, and Drama Education in 

North East Scotland, 1944-2011 
� Turriff Area records, inc. records and plans of several burial grounds, 

1867-1997 
� Plan of Stonehaven Old Town c. 1820 
� Assorted Records from the Stonehaven Heritage Society, 1798-1970, inc. 

Architect’s drawing of Black Hill War Memorial and Stonehaven Dean of 
Guild Court Plans. 

 
Statistics for new deposits are as follows: 
 

Authority * 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 
Aberdeenshire 58 57 52 
Aberdeen City 23 38 22 
Moray 0 1 12 
GVJB 2 2 1 
Total 83 98 87 

 
* This will not always be the depositor, so these figures represent a combination of deposits from external 
sources and council departments. It is common for external organisations and private individuals to gift 
collections to the Service, in which case the authority covering the area that the records relate to will be 
designated as the owner. 

  

Outreach and Promotion 
 
Actively promoting the service to a wide variety of users is fundamental to 
building and maintaining a high profile for the archive.  2012-13 saw a very active 
and diverse programme of outreach and promotion: 
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Ancestral Tourism 
 
The Archive service has continued to take a lead role in promoting ancestral 
tourism in the region. The City Archivist chairs the Aberdeen and North East 
Scotland Ancestral Tourism Partnership (ANESATP), an affiliation of regional 
archives, registrars, family history societies and other organisations from the 
public, private and voluntary sectors that promote genealogical and heritage 
resources to visitors both at home and abroad. In May 2012 the group became 
formally constituted and is represented by the City Archivist on the Local Area 
Tourism Partnership and on the National Ancestral Tourism Steering Group. 
 
During the year the City Archivist spoke to a number of meetings in his capacity 
as Chair of the partnership. These included Visit Deeside and one of Creative 
Scotland’s “Insights and Ideas” events in Edinburgh regarding the economic 
potential of ancestral tourism and the work of the group, which continues to be 
recognised at a national level and frequently cited as an example of good 
practice. 
 
The group has been awarded funding to run a major family history event at 
Haddo House as part of Homecoming 2014. The event, to be held on the 8th-10th 
August 2014, will be the signature Homecoming event for the region. 
 
Archives on Your Doorstep 
 
The aim of this initiative is to raise awareness of the archive resources that are 
available in Aberdeen City & Aberdeenshire Archives by taking original items 
along to localities across the North East. The local organisations visited in 2012 - 
2013 were: 
 

� Fraserburgh Heritage Society 
� Stonehaven Library 
� Inverurie Library 
� Banchory Library  
� Huntly Library 
� Portsoy Salmon Bothy 

 
Among the items that were taken along were school admission registers, school 
log books, assessed tax records, and burgh minute books relating to the town or 
locality. 
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As in 2011 – 2012, numbers varied from venue to venue, but overall they were 
enough to continue with the initiative in 2013 – 2014.  It is hoped that different 
venues will be visited to allow a wider reach.   
 
As with last year repeat visits from venues were also requested, and these will be 
taken into account when arrangements are made for future events. 
 
Promotional Events 
 
The Archive service took part in 21 events which included the opening of 
Marischal College by HM Queen Elizabeth II, the 70th anniversary of Powis 
Community Centre, and the filming of Annie Lennox’s episode of “Who Do You 
Think You Are?” in various locations around NE Scotland.  
 
This last event, which was screened on the UK TV network in September 2012, 
is the most high profile activity that the Service has been involved in to date. The 
response to the episode was overwhelmingly positive, and it was felt that it amply 
demonstrated the wide network of resources, of which the Archives Service is a 
part, that are available for ancestral tourists to NE Scotland. 
 
 
Talks and Visits 
 
Invitations to speak to various community and educational organisations are a 
regular feature in the calendar of the service and while they may take time to 
prepare, they are a great way to engage with the public on a personal level – in 
2012-13 these groups included the likes of the Turriff Tourism Action Group, Old 
Aberdeen Heritage Society, Banff Workers Education Association, and the Bridge 
of Don Women’s Discussion Group. Guided tours of the two buildings are also 
very popular and give people an opportunity to see ‘behind the scenes’. 
 
A total of 18 talks and visits were carried out in the course of the year, 11 to city 
groups and 7 to organisations in Aberdeenshire, ranging from the City Archivist 
speaking to Creative Scotland about Ancestral Tourism, through to a talk to the 
Stonehaven Heritage Society about the effect of the First World War on the 
Aberdeenshire area. 
 
Inreach 
 
As well as promoting the public service within the wider community of the North 
East, the staff have also been active in promoting the corporate side of its 
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service. The Archive is more than just basic storage for council records that have 
been selected for permanent preservation. In particular, Aberdeen City and 
Aberdeenshire Archives provides a research and retrieval service for council 
departments should they need access to historical information in order to conduct 
their business. It is therefore important to promote the resource within Aberdeen 
City Council and Aberdeenshire Council.  
 
Over the past year this has been undertaken mostly in person: tours of the 
Charter Room were provided to new Councillors in Aberdeen City Council, whilst 
lunchtime talks on topical aspects of the service that relate to Council business 
(e.g. Ancestral Tourism and Economic Development) have been delivered to staff 
in Aberdeenshire Council. In addition, letters of introduction were distributed to 
the new Councils in May 2012 along with the internal leaflet to advertise the 
service to Councillors.  
 
Education 
 
Educational outreach has again featured prominently in the work of the Archive 
Service in the last financial year.  
 
Most of it was carried out through the Aberdeenshire Heritage Education 
Partnership in which the Archives Service has played a leading role since its 
formation in 2010. This partnership, which also includes representatives from 
Aberdeenshire Registrars, Aberdeenshire Libraries (Local Studies section), 
Aberdeenshire Council Arts Development Team, aims to promote the services of 
its representative organisations in education through the creation of resources for 
schools and teachers. 
 
Much of the work has concentrated on development of resources for the teaching 
of the World War 1 topic in Aberdeenshire secondary schools. The project is in 
it’s first stage of developing classroom resources, in collaboration with the  
Project Co-ordinator (appointed in October 2012) and local Community Groups 
across Aberdeenshire. It is intended that the resource will be ready in time to be 
piloted in the new school year in August 2013. 
 
2012-13 also saw a continuation of the Partnership’s training sessions for 
teachers, including a session being run for students at the University of 
Aberdeen’s School of Education Conference in May 2012. The session included 
a practical exercise based on one of the Partnership’s Paper Treasure Packs 
which was designed to introduce the students to popular heritage sources (e.g. 
Valuation Rolls, Censuses, Postal Directories). The subsequent discussion was 
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very positive and lively with the students providing some useful insights into how 
the material could be used in the classroom along with strategies for getting 
around some of the challenges (e.g. handwriting). The Partnership has since 
been invited to run the session again at this year’s Conference. 
 
In May to June 2012 the Partnership was also involved in the innovative Puppetry 
Animation project to promote education through drama. Using the Partnership’s 
Paper Treasure packs for inspiration, a team of puppeteers went into 4 primary 
schools in the Fraserburgh area to work with children in helping them to develop 
their own puppet shows based on research they conducted. Some used stories 
they found in the packs, but others researched their own stories, such as 
Sandhaven School, which researched the history of a local boat, The Reaper, 
stories of the hardships of fishing life that they found in local poor relief records. 
The project finished off with fantastic displays of the children’s work, and received 
very positive feedback from the children and teachers involved. 
 
The high profile activity of the Partnership has continued to be noticed on a 
national level, through the inclusion of it as an example of best practice in the 
Scottish Council on Archives National Plan for Learning 2012-15, Many Stories, 
One Scotland (available at http://www.scottisharchives.org.uk ). 
 
The “Digging Deeper” five week family history course, which is run jointly with 
Aberdeen City Library Local Studies department and with the City Registrars, 
took place for the second year between the 17th September and the 15th October 
2012. Again, it was a great success and could easily have been run several times 
over, given the level of interest. Doubtless it will run again later this year. 
 
Visits have also been made by the Archive service to schools to promote the 
resources available to them. These have included: 
 

� Participation in the Deeside Schools Victoria day for P6/7 at Ballater in 
May 2012, involving the use of the 19th century Ballater School Log Books 
and original object lesson cards used in the school at the time. 

� 2 presentations and exercises using original material with S2 groups at 
Ellon Academy: one on researching family history, and the other as part of 
the elective class on museums and archives  - May and October 2012 

� An activity afternoon at Logie Durno Primary School about the Victorian 
history of the school, March 2013 

� Talks to Kingsford Primary School and Kingswells Primary School on the 
work of Archives and Archivists 
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� Participation in role-playing drama events about the history of witchcraft as 
part of the annual “Arts Across Learning” festival in the City. 

 
Concluding Remarks 
 
2012-13 has been another positive year for Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire 
Archives and one which bodes well for the future. With education projects 
associated with the anniversary of the outbreak of the First World War already in 
hand, together with the leading role that the service is taking with preparations for 
Homecoming 2014, the next couple of years are already looking very busy. 


