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BARNSLEY MUSEUMS: ARCHIVES AND LOCAL STUDIES  
 
CONTINUING TO ENGAGE DURING NATIONAL LOCKDOWN  
 
MARCH 2020-JANUARY 2021 
 
As the country faced the Covid-19 Pandemic, we closed the doors to the Archives 
Discovery Centre at the end of March but have sought to continue our work in new 
and innovative ways. The Digital First agenda pursued by Barnsley Council in the 
months prior to lockdown meant that we were well placed to explore new ways of 
working. The small Archives Team were almost immediately able to log-in from 
home, access emails and digital resources, and keep in constant touch with 
colleagues. We were closed to physical customers, but we were determined to reach 
them digitally! We’ve been able to do this in a number of ways and also continue to 
collect and make accessible the documentary heritage of the Borough. 
 
 
Customer enquiries 
Our first objective was to try to continue answering customer enquiries by email. 
These have included questions about our holdings, family history, local history, 
history of house, and motor vehicle licensing, as well as requests for information 
from local newspapers. Using a combination of online resources, digital 
resources/indexes that we are able to still access, along with limited weekly access 
to the stores, we have been able to answer 100% of enquiries received. In addition, 
we’ve been able to answer and process a number of Freedom of Information 
requests and Right to buy enquiries, ensuring that these aspects of the Council’s 
work could continue. Most enquiries have been answered speedily and thoroughly, 
with only a short delay if the request required us to access original records. 
 
 
Digitisation and copying requests 
In addition to answering customer enquiries, we have been able to complete all 
digitisation and copying requests received, despite our access to the collections 
being limited. Digitisation has occurred on site and then the images emailed or 
transferred by other digital means to the customer, wherever in the world they might 
be. The biggest order received was for the digitisation of some World War Two 
memoirs held in our collections. Despite being some 300 pages long, we were able 
to quickly digitise them and get them to a customer on the other side of the world, in 
exchange for a generous donation to the Barnsley Museums and Heritage Trust. 
Such was the delight of the customer that we were still able to deliver during such 
tough times. 
 
 
Developing the collections 
The collections have continued to grow during lockdown, particularly with the 
purchase at auction of a rare volume of Barnsley maps dating back to 1800. 
Ensuring that these precious maps came to Barnsley really was a team effort, with 
financial contributions from the Yorkshire Archaeological and Historical Society, the 
Friends of Barnsley Archives, the Barnsley Museums and Heritage Trust, and from 
Barnsley Council itself. In due course we will make the maps accessible online. In 
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addition, throughout this period, Barnsley Museums are continually creating new 
content to add to the collections, to educate future generations about how we tackled 
the pandemic of 2020. This content includes photographs, films, shared stories and 
poetry. Other notable additions to the collection during lockdown have included some 
rare 17th century title deeds relating to Ardsley and a large collection of records 
relating to a primary school in Ardsley. 
 
 
Archives Revealed project 
We’ve been able to continue work on our Archives Revealed project, made possible 
thanks to funding from the National Archives and other bodies. The project aims to 
catalogue and make available the records of over 200 separate nonconformist 
churches from across the Borough of Barnsley. Arrangements were put in place to 
ensure that the project could continue and further records have been received during 
lockdown, the highlight of which being the records of Salem WRU Church which date 
back to the mid-19th century. Promoting the use of these collections will inevitably be 
delayed for a few months, but crucially the cataloguing and preservation has been 
completed, and the catalogues are being added to our online catalogue. We have 
also started discussions with some of the large family history websites about 
digitising and licensing the baptismal and marriage registers. 
 
 
New Facebook page and digital engagement 
The temporary closure of the Archives Discovery Centre gave us more time to 
engage with our customers digitally. We built on our popular Twitter feed (which has 
over 4000 followers), by launching a Barnsley Archives Facebook page in May. Very 
quickly we attracted over 500 page likes, with many of our posts quickly reaching 
over 1000 people. Posts and campaigns have included #MysteryPhoto, 
#BarnsleyOnFilm, #ThisWeekInHistory, #LocalAuthors and #MapMonday. The Local 
Authors campaign allowed us to highlight the little-known series of books by authors 
born in the Borough, held as part of the local studies collections. The film shows 
have allowed us to promote the rich and expanding film and sound collections we 
hold. Our social media posts have allowed people to reminisce, contribute, learn and 
engage during a very testing time. We have helped to fill the void that Covid-19 
brought, and we have been responsive to what the public were asking for. This 
digital engagement will continue into the future. 
 
 
Community outreach 
It has also been extremely rewarding during the closure period to facilitate the use of 
our collections and resources to reach the disadvantaged and digitally excluded. Key 
community projects have been the preparation of engagement packages for care 
homes and the delivery of the first virtual Mayor’s Parade. The Mayor’s Parade has 
been a popular event in Barnsley’s calendar for decades and it was so important that 
it went ahead, albeit digitally. With dance, comedy, story times, and live music, there 
was something for everyone. Underpinning it all was film footage and hundreds of 
photos from our collections, allowing people to reminisce and engage. Alongside 
this, we also launched the #ShowUsYourStuff campaign – encouraging the public to 
share their objects, their stories and their memories. 
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Virtual Family history surgeries 
Following the launch of the new Archives Facebook page, the team were keen to 
look at ways that we could continue to deliver our popular family history surgeries. 
These usually give customers the opportunity to sit with a member of staff to discuss 
and explore their family history. Popular with new researchers and more experienced 
ones alike, we started to look at how we could deliver these online, how we could be 
innovative, and Virtual Family History Surgeries were born! Researchers began 
contacting us via the internet on our designated family history day, and we’ve been 
able to help so many people explore their family’s story during lockdown. 
 
 
Archive blogs 
Another online offer has been our archive blogs. These have commenced recently, 
focussing on aspects of our collections. The first two highlighted our motor vehicle 
licensing records and the earliest map in our collections. These are providing 
customers with the opportunity to delve a little deeper. They can find out more about 
our records and why they were created. The immediate popularity of these blog 
articles mean that we’ll continue to develop content for future blogs, both during and 
after the closure of the physical service. 
 
 
Festival of Archaeology 2020 
We’ve also been able to help our colleagues in Museums with various campaigns, 
including the Festival of Archaeology. Having digitised a series of 100 aerial 
photographs from our collections, these were fed into a social media campaign 
during the week of the festival in July, encouraging the public to explore the 
landscape and archaeological features from the comfort of their own home. This 
helped to increase knowledge of both the archive collections and of the local 
landscape. 
 
 
Working with Libraries 
It has also been rewarding to work closely with Barnsley Libraries in recent months 
to improve and enhance the selection of E-books available, by arranging for some 
local history titles to be added to the online system. These have included Sketches 
of Barnsley by Eli Hoyle, a century old title which was transcribed by archive 
volunteers a few years ago. It has proven to be one of the most popular titles and 
has highlighted the massive popularity of local history. 
 
 
Accessing the collections 
Converting and updating old paper catalogues, updating indexes and inputting 
catalogues into our Calm system are some of the ways that we’ve been able to 
enhance the customer experience and promote the breadth and range of our 
collections in recent weeks. In addition, we have procured the new version of 
Calmview, the system which allows us to display catalogues online to a worldwide 
audience. We believe that we are the first local authority service to make the switch 
to the new version, which will enhance the experience of accessing our collections 
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for researchers. Discussions are ongoing to build and configure the new system, 
which we hope to launch in the Spring of 2021. 
 
 
Storage developments 
The closure of the Discovery Centre has also enabled us to progress our project to 
convert two rooms (and combine into one) within Barnsley Town Hall to provide 
much needed extra storage space for the collections, particularly in order to take a 
huge series of public records which were transferred from the Court Service in 
December. The fit-out of this huge store was completed in September/October, with 
collections being successfully transferred from our outstores into the new store 
between December and January. The store project has meant that for the very first 
time in the 34-year history of Barnsley Archives and Local Studies, all the collections 
are housed under one roof. This will make future planning, funding bids, cataloguing, 
conservation, volunteer projects and collections development so much easier in the 
future. It will also make the process of identifying material for museum exhibitions 
more straightforward. A top priority during 2021 will be to properly sort, appraise and 
re-box the collections that have been transferred into the new store from our 
outstores, because it is primarily uncatalogued material. In addition to the creation of 
a new physical store, we’ve also been able to progress a digital storage solution for 
our rapidly expanding collection of digital resources, principally digitised local 
newspapers, sound and film. 
 
 
Reopening and recovery 
During July and August 2020, we turned our attention to planning the phased 
reopening of the physical service in the autumn, keeping the safety of our many 
customers at the forefront of our minds. Lockdown had allowed us to explore the 
many ways that we can engage with our customers digitally, but we were keen to 
welcome our many regular customers back to the Discovery Centre. We monitored 
what other archive services nationally were doing, and we took the decision to re-
open three days a week from 14 September. We planned to have only limited 
numbers in the searchroom at any one time, and to ensure that the workstations 
were socially distanced. Other additions included a plastic partition between staff and 
the public and a quarantine area for documents after consultation. Microform 
resources would be off-limits and original documents and books could only be 
ordered in advance. Facilities Management officers within the Town Hall helped with 
signage and labelling the route to be taken by customers. They also installed 
sanitation stations. The re-opening went extremely well and our regular customers 
soon returned. We were however forced to close again on 4 November as the 
pandemic worsened nationally. The experience of planning the September re-
opening and the procedures we devised will mean hopefully that we can again open 
our doors sometime in 2021 with relative ease. All the necessary signage is still in 
place to enable a phased re-opening when the situation improves. 
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An extract from ‘A plan of Barnsley’, by F. Kendray, 1800. Purchased at 

auction by Barnsley Archives and Local Studies in June 2020. 
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A sample of the many posts to our new Facebook page during lockdown. 
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Contractors installing the shelving in the new store, September 2020. 
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The new archives store after the installation of the shelving and laying of the 

new floor, October 2020. 
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Populating the new archives store, January 2021. 

 


