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Are you an MA student? Are you working on a Masters 
Dissertation? 

This guide, tailored to your MA strand, will help you use the local West 
Yorkshire Archives (WYAS) to enrich your dissertation with original and 
unique archival sources and help you choose a dissertation topic. 
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The West Yorkshire Archives 

The West Yorkshire Archives—with offices at Leeds (Morley), Wakefield, 
Bradford, Kirklees and Calderdale—are the largest archival collection outside 
London and preserves the unique documentary history of the region, with 
records from the 12th century to the present.  

Its records are not only suited to modules with a focus on British History or 
Yorkshire History, but also those focused on biographic and family history, 
industry and labour records, diaries, theatre and music archives, World War 
records, records of local societies, urban and cartographic history, political 
and military history, cultural history, gender history and history of sexuality, 
and many more.  

Why Use the WYAS? 

 Largest archive outside London right at your doorstep 
 They have five public offices across the county in Wakefield, Leeds, 

Bradford, Kirklees and Calderdale and currently have over 36 miles 
worth of records 

 This includes two collections from the UNESCO UK Memory of the 
World Register 

 There’s something for everyone—whether you work on Yorkshire 
history or not 

 The diverse range of sources will give you several choices for research 
 They’re always getting new records so you might get something no one 

has cited before! 
 Using archival records in your MA dissertation will demonstrate your 

ability to locate and analyse relevant primary sources and indicate 
intellectual independence—enriching your dissertation and grades! 

 The archivists are very helpful and friendly, and the School of History 
has a WYAS intern specifically to help you work with them  
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Themes for Research 

The West Yorkshire Archives holds excellent sources on the history of 
Yorkshire, but can be used to write excellent dissertations that are thematic 
or use case studies as their crux. 

Listed below are some of the archival materials you can use for your MA 
dissertation. The numbers in bold are catalogue reference numbers. Type 
them into the catalogue to know more, or browse related collections.  

Archival Records: 

 Music and sound archives, including records of music festivals, operas 
and concert records, church music records and diaries of composers. 
See here for a full list of music records.  

 Family and estate records, including the UNESCO award winning 
diaries of Anne Lister of Shibden Hall (1806-40). Her diaries are a 
fantastic source on same-sex relationships and sexuality in the 19th 
century. Read about this landowner, businesswoman and traveller here 
and here, and explore these records under SH. 

 Theatre and performance in Yorkshire. This includes theatrical records, 
posters, photos, theatrical costumes and silent videos. See here for a 
full list of records, and read about theatres in Yorkshire here, including 
Alhambra theatre records. 

 Police records, including county police records, records of the West 
Riding Constabulary, borough police forces and West Yorkshire Police. 
Contains personnel records, photographs, Chief Constables reports 
and registers of criminals. See here for a complete list of records and 
read more about them here. 

 Prison records and prisoners’ details, mainly for HMP Wakefield, HMP 
Leeds and HMP New Hall. Read about them here. 

 Leeds and other council records, including taxation and census records 
 Records of the Poor Law and workhouses. Explore them here, here and 

here. 
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 Education: school records, log-books, admission registers and 
education department records. Perfect for writing about changes in 
education and class-content. Read about school collections here. 

 Post-War Refugees, especially Jewish refugees. Includes certificates of 
naturalisation, Jewish education board reports, Leeds Jewish Refugees 
committee reports (WYL5044), personal papers of Jewish leaders and 
Papers of David Makofski of the German Jewry refugees committee 
(WYL5047). Read about the Makofski collection here. 

 Leeds carnival records, including photographs and full programmes. 
Examples: WYL1502, WYL5041/2/3/1, WYL5041. See here for South 
Asian Arts. 

 Parish and religious records. Includes parish registers, parish maps, 
non-conformist registers and Catholic registers. Find a full of list of 
these records here, here, here and here. 

 Charity records. See here.  
 Marriage and marital practices, including parish records, records of 

marriage and divorce and bishop’s transcripts. Read about these 
records here. 

 Trade unions and labour party records. Find a full list of trade union 
records here, and explore Luddite letters here. These are perfect for 
writing about labour movements, political mobilisation, or gender and 
masculinity in trade union movements. 

 Records of local industries and businesses, including cloth 
manufactures, accountants, shovel makers, valve makers, shoe makers, 
land surveyors, auctioneers, maltsters, iron and lead works, wire rope 
manufacturers, theatres, tanners and solicitors. Find a full list of 
sources here. Read about some examples here, here and here. 

 Poor Law collections. Example: P/HU/CFO/1. Read about them here. 
 The suffragette movement. See here. 
 Collections on slavery. Includes posters, manuscripts, letters and 

perfect for writing about local attitudes and involvement in Atlantic 
slavery and its abolition. Examples: KC174/17, MISC:5/96a/88, 
DB5/C59/100, DB26/C1/7s/51 

 Records of Asylums and mental health hospital, including the UNESCO 
Heritage of the World award winning Stanley Royd [C85], Menston 
High Royds [C488] and Storthes Hall Hospitals 
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 Parish registers and municipal records or death. 28D77/10, 16D88/44 
 Attitudes towards suicide. Examples: RDP68/120/14, C416/6/624 
 Notification of death registers: LLD8 
 Records of local committee, community projects and religious groups 

Writing about Race: 

Archival materials from the West Yorkshire Archives can be used to write 
excellent dissertations on histories of race, gender and resistance in 
Yorkshire. They can also be used to write thematic dissertations on several 
topics, or be used to create case studies that relate to a wider research 
question, such as: 

 Gender and race in music and performance 
 Gender and sexuality in the 19th-20th century. The records of Anne 

Lister are especially perfect for this. 
 Urban history  
 Mapping, cartographic history and the history of land ownership 
 Crime and criminality 
 Gender and race in workhouses 
 Gender and race in local industries 
 Education 
 History of age, childhood and oldness 
 Class history and Poor Law 
 Emigration and refugees 
 Local community histories, including Jewish history and the history of 

Leeds Carnival 
 Local industries and trade unionism—especially race and gender 

aspects 
 Death, dying and commemoration 
 Marriage and family 
 Religion, religious practices and belief systems 
 Slavery and unfree labour 

If you already have a topic in mind, search the WYAS catalogue to find 
out if they hold anything of interest to you.  
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Useful Links: 

 Explore the Archive Catalogue: 
https://www.catalogue.wyjs.org.uk/calmview/  

 Browse thematic collection guides: http://www.wyjs.org.uk/archive-
service/our-collections/guides-to-our-collections/ 

 View their collections online: http://www.wyjs.org.uk/archive-
service/our-collections/our-collections-online/   

 See their topic guides: 
http://wyorksarchivestreasures.weebly.com/themes.html 

 Find them on Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, WordPress (Catablogue) and 
Instagram 

Contact Details: 

Contact archives@wyjs.org.uk with specific research questions 

Contact specific archives to pre-order records or book an appointment: 
 wakefield@wyjs.org.uk  Tel: +44 (0)113 5350142 
 leeds@wyjs.org.uk  Tel: +44 (0)113 535 0155 
 kirklees@wyjs.org.ukl  Tel: +44 (0)113 535 0150 
 calderdale@wyjs.org.uk  Tel: +44 (0)113 535 0151 
 bradford@wyjs.org.uk  Tel: +44 (0)113 535 0152 

Opening Times vary: 
 Leeds:   Tuesday-Thursday: 9:30am-4:00pm 
 Wakefield:   Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Friday: 9.30am-5pm 
 Kirklees:   Monday, Tuesday: 9.30am-5.00pm 
 Calderdale:   Tuesday, Thursday: 9.30am-5pm 
 Bradford:   Monday, Tuesday, Thursday: 9:30am-4:00pm 
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Further Resources:  
 Help with Research: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-

your-research   
 Using Archives: https://archiveshub.jisc.ac.uk/guides/usingarchives/  
 Search Records from over 2,500 UK Archives: 

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/  
 History Online Resources in University of Leeds Library: 

https://library.leeds.ac.uk/subjects/1162/history 
 200 years of moving to England: http://www.movinghere.org.uk/ 
 Jewish genealogy, including a list of Leeds synagogues 

http://www.jewishgen.org/ 
 http://www.jeffreymaynard.com/  
 Leeds online photographic archive: www.leodis.net 
 Maps of death in and near Leeds: http://goo.gl/czHQ9Z 
 Women in Yorkshire: http://www.historytoherstory.org.uk/ 

Other Local Archives: 
 ULITA Textile Archives, University of Leeds  
 Marks and Spencer Archives, University of Leeds 
 John Rylands Library, University of Manchester 
 Leeds University Special Collections, including the Leeds Russian 

Archives and Liddle Collections on the World Wars 
 Yorkshire Archaeological Society, Leeds. 
 Feminist Archive North, Leeds 
 William Wilberforce House Museum, Hull 
 International Slavery Museum, Liverpool 
 Yorkshire Film Archive, York 

 


