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INTRODUCTION 
This toolkit provides guidance on how to begin researching heritage, history and stories. It gives 
some pointers on how to get started and outlines the vast amount of information available 
online. 

Getting Started: Research Questions 
It’s worthwhile thinking about the aims and objectives of your project before you start any 
research. Sit down with a blank page and brainstorm. Write down questions and think about 
how you might answer them. 

You should also think about what the focus of your study will be. For example, some people 
want to research the history of their local area: the parish, village or town they live in. In other 
words, their focus will be mainly geographical. 

In reality, your research project will have numerous focal points. It is essential to be clear about 
the geographical area, the time period and the key people or social groups you wish to study. 
Being clear will help to reduce the number of tangents you may go on. 

Evaluating Online Sources 
The internet is an excellent source of information on local heritage and historical studies. 
However, caution is advised, anyone can post information online that may not be factual. So it’s 
best practice to find out who owns/runs the website and who compiled the information before 
you use it.  

The following websites are run by state agencies, universities and reputable organisations who 
provide reliable information.  
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Irish Online Sources 
National Monuments Survey (NMS)(www.archaeology.ie)  
The Archaeological Survey of Ireland, National Monuments Service provide an interactive map 
on over 138,000 archaeological monuments in Ireland. Each monument is represented as a red 
dot on the map. By clicking the red dot, you will receive a written description of the site and an 
SMR reference number.  

There are also blue dots on the map which represent buildings and structures post 1700. By 
clicking on the blue dots, you will be brought to the National Inventory of Architectural 
Heritage www.buildingsofireland.ie, where you will find photographs and architectural 
information about the building.  

The Schools Folklore Collection (www.duchas.ie)  
In the 1930s the Irish Folklore Commission decided to gather folklore and stories from across the 
land. They mobilised 50,000 primary school children in over 5,000 schools for this task. The pupils 
wrote down all kinds of folklore in their copybooks which are now held in the National Folklore 
Collection at UCD. Scanned copies and transcriptions of these notebooks are available to view 
online. 

Placenames Database (www.logainm.ie) 
The Placenames Database of Ireland website has information on every o!cial placename in 
Ireland: townlands, parishes, streets, mountains, rivers and much more. It provides an Irish 
translation and in some cases an audio file with the correct pronunciation.  

To dig deeper, you can study the archival records for each placename; which list where the 
placename appears in historical sources and documents. 
 

Heritage Maps (www.heritagemaps.ie)  
Heritage Maps is managed by the Heritage Council of Ireland and is a one-stop-shop for all kinds 
of heritage information. Their interactive map includes the NMS and NIAH databases as well as 
details of archaeological finds, protected structures and natural heritage. There are also useful 
tools that allow the user to display administrative boundaries (including townlands), to measure 
distances and share maps online. 

Ordnance Survey (www.osi.ie)  
The Ordnance Survey of Ireland is the national mapping agency for the country. Their excellent 
website provides a wealth of resources for local studies. You can access eight di"erent base 
maps; which date back to the 1830s and represent the first detailed mapping of Ireland.  

The website also lets you overlay maps and use a slider to change the top layer’s transparency. 
This will enable you to see how your area has changed between the two maps. 

5

http://www.archaeology.ie/
http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/
http://www.duchas.ie/
http://www.logainm.ie/
http://www.heritagemaps.ie/
http://www.osi.ie/


National Library of Ireland (www.nli.ie) 
The National Library of Ireland (NLI) has digitised some of its vast collection including the 
Lawrence Photographic Collection, which contains over 40,000 photographs from the 19th and 
early 20th centuries. The photos cover all parts of Ireland and include many buildings and 
landmarks, as well as people. You can browse or search the collection on the NLI 
catalogue (catalogue.nli.ie). 

Griffiths Valuation (www.griffiths.askaboutireland.ie) 
Gri!ths Valuation can be used as a census substitute to find information on people and land use 
in the 19th century. You can search by name or townland to discover who owned the land, who 
was leasing the land and how much they paid. The website also provides images of the original 
maps with overlay functions that allow you to compare the past landscape with modern times.  

Historic Graves (www.historicgraves.com) 
This website provides an interactive map where you can easily discover historic graves which 
have been surveyed, recorded and photographed by local communities. 

Lewis Topographical Dictionary (www.libraryireland.com/
topog/) 
The Library of Ireland have provided free digitised access to Samuel Lewis’s Topographical 
Dictionary of Ireland. The information was recorded in the 1830s and was supposed to give an 
impartial, faithful and condensed description of the place. Most parishes in Ireland are covered. 

Database of Irish Excavations (excavations.ie) 
An online database of all the excavations that have taken place in Ireland. Anybody who 
undertakes and excavation in Ireland must put together a little bulletin or overview of their work 
for this website. You can search by county, townland or keyword to find the brief descriptions, 
but if you would like to see the full report, you can contact the National Monuments Service. 

CELT (www.celt.ucc.ie) 
University College Cork have created the Corpus of Electronic Text or CELT. This website o"ers 
digital transcriptions of some of Irelands most ancient texts, such as the annals of the four 
masters for free. Its a great place to find information on Ireland’s earliest saints. 

Dictionary of Irish biography (www.dib.ie) 
This website contains over 11,000 biographies of historical figures of Ireland. You can search a 
persons name or the name of the area you are covering. A  scholarly synopsis is given of the 
individual, along with links to other biographies and further sources.  
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Welsh Online Sources 
Historic Wales (www.historicwales.gov.uk)  
The Historic Wales website is a one-stop-shop for information on archaeology and built heritage 
in Wales. Its interactive map contains fantastic information on National Monuments, listed 
buildings and museum collections.  

Coflein (www.coflein.gov.uk) 
Coflein is the online database for the National Monuments Record of Wales and includes the 
archaeology and built heritage of Wales. It has details of each site including descriptions, 
photographs and archival records. It also has an interactive map feature where you can select 
and search for all the archaeology and built heritage in a particular area.  

Cadw Historic Environment Records (www.archwilio.org.uk)  
Cadw provides free online access to the historic environment records for each local authority 
area in Wales. It includes information on tens of thousands of historic sites, historical place 
names and documents relating to investigative work. Their interactive map also allows you to 
search for listed buildings, battlefields, World Heritage Sites and much more.  

National Library of Wales (www.library.wales)  
The National Library of Wales (NLW) has a vast range of digital resources. These include Tithe 
Maps (http://places.library.wales) which often record the landowner and tenant; a description of 
the land, the number of acres and sometimes field names.  

The library's website also provides access to over one million digitised copies of newspapers 
published in Wales before 1919 (https://newspapers.library.wales/). They also give access to the 
19th Century British Library Newspapers database and various county, national and international 
journals published over the last two centuries: https://journals.library.wales/home. 
  

Pembrokeshire Historical Society  
(http://www.pembrokeshirehistoricalsociety.co.uk)  
Since 1985 the Pembrokeshire Historical Society has annually published a journal on 
Pembrokeshire’s rich heritage. All of these journals are stored at the NLW, and some can be read 
on their website. You can find more recent publications and other information on the society’s 
website.  

National Museum of Wales (http://museum.wales)  
If an important object was discovered in your area, it can be found in the online museum 
catalogue. The website boasts images and basic information for half a million objects from most 
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periods of Welsh history. The National Museum of Wales also curates an online oral history 
collection where you can access audio recordings of Welsh folk tales.  

Portable Antiquities Scheme (www.finds.org.uk) 
This website is run by the British Museum and Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales. The 
site was set up to record archaeological finds that were discovered by the public, whether 
through gardening or metal detecting. The site o"ers interesting information and images of the 
artefacts. 

Lewis Topographical Dictionary  
(www.british-history.ac.uk/topographical-dict/wales/) 
British History Online have provided free digitised access to Samuel Lewis’s Topographical 
Dictionary of Wales. The information was recorded in the 1800s and was supposed to give an 
impartial, faithful and condensed description of the place. Most parishes in Wales are covered.  8

Dictionary of Welsh Biography (www.biography.wales) 
This website o"ers free access to thousands of concise biographies of individuals who have 
made a significant contribution to national life, whether in Wales or more widely. You can browse 
by name or use their interactive timeline. 

Published Sources 
In the digital age, the distinction between online and conventional published sources is no 
longer clearcut. By published sources, we mean books, journals, newspapers and other printed 
material.  

As we have already seen, a lot of printed material has been digitised and is now available online.  

• Google Books and websites like www.archive.org have digitised many older texts from the 19th 

and early 20th centuries where the copyright has expired. While some of these older works can 
be useful, tshey should be viewed with a critical eye as their findings may not be up to date 
with modern research.  

• JSTOR (www.jstor.org) is an online repository of academic journals. This website sometimes 

provides free access to the older journals which deal with history, archaeology and heritage. 

• Ask About Ireland (www.askaboutireland.ie) is a national initiative of the public libraries and 

archival services of Irish local authorities. It has an online reading room with e-books of many 
historical works that are out of print and di!cult to find. 
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• Wexford County Library (www.wexfordcoco.ie/libraries/more-library-services/local-studies-

service). The Local Studies Service of Wexford County Library has resources on history, 
archaeology, economy, culture and many other topics. It holds local newspapers, census 
returns, old maps and parish registers which can be consulted on microfilm. They also provide 
digital access to essential sources such as the 19th-century Ordnance Survey Letters and local 
history journals, including the Journal of the Wexford Historical Society and The Past. 

• Pembrokeshire Archive is an excellent resource for studying local history. The archive, which is 

open to the public, contains census returns, parish registers, maps, photographs, deeds and 
letters. They also have an extensive range of books relating to Pembrokeshire and Wales. To 
find out more visit www.culture4pembrokeshire.co.uk 

Recording Sources 
When consulting sources, be they published or online, it is vital to record and evaluate what you 
have used. You should always note the author, title, date, publisher. In addition, record where 
you got the source, the date you used it and any reference or catalogue number associated with 
it. The rule of thumb is that you should be able to go back and find it again if you need to. 
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