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Conservation



Conservation

• Surface cleaning, washing, de-acidifying 
documents, and resizing

• Repairing with Japanese paper and wheat 
starch paste

• Repackaging in non-acidic materials 
(boxes, folders, inert polyester)

• Creation of digital image archival 
surrogates – so documents will receive 
significantly less wear and tear in future



Conservation of the most 
fragile documents, and 
improving the packaging 
for long-term storage, is a 
key part of the North East 
Inheritance project.

Will of James Chaittor of Newcastle, yeoman, dated 11 May 1640

Japanese paper repair to paper 
lost at edges and folds

Some discolouration remains even after 
surface washing and cleaning



An old archival storage box of bonds before cataloguing, re-boxing 
and repackaging has begun…



…and afterwards.



Cataloguing



Cataloguing Process

• 2½ full-time archivists; 10 volunteers 
drawn from a 20 mile radius of Durham

• ~90,000 persons; ~150,000 documents 
(1527-1858); 3 years – to complete in 
early 2009.

• Using ModesXML software to construct 
catalogue records conformant with EAD 
(Encoded Archival Description)



What information do we record?

• name
• pre-title + title
• epithet
• place of residence
• occupation
• status
• marital status
• other descriptor
• date of probate
• date of death
• date of each document
• estate value

Search Fields

– Name
– Place of residence
– Occupation
– Date of probate
– Keywords



NEI volunteer cataloguers at work in ‘the 
dungeon’ at Palace Green Library.



Geographical spread of NEI project volunteers, populating a satellite 
photograph roughly corresponding to the extent of the old Durham diocese.



Will of Eleanor Hedley of Bogg, 
Ridsdale, Elsdon, 
Northumberland, dated 28 May 
1604

Endorsement differs, and is recorded as variant.



Hedley’s inventory total of 
£3 18s 10d will also be 
entered in the catalogue.



Cataloguing is done using MODESXML, 
conformant with the XML archival metadata 
standard EAD (Encoded Archival Description).

The top component (c) is 
the PERSON record.

Nested inside each Person record, are additional  
components for each DOCUMENT – a Will in this case.



DOCUMENT record 2 (Wrapper).

DOCUMENT record 1 (Will).



And this is the raw XML code 
behind the MODESXML 
editing interface, and which 
will be used to generate the 
HTML catalogue records 
viewed online.



Encoded Archival Description

• Non-proprietary encoding standard
• For information about archives (extensive, 

interrelated, hierarchical, ISAD)
• Networked access to catalogue
• Supports interoperability and data sharing
• A data structure (DTD) using defined XML 

tags
• Converted to HTML for online output



www.a2a.org.uk

a2a.org.uk is an example of an online catalogue uniting 
many English and Welsh archival collections using EAD 
and XML: in this case some Salisbury probate records.



www.archiveshub.ac.uk

Relying on the same international 
data interoperability standards, 
the Archives Hub is a gateway to 
collection-level descriptions of 
archives in UK universities and 
colleges: in this case the Durham 
diocesan pre-1858 probate 
records held in Durham University 
Library Archives and Special 
Collections – which records are 
being digitised by the NEI project.



www.archivegrid.org

And this is an example of an international archival 
catalogue resource, run by the Online Computer Library 
Centre (OCLC): in this case the probate records of 
Suffolk County, Massachusetts.



The NEI Catalogue

• Outputs
– Catalogue: searchable under Name, Place, 

Occupation, Date and Keywords
– images of every probate document (GSU)
– NEI presentations, articles, website

• Research outcomes for:
– family & local historians
– academic historians
– schools



The NEI Catalogue

GSU

images

Durham

catalogue

North East Inheritance 
website

familyrecords.dur.ac.uk/nei

and from 2009

www.familysearch.org

Available from 2009



Catalogue entry + Document image 
(mock-up from Documents Online)

North East Inheritance



DPR Inventories
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The completed catalogue will immediately enable statistical analyses such as 
these, accomplishing in minutes what used to take months, and with no 
additional wear and tear to the original documents.

%

This is a bar chart indicating the declining number of inventories filed as a 
percentage of the number of wills filed in the DPRI probate collection at Durham 
University Library; the trend is much the same in diocesan probate collections 
throughout England and Wales.



Shipping and Coal Industries in the NE
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…and this, a graph illustrating the comparative numbers of persons giving as 
their occupation jobs in the shipping and coal industries.



A Key Stage 2 module 
on Tudor period 
inventories (part of the 
Durham diocesan 
probate records series), 
created as part of the 
4schools Durham 
University Library’s 
education zone. 
www.dur.ac.uk/4schools/



Cataloguing Progress

• 90,000 persons, or 150,000 documents in 
3 years (2006-2008)

• 3-pronged effort: pre-1750 wills series 
(archivist 1); post-1750 wills series 
(archivist 2); all bonds series (volunteers)

Conservation Progress
• bonds completed
• 1620-1649 wills currently being conserved



Project milestones (Jan 2008)



Some examples of probate 
documents and the stories they 

can tell…



An artistic clerk, and its opportunistic wrapper made of cut-down parchment.



Children were 
expected to 
make suitable 
marriages.

From the end of the will of Henry Bainbridge of Witton Gilbert, 
County Durham, gentleman, dated 10 July 1772 



Controlling your son’s marriage from beyond the grave…

From the will of John Grieveson of Silver Street in Durham, cooper, 
made 19 February 1811 



Remembering a military adventure.

Will of Thomas Fenwick of 
Newcastle upon Tyne, mariner, 
dated 28 July 1735

HMS Newark led the 4th division 
at Gibraltar that year, and was an 
80-gun 500 man ship of the line. 
The action was probably the 
Battle of Malaga, fought just after 
the capture of Gibraltar on 13-15 
August. Indecisive, it 
nevertheless prevented the 
French and Spanish recapturing 
the Rock.

Probate process note, recording the swearing of the 
executor and a witness by the Official Principal’s 
surrogate, John Cowling, 16 Dec 1735



The War of 
Spanish 
Succession 
(1701-1714) 
was fought by 
Britain, 
Austria, the 
Dutch 
Republic and 
their allies 
against the 
French and 
Spanish.

Affidavit written alongside inventory of the goods of John Taylor of Newcastle 
upon Tyne, cooper, 1707

Captured by 
the French



To promote the interests of science…

Will of Peter Bowlby of Old Elvet, Durham, gentleman, 
dated 7 July 1825 



Northeasterners got around….

Will of Gerard Selby of Holy Island, dated 
20 November 1738. Selby died at 
Barcelona, instructing his ship’s crew to 
continue the voyage’s commercial 
purpose, and then return home.

Signs manual of Barcelona 
public notaries



A very modern butcher.

Will of Peter Trumble (Trumbel) of Gateshead, butcher, from 1689.

Trumble’s (wood-block) stamp appears on a 1678 will he witnessed, also in the 
DPRI series.



And the inexplicable….

The morning after 
the night before?

The marginal note 
reads: ‘Eat 9 
apple Dumplins to 
his Supper’



Other similar UK probate projects



NEI will be FREE!

Documents Online (www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline/) offers a 
catalogue and digital images (at a fee) of the wills proved in the Prerogative 
Court of Canterbury before 1858. Similar probate projects have been 
completed or are under way at the National Archives of Scotland
(www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk), and the Wiltshire Wills Project.

Other UK probate projects


