
Scrutinising 
storytellers 

History is always written by people and people have 
preconceived ideas, political opinions etc. It can therefore 
be argued that it is impossible to give objective and/or 
truthful accounts of events. 

Instead historians can offer an interpretation of past 
events, by using e.g. documents and/or archaeological 
remnants of peoples’ actions and thoughts. 

Storytelling can become scientific if historians e.g. outline 
what they did to come up with their findings, why they 
did it and what sources they used. 

Thereby others can check their work, scrutinise and 
build on it, causing our understanding of the past to 
constantly evolve. 

Pretty much anything can be used as a source, be it an 
old bit of shoe, a bundle of letters or a shopping list 
scribbled on the back of an envelope. 

Please look around to find examples of some of the types 
of primary evidence that we used to come up with our 
findings on ‘Militant direct action in Nottingham 1766-
1831’ as well as some very superficial thoughts on their 
limitations and opportunities. 

All these sources have opportunities and limitations in 
common, one of the latter being that all the discussed 
sources always reflect the bias of those who authored 
them. For instance it can be assumed with ample surety 
that all the sources laid out here were written by men. 
They are heavily influenced by the gender regime of the 
day, for instance in relation to how they do (not) report on 
rioting women. 



Newspapers 
Using newspapers is a simple, fruitful and fun way to get your 
hands on primary evidence. Editors’ articles and reports by 
correspondents (or nicked articles from other papers) can be 
found next to official proclamations, advertisements, etc. 

One advantage is that within a single newspaper issue it is often 
possible to find evidence from a number of very different 
persons, writing for very different reasons, sometimes 
supplementing, sometimes contradicting each other. 

However, it is crucial to remember that all the information was 
edited according to the editors’ agenda. Besides reflecting certain 
political views, it can be assumed that this agenda was primarily 
determined by an interest to sell the paper. For example the 
prominence of riots is in part based on the assumption that riots 
are exciting and that exciting news sells newspapers. It is 
therefore often likely that reports have been spiced up to a 
certain extent, making it e.g. 
necessary to be highly 
suspicious of information such 
as numbers of rioters, damage 
caused etc. 

An example of the need for 
caution whenever working 
with newspapers: imagine 
writing a history of the 2011 
riots based on the coverage of 
the Sun. 

In spite of these problems, 
newspapers are wonderful 
sources, not least because of 
their language and amusing 
elements like the advertising of 
‘Powders for Disorders in 
Children’.  
  



Maps 
These often quite easily accessible sources contain 
endless possibilities to contextualise and scrutinise 
information from other sources. In the case of our 
findings on the Reform Riots, it enabled us for 
instance to see where 
troops and constables 
were deployed, routes 
rioters allegedly took 
through town, how it 
was possible for 
rioters to outsmart 
the military, etc. 

Maps of the same area 
from different periods can demonstrate the 
development of e.g. a town, allowing conclusions on 
social and economic changes. 

It must however not be forgotten that maps are 
drawings based on surveys on the ground. Not only 
do they contain errors, but what features are shown 
in what way reflect the purpose of the map. A map 
commissioned e.g. for military purposes could be 
very different to a more arty map sold to a 
‘respectable’ person with an interest in geography 
and showing off a huge pretty print. 

Furthermore, maps often simplify and idealise 
reality, e.g. displaying neat gardens and houses 
where there may have been a shabby chaos. 



Letters and diaries 
These are a commonly used and highly useful type of 
source. They can contain all kinds of information 
regarding public or private matters and recording what 
people saw, felt and thought during their lives. 
There are many aspects that need to be part of a critical 
examination of the contents of letters and diaries. Two 
core questions that must always be asked are: Who wrote 
them and why? 
Aside from gender, class is another crucial category to 
consider: Most surviving documents of this kind from e.g. 
the early nineteenth century were written by members of 
the middling and upper classes. Even if working class 
people could read and write, they often simply did not 
have the leisure time to do so, could not afford to light a 
candle to scribble something when they eventually did 
not have to work, etc. 
Knowing the circumstances and purpose of a letter is 
also of the utmost importance. 
For instance the account of the Reform Riots by 
Thackwell, the commanding officer of the military forces, 
is a letter to the Duke of Newcastle, 
owner of Nottingham Castle. So this is 
a letter by one person who failed to 
protect the property of a very rich, very 
influential and very cross person, trying 
to justify himself in front of that very 
cross person. 
When reading Thackwell’s letter, this 
must be kept in mind. 
(Sadly we don’t have a fancy copy of 
Thackwell’s letter so the example here 
is from a Dr Manson, who was targeted 
during the Reform Riots).   



Execution broadsheets, 
prosecution records, etc. 

Records regarding the prosecution and punishment of alleged 

offenders are often the only records providing any details about 

people who otherwise left a very small or non-existent paper 

trail. 

Documents like ‘The calendar of prisoners’ offer at least some 

information about alleged participants of the Reform Riots, 

providing names and often data like age, residence and 

occupation. 

Of those executed after the riots we have even more information, 

as following their deaths a broadsheet was sold, providing details 

of their lives and their alleged crimes. 

However, the emphasis on ‘alleged’ shows the main problem with 

these sources: they document the official version but that by no 

means reflects what really happened. There is no guarantee that 

the prosecuted persons really had 

been involved in the events. 

Documentation of the trials of the 

Reform Riots reflects the ‘justice’ 

system’s obsession with branding 

individuals as leaders, making it 

even more necessary to question 

official accounts. 

Furthermore, documents like the 

aforementioned broadsheets often 

mix useful information with moral 

messages, for instance by putting 

the most eloquent speeches about 

moral virtues into the mouth of the 

hangman’s victim.   



Historical dictionaries & 
historical history books 

History books written in past centuries are 
fascinating documents, but in essence they need to 
be approached very similarly to modern ones. That 
is e.g. to question who is writing what for what 
reason/purpose, what material they used, etc. 
Old dictionaries can be marvellous sources, e.g. 
demonstrating the evolution of language. Words are 
added to and struck out of dictionaries all the time 
and the meanings of specific terms undergo 
constant shifts. A historical 
dictionary can help to 
reveal the meaning of 
words which may 
nowadays be used little or 
not at all. They can also 
unveil a lost double 
meaning, etc. 
However, it must e.g. be 
remembered that the work 
of a nineteenth century 
linguist might have had 
little to do with the spoken 
language of a nineteenth 
century working class 
teenager. 


