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SCOTLAND & THE UNION

A year from now, residents of Scotland will vote for or 
against an independent Scotland. But what about the 
shared documentary heritage of the United Kingdom? 
If Scotland were to go it alone, what would be the 
impact on the family history sector? Chris Paton 
takes a rather ‘cheeky’ look at the possible politics...

In a year’s time, on 18 September 
2014, the residents of Scotland 
will have a vote on whether 
they wish to end the country’s 

membership of the United Kingdom, 
and to carve out a path towards 
full political independence, a state 
previously held by the nation for 
several centuries prior to 1707. So far 
the battles have largely been fought 
on economic arguments, however 
those are discussions about the present 
situation and the future – but what 
about our past? If Scotland went its 
own way, how would claims be laid 
on the documentary resources of 
our shared British history, by a newly 
independent Scotland and the rest of 
the United Kingdom? And what might 
the impact be for the family history 
sector – indeed, if any at all? Time for 
a wee bit of mischief-making!

End of a 300-year history?
Scotland, England and Wales have 
been locked together in the political 
union of Great Britain for over 300 
years, with Ireland added to the mix 
in 1801 to create the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Ireland. This 
situation was subsequently changed 
by the Partition in 1921, when most 
of Ireland withdrew – a little known 
historical titbit there being that the 
whole of Ireland in fact withdrew, 
with the counties of Northern Ireland 
almost immediately opting back 
into the United Kingdom within 
days, thanks to a clause in the treaty 
agreed between the British and Irish 
Governments. However, for centuries 
our islands have had a shared past, 
albeit one that often produces many 

anachronisms and subtle differences in 
perspective.

Take, for example, the monarchy. 
While Queen Elizabeth II is currently 
queen of the United Kingdom and 
much of the Commonwealth, Scotland 
never actually had a Queen Elizabeth 
I – something that bizarrely led to 
the blowing up of some of the Royal 
Mail’s Scottish postboxes in the 1950s, 
immediately following her coronation, 
when the phrase ‘ERII’ was � rst 
displayed! Even heraldry is affected – 
did you know that the ‘supporters’ on 
either side of the royal coat of arms, 
the unicorn and the lion, swap places 
upon their display, depending on 
which side of the border you are on?

Defining ‘national’ in archives
The anachronisms within the current 
expressions of our shared identity 
within the United Kingdom lie not just 
in the interpretation of iconic British 
symbols such as the monarchy, they 
can also be found within many of our 
archival institutions. The National 
Records of Scotland, the Public 
Record Of� ce of Northern Ireland 
and the National Library of Wales, 
for example, very much look to the 
preservation of the Scottish, Northern 
Irish and Welsh stories within their own 
jurisdictions. But the de� nition of the 
word ‘national’ is more wide ranging 
at The National Archives at Kew, for 
example, which has a much larger and 
more complicated role. Not only is it a 
national archive for England and Wales 
– providing the same role for those 
two countries as its counterparts in the 
rest of the union – but also a national 
archive for the United Kingdom, and 

indeed the former British Empire.
Although our archival repositories 

have rarely featured in the 
independence debate to date, there 
was something of an amusing error 
on the part of the ‘No’ campaign in 
June this year, possibly caused by such 
a confusing range of descriptions. 
When the British Government’s 
Scottish Of� ce published a list of 
some 200 UK bodies that it said would 
have to be replicated from scratch 
if independence was achieved, it 
included the British Library and The 
National Archives at Kew – despite 
the fact that the National Library of 
Scotland and the National Records 
of Scotland have long existed (see 
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-
scotland-politics-22993752).

Accessing the records
The key issue for family historians is 
more importantly that of access to the 
records, whatever these bodies may 
wish to call themselves or however 
their jurisdictions might change. In 
the current set-up, for example, the 
National Records of Scotland contains 
many records of use to genealogists, 
such as land records, statutory vital 
records and church registers. The 
National Archives based at Kew, on the 
other hand, in its ‘British’ de� nition of 
the word ‘national’, holds collections 
that concern many United Kingdom-
based institutions – for example, the 
service records of the British Army, 
comprised of units raised in England, 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland, all for 
the single, common purpose of the 
defence of the realm. If Scotland was 
to secede from the union, does it have 
a right to copies of those records? Or 
to put it another way, would bodies 
such as The National Archives have 
the exclusive right to their ownership, 
if, as ‘British’ resources, they may 
concern Scotland as much as the rest 
of the UK?

It’s an interesting question that is 
perhaps not quite so bizarre as may at 
� rst seem. In 1945 the Australian Joint 
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The nations’  archives
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