
GETTING STARTED
Working out the history of your high street is a bit like 
undertaking an investigation. Each piece of information you gather 
is a clue to help you build a picture of what happened, when, why and how. 

Start your investigation with what you know. From there, you can visit your local
library and archive and speak to people face to face to build up the story of your
high street through the ages. This booklet will give you tips to try out all of 
these approaches.

Researching independently 

Why not focus on one or two shops? You’ll probably find, early on in
your research, particular shops will stand out as more interesting to
you, or you may find an intriguing old photograph which will
help you focus your research and will be ideal for adding your
findings to the Turn Back Time photo gallery later.

Working in groups

If you are planning to Turn Back Time as a family project or with a
community group, you can research a row of several shops or your entire
high street. You can then add several images to the Turn Back Time photo
gallery to share your findings. 

Be sensitive

Remember, you are going to find out information 
about the past and possibly about other people’s relatives or the businesses
they ran. Be careful to handle your information
sensitively, particularly 
if you decide you want to find out more by talking
to people face to face.

bbc.co.uk/history



THE HIGH STREET
The high street has been the backdrop for dramatic
changes in British life; from refrigeration to rationing,
recession to rock and roll and right up to the arrival of 
the modern shopping centre. By learning about its past
and how it has adapted to survive, we can understand
the way it is today and what its future may hold.

First clues

Before you start your research, take a walk along your
high street to look at how it is today. As you walk up 
and down, make a note of what you see now and what
you remember about the high street yourself. There are
probably shops that have changed hands many times
just while you’ve been in the area, so imagine what 
you may find out about the more distant past.

If you’re not sure where to start, take a step back and look
up at the buildings – there are often old signs or names
painted on the brickwork left over from other uses.

Now look down. You may see unusual markings on the
pavement where walls once were, old doors with signs
from the past or even a surprisingly large cellar which
may indicate that a building used to be a tavern.
Remember – some buildings that are now houses may
have once been shops. Look out for large front windows
which could have been shopfronts.

Make a note or take a photo of all the clues you find and
any questions they raise. When you start to research,
these questions will help you get going.

Children love taking photos
and drawing pictures. Take
them on your walk around
the town and they can 
record the clues for you.



WHAT AM I LOOKING FOR?
• Photos 

• Old products, packaging and branding

• Newspaper cuttings

• Copies of local records 

• Oral history – recordings and notes you’ve made 
when talking to shopkeepers  and residents

How old is my photo?

Photographs are a great source of information. If you’re not sure 
what period your photos are from, ask yourself some questions to 
help you identify when they were taken:

• Is it colour, black & white or sepia tones?

• What kind of paper is it printed on? 

• Are there any notes on the back? If so, what does it say?

• If there are people in the photo, what are they wearing?  

• If there are vehicles, what are they? Can you see
a number plate to help you  identify the year?  

• Is there any street furniture? (Postboxes, street lamps, 
street signs, traffic lights etc)

• Are there any other clues? Look at the skyline and trees 
and for landmarks you can date, for example war 
memorials or town fountains. 

You’ll find some examples of old photos on the Turn Back Time Flickr group. 
Visit: bbc.co.uk/history/handsonhistory

Ask children to create 
a scrapbook or collage 
out of the photos you 
have found.



Top Tip
Old telephone
directories may
seem a strange
place to look, but
they can provide
invaluable evidence
of the past life of 
a shop and may 
also include adverts 
for shops which 
will give you even
more information.
Look out for Yellow
Pages or directories
from the past,
including: Bennett’s,
Kelly’s, Pigots, 
Post Office, Slater’s 
and White’s.

PUBLIC LIBRARIES
The best place to start is the Local Studies Library for your area.  
Most local studies collections will have the following resources:

• Local maps and books on the history of your area

• Pamphlets and periodicals produced by local organisations

• Old and current trade directories

Your local library may also be able to offer:

• Local newspapers from pre-1900 to the present on 
microfilm or as digital copies

• Press cuttings and ephemera (advertisements, leaflets, etc)

• Illustrations, sketches and photos of the area

• DVDs, videos and CD-Roms about your local area

Your library is likely to have some handwritten copies of older records.
The librarian or local archivist should be able to help you understand
them – particularly if the writing is difficult to decipher.

You can find details of your public library and its local history
collection on the DirectGov website: www.direct.gov.uk

To find the page, click on the Education link and enter ‘library’ into 
the search box, then click on ‘Libraries and Books’ and scroll down to
‘Find out about the historical search service in a library’.



LOCAL ARCHIVES
The local Record Office covering your city, town or village will offer
lots of information including details of local estates, families, towns,
deeds, leases, sales particulars or maps and photographs. These
records can be used to follow a shop from the present day back into
the past as it has changed hands and use.

Find your local Record Office by either asking at your local library 
or searching online: www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon/ 

Before you visit the Record Office itself you can find out what 
sort of evidence you’ll find there by visiting the A2A section of 
the National Archives website. You can also read an introduction 
to searching archives by visiting the ‘Need Help?’ section:
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a/

Once you have completed your search online and noted down 
the results you can then visit the Record Office in person and 
read the documents themselves. The staff can often help you 
interpret what you’ve found.

LOCAL HISTORY SOCIETIES 
AND MUSEUMS
The British Association for Local History can put you in contact 
with your local history society. Remember, they do not all have 
‘local history’ in their name! Some societies have collections of local
records, photos or artefacts they can share with you and they may
even hold exhibitions and guided walks around town centres. 

Many towns and villages have books written by local historians that
provide helpful local history information. These can often be found 
in the library but also in local shops and tourist information centres. 

You may be lucky enough to have a museum in your town or 
village – or nearby – and this could prove an invaluable source 
of information. Many local museums have staff or volunteers 
who are passionate about the area and will be happy to share 
their knowledge.



Children love hearing stories! 
Ask them to interview older
relatives or neighbours to find out
their stories about the history of
the high street. They can write
down or record the answers for 
the investigation.

PEOPLE
One of the most important resources in finding out about your high street is
people. By talking to shopkeepers and local residents you will make the most
of local knowledge and find stories and rumours to investigate.  

Possible leads include:

• Shopkeepers – you may find they have inherited information, 
photos or news clippings about the site itself from previous owners.

• People who work with the public and have a knowledge of the
geographical area such as bus and taxi drivers, police officers, 
post and milk deliverers.

• Local publicans – publicans often have good stories to tell and can 
be a great source for old photos.

• People from traditional professions such as undertakers, chimney sweeps
and stonemasons. Often their family will have worked in the industry 
and in the area for several generations.

• People who are members of community organisations – like the 
Women’s Institute, the Mothers’ Union or the Bowls club. 

• Places of worship – many faith groups keep good local records 
including photos.



WORKING ONLINE
If you are not familiar with working online, you may want to get a friend or family
member to help you get started. You can also find help on the BBC Connect
website, a useful beginners’ guide to using computers and getting online:
bbc.co.uk/connect. Local libraries have computers you can use free of charge. 

5 top tips

• If you are using a search engine, try a few variations. For example, 
don’t just put in ‘Local History [your town]’, also try ‘maps [your town]’ 
‘shops [your town]’ etc.

• Check if your town was known earlier by a different name or if your 
county boundaries have changed, as this will affect your search.

• Write down the searches you’ve done as it will save you duplications. 

• If you find a great site, either add it to your favourites or make 
a note of the address.

• Many local organisations keep records online, for example your local
chamber of commerce, local tourist board and local authority. 

Useful websites

There are lots of excellent national websites. One that is particularly useful 
for Turn Back Time is ‘Historical Directories’. This includes a digital library 
of local and trade directories for England and Wales from 1750 to 1919:
www.historicaldirectories.org 

You can research online to find out about painters, poets and authors who 
may have visited your town and produced works featuring it. You can also 
visit websites that include travel writing. Two great sites to try  –
www.visionofbritain.org.uk and www.imagesofbritain.org.uk

You can search census returns (results) online. From 1851 they include the
occupation of the head of the household. Census returns are not accessible 
for 100 years – so the most recent returns you can access will be from 1911:

England and Wales: www.ukcensusonline.com

Scotland: www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk

Northern Ireland: www.nisranew.nisra.gov.uk/census

Find lots more great websites on the back 
of this booklet.




