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Historia Vitae Magistra Est
ASGRA’s 40th Anniversary
22 January 1981 was a special day. On that day, ASGRA came into being. The
foundation of the Association’s aims were laid – “to promote and maintain high
standards of work in the genealogical field, and to widen the interests and knowledge
of all concerned”.
Today in 2021, 1981 is, to many, in the dim and distant past, before qualifications in
genealogy had even been considered. Back then, membership of a professional
association in Scotland was, for the first time ever, officially open to well-qualified
searchers with considerable experience behind them. ASGRA stood for the Association
of Scottish Genealogists and Record Agents, and so it remained, until a revision in
around 2000, when it became the Association of Scottish Genealogists & Researchers
in Archives, in line with an amendment made at that time to AGRA’s name.
A logo followed in due course, based on the acronym ASGRA, to be used on
Compliments Slips in that pre-computer age.
In 2010, ASGRA went into a brief partnership
with AGRA, its counterpart in England, and
for a while the associations had matching
logos, as you can see here in the photo of
one of our joint ASGRA/AGRA stands at
WDYTYA? Live at Olympia, London.
In later years, ASGRA
office bearers were
fortunate in being able
to petition for arms,
allowing them to be
used in perpetuity as
our official logo. The
arms were presented
by our Patron, Dr Joe Morrow, Lord Lyon King of Arms, at a special event in The Dome,
New Register House, Edinburgh, on 21 September 2016.

Going back 40 years - ASGRA was the forerunner of all things relating to professional
genealogy in Scotland, with a membership over the years that boasted academics,
published authors, course leaders, founders of family history societies, etc – all
legendary names, genealogical heroes – call them what you like, but they were the
original “movers and shakers” of the genealogical world. Today, ASGRA prides itself
in the fact that it has never moved far from the original aims and concepts of the first
ASGRA Council in 1981.
Qualifications in genealogy have been with us now for around 15 years or so, and
ASGRA has moved with the times to accommodate the transition, never, however,
losing sight of the importance of experience, often at times over qualifications. A
balance of both is now nurtured by the Association – and its membership is proof of
that …
ASGRA’s archive is in the process of being digitised for our own use. Here are a few
snippets from throughout the years.
First Office Bearers and Council

On 19 May 1981 were elected:

President: Donald Whyte
Chairman: Rosemary Bigwood
Secretary: Sheila Pitcairn
Treasurer: David Burns
Council: J A Thompson; Dr Pritchard; Mrs Doreen Brown, plus a further Mrs … …

(unreadable).

(Ref: News Sheet, ASGRA Archive)

At a meeting on 10.2.1982, it was decided that the Constitution would state that

"membership is open to experienced and well-qualified professional researchers
working personally in Scotland". This is still a requirement today, although now

members may live anywhere in the UK, as long as they visit Scotland regularly to carry
out their Scottish research.
3 March 1982 – the first AGM took place, with auditors Dr Betty Iggo and Daniella
Shippey appointed.
At the AGM of 1988, it was recorded that Rosemary Bigwood, David Cargill and
Betty Iggo were to draft a new Code of Practice, new Constitution, and new
requirements for applicants wishing to join ASGRA. These policy documents, although
updated and edited over the years, still form the basis of Council today, although it
can’t go unnoticed that the rules and regulations of life today have ensured that there
are many more policy documents and standing orders!
The ASGRA archive is a “walk down memory lane” even for me, a relatively new
member of 21 years. Most of the names are known to me, and over the years I have
heard much about them, or experienced much with them – the most comprehensive
and yet private archive of all is the memory! Rosemary Bigwood ran the first
Genealogy Certificate course in Scotland, a year-long distance learning course run by
Stirling University, that ran for many years. This was in fact my way in to ASGRA, via
the 1998-9 Stirling course, as it was for many of my era. Past Chairman Elizabeth
Mortimer ran a similar course for many years.
Membership Details of Early members
In the first year, members appear to have been admitted purely on experience: Dr
Betty Iggo, 17 March 1981 – 2001 (sadly now deceased); Doreen Brown 19 March
1981; Mrs B A Brack, 30 March 1981 (died June 1984); Ailsa Cowie, 1 April 1981;
William Lawson, 13 January 1982, specialist in Outer Hebrides. Bill Lawson is still a
member today.
From February 1982, some submission of work seems to have been required, along
with a recommendation or referee:

Gwen Macleod 18 January 1982; Alison Mowat, 1 January 1987; Ann Pippet, 2 January
1987; Anne Garven, 2 December 1987 (sadly died 2011); Alan Macleod, 2 December
1987 (Fellow & Life Member); Dr Robert Fenwick, 20 February 1989 (sadly died 2014);
Hazel Weir, August 1990 (retired 2021); Maggi Dignall, 14 May 1991 (retired ca 2010);
Susan Miller, 12 July 1993; Elizabeth Mortimer, 21 May 1994.
Associate Members
These were, and still are, full members who are not available for commission, for one
reason or another, often because they are employed, rather than self-employed.
Membership Fees
1988-1992 £8 Associate £30 Member.
2002 - £15 Associate £50 Member (presumably Probationer £25)

As now, the fees were considered annually at the AGM for the following year, and
gradually increased over the years.
Recommended hourly rate for ASGRA members – it is noted that in 2001 this
was £16 per hour and in 2002 it rose to £18 per hour. In more recent years ASGRA
no longer stipulates a minimum hourly rate, but internally there continues to be a
recommended rate, in order not to undervalue professional expertise, and to
encourage fair competition.
Office Bearers & Honours over the years – this is not complete, due to lack of a

database in early years:
Chairman
1981
1987
1990
1994
?
?
2009
2010
2021

Rosemary Bigwood
Gwen Macleod
Julie Poole
Alan Macleod
Elizabeth Mortimer
Alan MacLeod
Diane Baptie
Janet M Bishop
Ian F Marson

Immediate Past Chairman – an office bearer post created in 2018:
2021
Janet M Bishop
Hon Secretary
1982
1987
21.5.1994
?
?
2008
2010
2011
2015
2018
2021

Sheila Pitcairn
Patricia M Drake
Anne Garven
Maggi Dignall
Hazel Weir
Janet M Bishop
Margaret Hubble
Val Wilson
Stuart Coles
Ian Marson
Lorna E Kinnaird

Hon Treasurer
Unfortunately, there is not much mention of treasurers in our archive material.
Not known to 2006
2006
Diane Baptie
2008
Alison Mowat
2010
Val Wilson
2011
John McGee
2021
Alex Wood

Fellows
2018
2018

Janet M Bishop
Alan Macleod

Hon President
?- 2010

Donald Whyte until his death in 2010

2015-2020

Alan J L Macleod

Currently vacant

It is noted that by 1997 he had only missed 1 mtg

Patron – an honour, historically offered to the Lord Lyon King of Arms
1988: Malcolm Innes of Edingight, CVO, WS, Lord Lyon King of Arms consented to
become Patron of ASGRA
2002: Robin Blair, Lord Lyon King of Arms
Approx. 2006: David Sellar, Lord Lyon King of Arms
2014: Dr Joe Morrow, Lord Lyon King of Arms
Assessors – apologies if anyone has been omitted
1996-2010, Included: Rosemary Bigwood, Jimmy Thompson; Elizabeth Mortimer;
Julie Poole; Anne Garven
2010-2018
Diane Baptie; Hazel Weir; Kirsty Wilkinson; Stuart Coles,
Janet Bishop
Since ca 2018
Janet Bishop; Val Wilson; Kirsteen Mulhern
Membership Decisions
At the AGM 1997, a sub-committee was appointed to look at the requirements for
ASGRA membership. By 13 August 1997 the sub-committee had met twice, under the
chairmanship of Alan Macleod, and a number of proposals were suggested to the
membership, for discussion at an EGM on Friday 29 August 1997, 1.30 – 3.30 pm in
the SGS Library, Edinburgh.
At this AGM, for the first time, Probationers were considered.
The first Assessment Panel comprised: Rosemary Bigwood, Julie Poole and
Elizabeth Mortimer. There would be two assessment meetings per year: March and
September. This has now changed, and we assess as and when applications are
received, with an anticipated time frame of 6 weeks.
Probation: Janet Bishop and Bruce Bishop were the first Probationers, admitted in
2000. (Until I took over the organisation of the archive, I had no idea that we were

the first probationers! Such is the confidentiality of the Assessment Panel.)

ASGRA Newsletters – we have evidence of there having been a newsletter of some
kind since 1982, although it was much later, in 2010, that a regular formalised
newsletter appeared: first The Expert with AGRA; second Historia; now Connect with
AGI.

February 1982:
In this first newsletter, it was stated that ASGRA had 14 members – a good start.
May 1983:
President Donald Whyte had been principal speaker at the Ontario Genealogical
Society seminar at the University of Guelph in May 1982, delivering 4 lectures.
It was noted that ASGRA had 20 members.
May 1985:
Applicants to ASGRA were by now expected to have been practising for 2 years and
have attended classes in genealogy and the handwriting course run by the SRO.
June 1988:
Membership was 15 full, 8 not available for private commissions.
Autumn 1991:
It was noted that the SRO (Scottish Record Office) sent out around 40 ASGRA leaflets
to enquirers per month. (Nowadays this has risen to around 2000 per annum.)
Sheila Pitcairn and Julie Poole had given 2 talks to Fife FHS this season.
The Scottish Tourist Board met with Alan Macleod and took 100 ASGRA leaflets to take
to their 6 shows annually world-wide.
Family Tree Magazine – articles by ASGRA had created interest and trade.
ASGRA had a table at the SAFHS Conference in September 1984, and had 3 firm
enquiries about membership.
ASGRA News 16 November 1992:
Anne Garven and Julie Poole manned the ASGRA stand at the SAFHS Conference in
Glasgow's Mitchell Library.
Strathclyde Regional Archives, in conjunction with ASGRA, ran a palaeography course
in the Mitchell Library, Glasgow.
ASGRA News 16 December 1993:
ASGRA joined SAFHS in December 1993.
The Black Book was reinstated! Anne Garven was responsible for entering bad
payers into the book and circulating it. (It has often been suggested this black book

should again be re-reinstated, but in these days of political correctness, we haven’t
dared! Some problems never change).

Accredited Genealogists Ireland (AGI)
In 2016, Paul Gorry (AGI) and I (Janet Bishop, ASGRA) were delighted to negotiate
and formalise a professional alliance. Our joint newsletter, Connect, has been
published regularly since then.
Following a probationary year, in April 2017, at the SAFHS Conference in Kinghorn,
Fife, The Alliance celebrated its first anniversary, with the signing of the permanent
contract of alliance.

We have shared CPD events, or should I say social
events, with a programme of CPD, in both Ireland
and Scotland, and, during 2020-21, when the
pandemic situation required that meetings were held
by Zoom, we were pleased to get to know each other
better through this medium at both CPD and chat
meetings. This was one positive aspect of the past
18 months.
Paul Gorry is shown here as keynote speaker at an
ASGRA CPD/Recruitment event held in The Dome,
New Register House, Edinburgh, in 2019.

The Alliance Sub-Groups at present comprise:
ASGRA – Janet Bishop; Ian Marson; Lorna Kinnaird
AGI – Paul Gorry; Michael Walsh; Anne-Marie Smith
Fellowship
The Fellowship was created in 2018,
and to date there are 2 ASGRA
Fellows. On 30 November 2018, we
were delighted to confer a
Fellowship on Alan MacLeod, who at
the time was our Hon President. We
celebrated
the
event,
which
coincided with Alan’s 90th birthday,
in the Guildford Arms, Edinburgh.
Alan has since retired, but with
ASGRA Fellowship comes life
membership - so he is still part of the
team.
ASGRA today
To the outside world, the ASGRA of 2021 might seem to bear little resemblance to the
ASGRA of 1981. Much has happened in the past 40 years: computerisation;
digitisation, the World Wide Web; all being the main reasons for its evolution. Look
closely, however, and you will see that fundamentally very little has changed. We
have grown, adapted, evolved - and moved with the times, retaining our rightful
position in the professional field of genealogy – that of Scotland’s only accrediting
body for professional genealogists - an association professional researchers are proud
to join. Here’s to the next 40 years of ASGRA! And to another 40 years of our Alliance
with AGI!
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