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ESTABLISHING AN ARCHIVE
INITIAL STAGE — COLLECTING

Thisleaflet presupposesasituationinwhich aprofessionally untrained person hasbeen asked to put
into order the archives of aninstitution of perhapsfifty or ahundred years existence, beyond the
memory or knowledgeof thecurrent officials. The person deputed or volunteering to do thework may
have been chosen because of thelength of serviceor aknowninterestintheingtitution'shistory, but the
advice offered applies equally to any volunteer archivist recruited from outside and lacking such
acquired knowledge. Thisleaflet recommendscritical stepsto betaken, someof which may perhaps
be cons dered over-zea ousbut arebasi ¢ professional practicewhich may makethearchivist'swork
easier in the long run.

COLLECT ALL THE ARCHIVES TOGETHER

A common experienceof anovicearchivist isto be shownan assembly of boxes, cartons, cabinets,
plastic bagsand other containersand to be assured theseareall thearchivesof theingtitution. Asoften
asnot, thecombination of firmnessonthe part of the officia concerned and alack of confidenceonthe
part of thearchivist caninduce an acceptance of the situation, thearchivist being expected to deal with
therecordspresentedto him, or her. Thechancesare, however, that these may beonly part of potential
archivemateria held e sewhere. Themotivefor theengagement of anarchivist to order thearchivesof
theingtitution may, indeed, beassimpleastheneed to put to officeusetheroominwhich therecords
havebeen previoudly stored. Discreet but persistent questionsare suggested at the outset - therewil|
beno better time- sothat al possibleoffices, cupboards, |ofts, and lessobvious placesarethoroughly
explored, not omitting the princi pa'sand secretary'sfiling cabinets. M ogt ingtitutionswill havehad some
system of filing and boxing papersin current or seltii - cufre'n't Use, and thusany box filesof such
material should beincludedintheinitia trawl, and any older papersinthecurrent filing extracted. Itis
important to gather together a |l materia of possiblearchiveval ue, not excluding photographs, printed
papers, relics, souvenirs and objects of historical value, which while not themselves archives
neverthel essneed to be preserved and might bedispersed if not likewise collected together whenthe
spirit of preservationisactive. (Thetreatment of artefactsand objectsof historical interest will be
considered in another leaflet).

READ THE HISTORY OF THE INSTITUTION

Beforeexamining thecontentsof any of the assembled containers, thearchivist isrecommended to read
about thehistory of theinstitution and so becomefamiliar withitsfoundation, objectives, ancillary
bodies, work, personnel, and so on. If thereareno published histories, thenitisprobablethat minute
booksof thegoverning body or annua reportswill bereadily found, being often kept separatefromthe
generd filing. Fromthese, thearchivist should beableto tracethe devel opment of theingtitution, identify
itsfunctions, itsoperating committees, administrative structure, the principal or significant persons
involved, al of which knowledgewill beinvaluableasmuchintheinitial sorting of therecordsasinthe
later stages of classification and listing.



FIRST ACTION

Whereto start and what to dofirst when faced with aconsiderabl e collection of boxescartons, plastic
bagsand other containers can beamost daunting prospect for any archivist, let alonean untrained
novice. Thefirst actiontotakeissimply to deal with onecontainer at atime, to makeanoteof itstype,
where it came from, and to give it a temporary number, thus. 1 and 2, black plastic bags from
storeroom; 3, cartonsfrom|oft; 4, filesfromthegeneral office. Thelogic behind thistediousjobisthat
where containers, and thereforetheir contents, werefound may throw light onthe provenanceand
inter-relation of the records within them.

Atthisstagethearchivist should avoid thetemptation to do any sorting even though the cursory
examination may reveal connected material, even booksand papersin aseries. Instead, the contents
of each container should be summarily examined, roughly described (e.g. "filesand papers, 1950's"),
and noted on alist for each separate contai ner. Some bundling of |oose papersor putting theminto
temporary folders may be necessary but, again, no attempt should be made at sorting. It may well
becomeapparent that therecordsin the vari ous contai nershave been so pretty thoroughly mixed up
that therecording of their contents, evenin arudimentary fashion, may seem pointless, butitisaswell
tofollow therecommended procedure sincewherethe containerswerefoundwill helpinidentifying
their provenance and possibly the later discovery of missing documents.

THE NEXT STAGE

Oncethispreliminary description of the containersand their contentshasbeen compl eted and notes
made of the action so far taken, then the archivist may transfer the records into more accessible
contal ners, even open-top cartonsbeing quite suitabl e, enabling thearchivist to haveavisual check
whenit comestotheinitia sorting. If thecontentsof the containersare numerous, then sometemporary
numbering may be necessary to keep track of therecords, but it will sufficemerely to describethe
contentsingenera terms, especialy if they aresmilar incharacter. Asthearchivist notesthe contents
of the primary containersand transfersthem, one by one, into the alternative and more accessible
containers, he, or she, will beginto identify seriesand related recordsand, already equipped with
background knowledge of theinstitution, will even recognizemgor omissions. For instance, itisquite
common for the accounting officer to keep hisrecords separatefrom other administrativerecords. The
archivist should havethe confidence, a an appropriatetime, to raisetactfully with the principa questions
about obviousomissions, and seek thetransfer of any relevant records, or notetheir location el sewhere.
Thearchivistwill never haveabetter opportunity of persuading officersto transfer non-current records
intothearchivesthanwhentheinitial decision hasbeen madeto set up "thearchives', and adegree of
interest, if not enthusiasm, affects the responsible officers - it can quickly evaporate!

SUMMARY: Theinitial stagesin establishing the archives of any institution are, firstly, to search
thoroughly and bring together all potential archivematerial and historica objects; secondly, tonotethelr
containersand wherethey werefound; thirdly, to number and describeroughly their contents; and
fourthly, totransfer theminto more suitable and accessibleboxes, noting their origina containers. The
next stage will be that of preliminary sorting and listing, and thiswill be described in Leaflet No.2.
Robin Gard, June 2000
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