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THE HISTORICAL RECCRDS SURVEY: AN OUTSIDE VIEW
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Occasionally
members of our profession on my desk
in preparing papers to be read befors learned

archivists conduct their re

naire bombardment--a ta

custodians and librarians

Survey.

posite outside view
single individual,

the Survey's labors, and evidence

that it is conducting

ever attempted, At th

thoughtful evaluation is




its Southern regional office, and several state offices,
where an examination of editorial procedurses has been con-
ducted., Likewise, observatidtn of individual workers and

supervisors has been made in the manusc¢ript and archival

records repository at Louisiana State University,

connection with several months' persenal research in Texas
and Louisiana courthouses,

The major objectives and methods of the Historical
Records Survey are known to most of you, and will not be here
detailed. In accordance with the general subject of this
session and the emphasis placed by the Survey on local and
state records, the publications in that field--particularly
the county inventories--constitute the primary interest of
this paper, It is recognized that an outside view will prob-
ably mot make sufficient allowances for the internal complex-
ities of the problem, and that criticism "looking back" may
be as iniquitous as Sunday morning quarterbacking is to a
football coach.

What do outsiders, who are in positions to evaluate in
a balanced and thoughtful manner, find wrong with the

program and methods? Four general criticisms are

advanced. Let us examine the validity of each.

Within the t yoar the most common question raised
been whether the Survey has broadened its scopc unwisely,
whether it has

inventorying

by a well-known




"The chief danger, as I see it, is the possibility t

work m be stopped or curtailed within the nea
leaving a large portion of the program incom

state that the results are worth little or nothing,
if it wduld not be better for the Survey to concentrate
thing at a time and to proceed so that if the Survey should be
stopped at any given time, there would still be something im-
portant completed, I realize the difficulty
work of this type , . . but at the same
definite effort should be made, This
now, in view of the present political uncertaiy
of this nature originate, in part, from
into such fields as inventorying church
papers in both public depositories and in
the imprints survey, and the transcription of comm
courts minutes at a time when personnel increases were not
appreciable,

In general, the expansion

not been allowed to retard the
inventories of county records, It has merely made
for the further employment of workers who have
records forms or who could not profitably be
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to future policy quoted above,
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governing county offices has been absolut
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applicability, many offices in individual

subjects of

the experience

in sharply variant forms




been realized, and

deviations have

have not been lost)' com

entries can be made by
obey the statutes.
open criticism of

statutory regulations might result in withdz of pe

to examine the records of an office, past or present,

cation of county
. delicate matter and must result from suggestion a
rather than from direct imposition.
A second reason for the
tories has been rigi
that prohibit the
visory and
interminably re-examine inve

Curtailment of production

field work




the individual seri of records.

taken care by reparation of a key volume of ¢

all of the ty offices existing in any county in the

ith information as to the counties in they had
for what periods of time. This
to produce inventories much more
ebch of the county or town books
the value which they have as now organized.”
alternative is the use of the
ventory as a master volume,
subsequent inventory confi
ividual county.
inventory
ignetion as a
e )
historical essays. An officie atement concerning

them, made in June

”Let us examine

number of Sta




we are not in a position at present to determine. It is

however, that most of the information will relate to th

I
opment of the agenci d functions of county govermnm
history of courthouse ns tion, and similar matter
are not attempting to
histordies, but we are
tribution available mimeographed
on county history by ex

in the archives,

result in a significa rrection of and

published materials on county history.

bution will be ded significance because
each statement

documentation has been

the sketches. We are moving in

placing this materi al
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the probate records

search abilities of courthouse

that transcriptions of one basic source--the minutes

commissioners courts--are being rapi filed in
fices, where much of the actual writing is done.
writing of historical studies that are partly ba
source materials and diverge into the subjects mentioned above
is 2 more intriguing task than edi
reduced to assembly-line efficiency. Doubtless the
histories, though none exceed thirty pages
many instance
local school teachers Bu he task he Survey
aneats
torical essays should not venture

ncies and functions of coun
laneous assortment
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completed.




reduced by at
job of trying
crowded." This librarian

of mimeographed compilations if

inaugurated policy of using courthouse workers,

ished inventory forms, in making transcriptions of

of commissioners courts and similar bodies

minutes of one Louisiana parish are being published

volumes.
It ha 1 indicated that

obvious possibility
however, to the

some Survey officials
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situation has been
125 been given preferey

tration personnel

assign laborers to work nsistent with their talents

constantly refined. The increased amount of support by

fessional bodies and scholars evidences tl
the system is in successful
Recent Congressional 1
Projects Administration
tinuously employed foz
furlough of one month before applyin

a severe blow. Key workers we

obviously unfair.

ollar workers
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indeterminate quantities and with equally uncertain facilities

for examination, in a dozen arsenals all over the country. In

short, it was a task that called for a small army of finders

and systematizers and indexers, before I could possibly hope

to scratch even the surface of this very importent and timely
subject.”
Only one comment on this case should
torian also needed to know the
collections.
"inally, in the interest of the maintenance of & common
compilation and scholarly quality, it is self-
evident that federal guidance of any governmental project
involving the surveying of historical records--whether paper
or physical sites and objects--is essential. Yet Congress
curtailment of nation-
Projects Administration,
and complete abolition is a possibility. The time has come

1tin-

Society's individual
ntinuously prope

I am glso convince




federal government, subject to expansion

periods of economic distress.,
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