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Thank you, Russ!  I have just finished my fourth year working in the archives of Lincoln University, a historical black college located in rural southeastern Pennsylvania.  I work alone on the basement level of the Langston Hughes Memorial Library and I don’t often get visitors, even though there are open book stacks on that level.  One day the custodian, on his daily rounds, commented, “You must feel like the Lone Ranger!”  I had to explain to him why I burst out laughing.

As a first-time presenter at SAA, I am really honored to be here, and I want to express my special gratitude to Nancy Freeman for her thoughtful response to an early draft that I sent to my co-panelists.  Her suggestions were very helpful in steering me back to my topic, when I started to stray too far afield!

At the outset I want to emphasize that I am speaking to you from my own experience, which may be quite different from yours.  Each of us has to find an approach that works for our own unique situation, but that approach should always be grounded in the standards and procedures of the archival discipline.  Now, in my particular job as a Lone Arranger at Lincoln University, I am solely responsible for keeping abreast of those standards and procedures.  Prior to my coming to the Lincoln University Archives I had no training in archives administration.  And that means that for me continuing archival education and networking with other archivists are absolutely crucial keys to success.  I will come back to that later.  


Without going into a whole lot of detail, let me just say that my job has presented huge challenges, with minimal oversight.  Within the constraints imposed by physical and financial conditions – lack of air conditioning and lack of budget , for example – I have been left virtually free to “do my own thing.”  My assumption has always been that my situation was unique, but I’m starting to wonder if that is really true, and I would love to hear from others.  When I was hired in 2000, the position had been vacant for several years.  In fact, as far as I know, I am the only full-time archivist we have had in the 150 years of our institutional existence.  The first part-time archivist was hired in 1987, but between then and 2000, there had been several gaps of time when the position remained vacant.  


Here is a broad overview of the state of the archives when I arrived:

First of all, the archives encompassed not only university records – including campus serial and non-serial publications, departmental and office files, photographs, film and audio recordings of campus events, etc., but also items and collections donated from outside (even a rock collection!).  Miscellaneous artworks were also, by default, in the archives.  In effect, the so-called archives were all of the uncatalogued, non-bibliographic holdings of Special Collections.  

Second, our holdings, going back 150 years and filling over 2000 lineal feet of shelf space and file cabinets, had never been formally accessioned; no accessions log or inventory of any kind existed, as far as I could determine.  

Third, many holdings were unprocessed and unlabelled, some housed in brown corrugated boxes, with or without any kind of label, others not even in boxes, but merely in piles, on various surfaces (desks, shelves, filing cabinets and even the floor) within the Special Collections and Archives area.  Piled against a wall in a corner were framed works of art sent to Special Collections for storage.  Many were damaged – ripped and punctured – from the sharp corners of the frames of other paintings leaning against them – victims of many years of neglect.

Third, the building’s air conditioning was not functioning, and temperatures rose to the high 80s on the lower level, and the upper 90s on the main floor level, occasionally achieving double digits – accompanied by extremely high humidity.  This problem has persisted until this summer, which is the first time we have had working air-conditiong in at least four years, and so it is not surprising that we have mold and mildew on all floors of the library.


Fourth, there were no written policies or guidelines for acquisitions or for archives use, or in fact for any aspect of archives administration.

Fifth, I had neither a phone nor a computer; only a desk and some file cabinet space.  

And finally, my supervisor was the Special Collections librarian, who had been hired about a year before, and who fortunately did have experience in archives administration.  The only other staff member in Special Collections was a clerical level library assistant with a high school education and about 25 years of experience working in our department, mostly handling circulation, shelving books and setting up exhibits.

So that, in a nutshell, was the state of the archives when I took the job in July of 2000.  And within a month of my arrival a shipment of about 80 banker’s boxes arrived from the President’s Office.  The newly inaugurated president had undergone major housecleaning, and we were the beneficiaries!

So, how DID I set priorities?  For the first few months I worked under the direction of my supervisor, the Special Collections librarian.  He gave me books to read about archives management, and assigned some routine tasks – creating a list of campus serial publications, pulling staples and putting them in acid-free folders.  He then started referring reference requests to me, and giving me advice about how to go about researching them.

Several months into the job my supervisor set me to work on an accessions log, starting with the new shipment from the President’s Office, and once that was done, working my way through the previous holdings.  After showing me what to do, he left me alone to proceed at my own pace.  Part of what I was doing at this point was putting loose materials in boxes and moving everything from off the floor to shelving in the Archives Room.  Fortunately, a previous grant had provided a large number of Hollinger boxes and folders that had not yet been used.  My supervisor also asked me to create a separate inventory for artworks, which I did, relocating them in the process and attempting to improve their storage conditions somewhat.   And my supervisor also continued to send reference requests my way.  

So for the first year or two my long-term highest priority was to complete an accessions log for our holdings.  And in the shorter term, reference requests were prioritized according to who was making the request – internal requests always took precedence over external requests.

At the beginning of my second year, in August 2001, I attended one of SAA’s pre-conference workshops – Archival Cataloguing as a Component of Description.   This was an extremely informative two-day workshop on using MARC for archival cataloguing.  Since our online bibliographic catalogue uses MARC, it seemed to make a lot of sense to learn how to incorporate our archival holdings into our online bibliographic catalogue.  On my return I entered two of our archival collections into our online catalogue, but I stopped with those two.  

Why those two and why did I stop?  The two that I selected were processed collections, both quite large and well documented.  They were significant to Lincoln University history and also had several other entry points that I deemed significant to scholars.  Most of all, I felt comfortable that I could provide access to them by scholars who might contact me after finding them on our online catalogue!  What I definitely did NOT want was to be inundated with requests for access to collections that had not been processed.  And so I put on-line cataloguing on a back burner.

The following year in Birmingham, at one of the “unplugged” workshops, I learned the name for the type of access that I had been providing – the “gatekeeper” approach, in which the archivist is the gatekeeper to not only the archival records but also to finding aids for the records.  In my case, my accessions log is my primary finding aid.  I decided that while I would like to move toward the “partnership” approach, in which the user takes a more active role, by having access to the finding aids or access tools, this would have to be a gradual process, and not necessarily applicable to all our holdings.  Putting those two record collections onto our online catalogue had been a very timid first step toward the partnership model.  Interestingly enough, I don’t believe that putting those two collections on line led to any calls from researchers!

In the course of my second year, a grant application gave me my first real opportunity to formulate some priorities on my own.  We were applying for a grant for archives from the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission, for a maximum of $20,000.  The library director had his own pet project in mind, but the necessary funding for this fell well below $20,000, so I asked if we could put in something to microfilm the student newspapers, going back to 1925.  

In the process of inventorying the campus serial publications I had come to realize what a treasure trove these were – not only poems by Langston Hughes and articles and editorials by Kwame Nkrumah and Nnamdi Azikiwe – all Lincoln alumni – but a record of what were student perceptions about what was going on – on campus (articles about visits by such notables as Albert Einstein, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Bishop Desmond Tutu; about coeducation and faculty strikes and student unrest); and in the local community (articles about demonstrations against the segregated movie theater and hotel/restaurant in nearby Oxford; about the local black community adjoining campus – for example, the two schoolhouses, one for blacks and one for whites); and even in the nation and the world (articles about World War II, Vietnam, the Brown v. Board of Education decision, the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr.).  I also had a sense of their vulnerability – newsprint documents in environmental conditions that were just about as bad as they could get.  My fear was that once they had deteriorated fully, they would disappear from the historical record.  Nowhere else was there likely to be another collection of these documents as complete as ours, and surely it was worth preserving.  I was able to include the project in the grant proposal, and about a year later we received official notification that our application had been funded.

Now, in the meantime, at the SAA conference in Birmingham, I had attended all of the “unplugged” sessions, which had given me a great overview of the important issues in archives management.  These  issues would be reiterated and reinforced the following year at NARA’s 2-week Modern Archives Institute, which I attended in the summer of 2003, and they provided the framework within which I had to set priorities.

But to go back to the grant.  Receiving a grant means giving high priority to those projects that have been funded, in order to fulfill the grant and write the final report.  This was my first experience with a grant, and I learned how time-consuming grants can be.  So it is very important to set your priorities BEFORE writing the grant proposal, and to include in the proposal only those projects that you feel are high priority.  Otherwise, you may find yourself spending a lot of time doing things that are not high on your priority list.  

Now, when I had applied for grant money to microfilm the student newspapers, the main thing on my mind was preservation, but very soon after receiving the grant I began thinking about something else – access – and I began to regret that I hadn’t included digitization in the proposal.  Fortunately, it wasn’t too late.  With the approval of PHMC, I was able to modify the proposal, shifting money from one project that had been overbudgeted, to allow the vendor who was doing the microfilming to also scan the film and produce searchable electronic files.  This project was my second step towards a partnership approach to at least some of our holdings.

Another opportunity for formulating and articulating priorities occurred three years after I was hired, and a year after a new Vice President for Academic Affairs came on board, bringing with him a new requirement – a detailed annual report form to fill out.  By this time my microfilming/digitization project was well underway, and I had begun to view it as a first step – a model – for future projects to microfilm and digitize other campus publications.  Making these available electronically will aid researchers enormously, and in so doing should relieve me of some of the research burden, allowing me to devote more time to other areas of archives management.  Writing an annual report for the past two years has forced me to articulate my ideas and has made me accountable for their follow-through.  

To recap priorities:  my archival training has provided me with general goals and parameters and my specific job experience has influenced how I have prioritized the work that I want to accomplish.   I came to archives that were not only unprocessed, but unaccessioned as well, so creating an accessions log was an early and ongoing high priority.  At the same time, as an increasing number of research requests came my way, the accessions log often had to be put on a back burner.  Fortunately, I had made quite a bit of headway before this happened.  Now my accessioning of old holdings occurs between other more immediate tasks, but it also sometimes occurs while I am in the process of searching for requested records, whenever I have occasion to open and look through unaccessioned boxes – usually in response to requests from the administrative offices of the university. 

As I have already indicated, putting certain university publications that are in our holdings online has become a high priority for me in the last couple of years, in the hope that this will not only increase access to these holdings, but also free up my time for other tasks, most importantly, accessioning and processing.

My highest priority is always handling reference requests, whether they be for university personnel, outside academic researchers, alumni or their descendants, or members of the general public.  I feel that this is particularly important in view of the vulnerability of our holdings, caused by the longstanding financial difficulties that the university has experienced, which has resulted in, for example, lack of personnel and poor environmental conditions.  While doing what I can to ensure the future of the holdings, I have to accept that they may have no future, thus making current research all the more important.

On the other hand, outreach has been a low priority for me so far, and will probably remain so, unless and until the accessioning and processing of our holdings are under better control, which is not likely to happen quickly, given our current staffing and budget constraints.  I should clarify that by “outreach” I mean promotion of our archives that I initiate myself.  I have been supportive of requests by other institutions asking to borrow our holdings for exhibits, when I see a PR benefit to our institution, and so long as I am convinced that doing so will not jeopardize our holdings any more so than in their current environment.  Thus the U.S. Postal Museum in Washington, D.C., The African American Museum of Philadelphia, The Chester County Pennsylvania Historical Society and the public library in nearby Oxford, PA have all borrowed items in the past four years.  I have also visited a nearby public elementary school when invited, with items relating to Langston Hughes, during Black History Month.

 Similarly, online cataloguing of our holdings – adding them to our online bibliographic catalog, for example – will remain on a backburner for some time to come.  It just does not make sense to me to take steps that could lead to an increase in reference requests that we are not yet prepared to handle.

Let me move on to the second part of my topic, “getting the job done.”

As I mentioned, I had no computer when I started the job, so my accessions log was first created by hand, in pencil, using forms that my supervisor had created.  When I did finally get a computer some months into the job, I immediately went back and entered the handwritten log on an Access database, and continued the log on the computer.

I want to emphasize that the computer has been the single most important factor in helping me achieve whatever measure of success I have attained.   I use Access, simply because that was what my supervisor told me to use, and it was already on my computer.  It definitely has its limitations, so if you are just starting to think about software, look around and talk to people with experience.   But what the computer allows you to do really can’t be achieved any other way – through a hard-copy index, for example – and that is search by keyword, in seconds!  This can be a huge help in trying to track down archival records. 

I already mentioned that I often seem to have repeat requests for certain items.  Another way I have streamlined my reference services is by creating a second Access database, called Research Requests.  Here I enter the information normally contained in a handwritten research request log, but again, because it is on the computer, it is searchable by keyword.  One of the fields is for listing identification information for the materials found for the researcher.  So not only is this database useful for checking back to confirm whether I have previously conducted research for a particular individual, it is also invaluable for re-finding documents that I have previously found, for subsequent researchers.  It works a lot better than my memory, and it is also much more effective and efficient than scanning by eye through a log or a vertical file.  This database for Research Requests is also useful for compiling data about archives use – to get a more accurate idea of the holdings that are used most, as well as who the users are, and I use it when I compile my annual report.  

One absolutely critical rule to follow when you are storing your data on a computer, of course, is to back up your data.  I back up mine each time I modify a database.  I back it up twice: onto a floppy disk and also onto the university server. 

Another important contribution that the computer has made to my job is email.  As I’ve mentioned, I have very few visitors; most researchers contact me from a distance with requests for information.  These requests come via phone, snail mail and email.  If I respond to a message left on my voicemail and reach the caller’s voicemail, I always leave my email address, to cut down on phone tag, as well as phone bills.  When I receive a live phone call, in the course of discussion I always ask for the researcher’s contact information, and if they have email, I request that they send me an email outlining what they are looking for.  This way I don’t have to depend on my own notes from the phone call, and if clarification is necessary, I can easily ask for it by email.  A hardcopy printout of their email request provides a physical piece of paper for my handwritten notes as I conduct the research and goes into my file for future reference, once the research is complete.  Before filing it away, I enter the relevant information into my Research Requests database.

Answering emails quickly is a high priority for me, even if it is only to acknowledge receipt of the request and to give a time frame for my getting back to the researcher.  I always urge them to recontact me if they don’t hear back from me within the timeframe that I have suggested.

The other way that email has been useful is in my membership in listservs.  I have used my listserv memberships to ask advice about various problems that arise in my work, and I have found this extremely helpful.

The third important contribution of computers in my job is the potential for electronic access for some of our holdings.  For example, when we provide authors or publishers with images for publication, we send them electronically, by email or on disk or CD.  Whenever I have an image scanned for someone else I save the electronic file for future use.  Thus the computer not only increases access, but it saves me time.

And as I already mentioned, we have also started to digitize some of our other holdings, starting with the student newspapers, going back to 1925.  This summer we have undertaken two smaller projects, funded by an alumni gift and a faculty development grant, the microfilming and digitization of other Lincoln University publications.  Two of the publications date back to the nineteenth century and will undoubtedly be of interest to scholars of African American history.  I selected the third series of publications for online access – the alumni directories – because of their high volume of use in my research.  Many of the research requests that I receive are for information about alumni – or possible alumni – and my first step is always to look up the individual in question in the old alumni directories.  By putting the information online I will allow the researcher to take that first step, saving me time to do other things (or at worst, I will simplify my own task by saving myself a trip to the stacks to find the directories).  I plan to acknowledge the alumni gift on the website at the entry point to the database, in order to encourage more gifts for similar projects.

Subject to procuring the funding through grants and gifts, following these projects, I plan to microfilm and digitize the college catalogues and the alumni bulletins.  Other than the student newspapers, where we might have a problem of copyright infringement because of the student authors, we plan to make the electronic files of campus publications available on line from our website, rather than restricting access to within the library building.  This will obviously increase access to some of our holdings, without jeopardizing the originals by increased handling.  I hope that it will also free up my time for my other tasks – accessioning, cataloguing, preservation and conservation.  In keeping with the serenity prayer, I have tried to put my energies into those areas where I can succeed, rather than spin my wheels trying to make changes that are beyond my control.

That pretty much wraps up what I want to share with you today.  I hope you will share your own questions and comments!  There is one last thing that I do want to emphasize, which I haven’t really touched on, and that is, how much I love my job, with all of its challenges and frustrations.  I feel as though I have finally found what I want to be when I grow up, and part of the excitement comes, I’m sure from the varied fare on the plate of the Lone Arranger.

Thank you!
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