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Essential Lifelines for Lone Arrangers: Forming Support Groups

Lone Arrangers

I've been a Lone Arranger as long as I've been an archivist, ten years.  When first assigned the job of half-time archivist, as the other half of my half-time history librarian position, I felt that I was operating in a vacuum.  No one at my institution knew the slightest thing about archives and, although I didn't feel that I knew much more, I became the resident expert.  I was fortunate to have a lot of support from my institution and was able to attend the Modern Archives Institute at the National Archives, just across the mall from my office at ACOG, and to attend the Mid-Atlantic Regional Archives Conferences every 6 months.  At MARAC, I learned about the various state “round tables” and learned that Washington, DC had its own round table, so I began attending their meetings.  For a city its size, Washington may be unique in archival circles for having perhaps the largest archival repositories in the nation, the National Archives and the Library of Congress.  Many attendees at these round table meetings were employed at these institutions and I felt that I had very little in common with them; I saw them as cogs in huge wheels, where one small function of archival work was represented by a department with up to one hundred archivists performing very specific tasks.

Small Repositories

Then I learned about the Small Repositories Round Table that Susan McElrath, at that time archivist at the Mary McLeod Bethune collection, part of the National Park Service, had initiated in 1996, as co-chair of the DC Caucus of MARAC.

And I began to have an appreciation for the fact that a very large percentage of archivists work at institutions much like mine, where they are pretty much isolated from others in the archives world and need to make decisions, from day to day pedestrian-type matters to large issues, very much on their own.  I began reaching out to these other archivists of Small Repositories and discovered many things we had in common and many ways I could learn from them.  One of the very first and most valuable to me was about getting student help with no budget for staffing.

Student Assistance

It was the archivist at the General Federation of Women's Clubs who told me about how she'd written to the history departments and women’s studies departments and library schools of all the local colleges and universities, offering internship experience in her archives.  In some

cases, I believe, students appeared who were so interested in getting some type of experience on their resumes, that they were happy to work for almost no pay.  I followed her advice with the same result, (in one case that I remember, a young history student about to graduate had only worked as a lifeguard, so she was quite eager to get something else on her resume!) and before too long my managers were convinced that I needed to have that support and even increased my staffing budget.  

Association Archivists

Among those archivists in small repositories were a particularly large number of archivists of associations, which we found had so many similarities in terms of the structure of their organizations.  Often, because of similarities in their structure, they had similarities in organization of their archival collections, types of records in their collections, and similar problems to resolve, e.g. rationalizing their existence to upper management, finding the right balance between marketing their services so they were more visible and getting the collections in a shape that they could be used, effective marketing techniques, developing policies, dealing with the whole issue of records management, software programs for finding aids, celebrating anniversaries, mounting exhibits, etc.  

Medical Association Archivists

I had been visiting medical archives in the DC area, such as the AAMC and the Otolaryngology Association, to learn more from them about how they handled these issues and decided to invite them all to my institution to see if they would find a meeting together useful as well.  I attempted to locate as many medical associations as I could in the DC area to try to determine how many of them had archivists, and if so if their archivist would be interested in meeting with us. 

It was never a very large group; one thing I learned about new lone arrangers is that they very often had multiple responsibilities of which managing an embryonic archives operation was just one, so having the time to get away to such a meeting was a luxury for many.  However, a small group of us began meeting three or four times a year, we submitted a column to the DC Caucus newsletter, and after a couple of years decided, at Susan McElrath's suggestion, to offer a panel at the next MARAC meeting on Lone Arrangers.

Move to Chicago

I left my position at ACOG in May of 2001 and moved to Chicago where I came to my current position.  Through the Archivists and Librarians in the History of the Health Sciences, a group I'd been a member of since my first year at ACOG, I knew several people in Chicago and knew names of many more who were involved in archival collections in the history of medicine.  My first week at ACS, after figuring out what some of my main challenges would be, I began contacting them and arranged visits to those close by.  Sue Sacharsky, at the Northwestern Hospital archives, first turned me on to the Archives listserve; I hadn't been aware of it in all the years at ACOG.  At first it was overwhelming, but I learned how to get the digest version and since then I haven't missed a day of glancing over the list for topics of interest and concern.  And I've made much use of the listserv archives, looking up topics when I need to research a problem.  I learned so much from my visits to the local archivists in such things as ways to advertise the rich resources I was charged with managing, to local vendors to use for consulting, to space planning, to creation of policies.   And I became aware of how our collections had a lot of overlap, in some cases duplication, and how various pieces of my collections related to those at some of the other institutions.  

Proposing gathering

I proposed with some of my new friends, that we meet together to share our thoughts on some of these issues, and was quite surprised at a turnout of 15 people at my institution on a cold Chicago winter day of February 7, 2002.  The group was quite enthusiastic and decided to meet on a rotating basis at the various repositories of the respective members, so we could get tours and discuss a usually agreed upon topic, although we've also had meetings where no topic was arranged ahead of time, and the discussions were quite spontaneous;  we've never been at a loss for topics of mutual interest to discuss.  I recall that some of the very first things we discussed were the various groups that we'd found of value, i.e.    the Archivists and Librarians in the History of the Health Sciences, (ALHHS), the Directory of Health Sciences Collections put out by the National Library of Medicine, the Caduceus listserv etc., getting us “all on the same page.”  We made some decisions in 2003 to organize very loosely but with a secretary and meeting planner, and Judith Robins, Archivist at the Wood Library Museum of Anesthesiology in Park Ridge, IL very kindly offered to take on that task.   We organized rather officially as the Chicago Area Medical Archivists, or CAMA, and I felt our organizing was newsworthy enough to share with the ALHHS, the national group of archivists and librarians in the history of the health sciences.  I sent a message to that effect to its newsletter, the Watermark, and our minutes have appeared there ever since.  For the last issue, I was surprised to see that our minutes were the front page article!  For the last couple of months we even have our own listserv, as initiated by Heidi Butler at Rush-Presbyterian Health Sciences archives.

CAA

Right about the time we were organizing CAMA, the Chicago Area Archivists, for many years inactive, was resurrected by Janet Olson at Northwestern University Archives in Evanston.  This group now has about 94 members, a fairly active listserv, regular meetings and tours of repositories and an enthusiastic approach to Archives Week in Chicago. Doug Bicknese, archivist at the University of Illinois and CAA Steering Committee member, recently launched an online directory of Chicago area repositories.  Once again, I discovered the accuracy of Woody Allen's observation about “success,” i.e. that 80 % of it has to do with “showing up.”  So I found myself on the “steering committee” of the organization as well, pretty much just by showing an interest.  

Summary

In summary, I've found these local associations to be very enriching, edifying, and although my initial goal was simply looking for support, I think I can say that just about all the success I may have realized at my current and even former position has had to do with the cross-fertilization of ideas that have evolved from these associations.  Another benefit, I’ve discovered, of founding or becoming part of such a group is to have a listening audience of people who speak the same language unlike, for many of us, our managers;  people who very often can suggest ways of doing things that will make our jobs much easier, because they’ve been there; done that.  Sometimes, just in the discussions that happen, new ways of doing things come out and ideas about ways of collaborating begin to appear.  And if you really feel inadequate to the job you have to do and that you know nothing about what you should be doing, you can be assured that, (as I recall a colleague telling about defending a thesis—which you select in part because it hasn’t “been done” before), you are in fact the expert on your collection; no one else knows nearly as much as you do about it.  We can all celebrate our uniqueness among peers who will be only too glad to learn about us. 

