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Roving Archivists
Back in November, I sent Governor Duval Patrick of Massachusetts the following letter:
Dear Governor Patrick:
Recently I listened to you on the “Egan
and Braude” radio program. On the
show you discussed your desire to consolidate certain public services to increase efficiency. You cited the example
of emergency call centers. At your suggestion, I am writing to present an idea
that I think fits with your proposition to
increase collaboration among communities. Though it is an industry unrelated
to that you discussed, I see your idea
well-suited to the needs of cultural resources in the Commonwealth.
I have worked as an archives consultant
in Massachusetts for eight years and previous to that time, served as the archivist

of the Waltham Public Library. During my career, I have learned that despite having a rich and important history, Massachusetts struggles to care for
its archives. Even with regulations that attempt to protect documents, most
communities do not have the money or staff to properly follow or enforce
them. Every day, millions of historical records are lost or are in danger of
destruction due to neglect, mishandling, and poor preservation practices.
A collaborative model can greatly help towns care for historical records
with relatively minimal costs. This past week, I chaired a session at the New
England Museum Association conference titled Sustaining Our Heritage:
Collaborative Historical Records Projects and the Local Museum. Speaking
on my panel were representatives from the towns of Winchester, Topsfield,
and Carlisle. Within their respective communities, diverse organizations
have collaborated to gain control of their archives and to raise awareness
about the needs of cultural resources. I know of a handful of other towns
within Massachusetts that can also serve as models. I would like to see their
examples move beyond localized efforts to more multi-town collaboratives.
I have proposed to numerous clients the idea of hiring “roving archivists”
who can serve networks of towns rather than individual institutions. The
idea has been well-received, but towns do not know where to turn to pushthrough and implement this idea. Massachusetts once had a strong program
for Documentary Heritage programs that served as an impetus for towns to
better manage their archives. I propose that the Commonwealth considers
using the structure in place through the Massachusetts’ Archives and State
Records Center to assist communities with collaboration and in finding appropriate professionals to help them.
Sharing the cost of a full-time professional to travel “the circuit” -- much as
judges and doctors once did -- would greatly benefit communities. It would
allow them to preserve their archives with a minimal impact on their budgets. I believe that at this time, the state government has the best resources in
place to assist the structuring of such collaboratives. I hope that you will
consider this idea and contact me if you have questions. Thank you for your
time.
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***
The Governor’s office politely referred me to the State Records Center with
my idea. Now is the time to reach out and tell them it is time for the Commonwealth to care for their historical records the way they must be cared for
before we lose the valuable history we all cherish and know is so important.

Links to make you think:
Rethinking Town Independence http://www.nhpr.org/node/23686
Views from Vermont’s Northwest Kingdom—The St. Johnsbury
Project (p. 1) and Montana’s Traveling Archivist Project (p. 6)
http://www.archives.gov/nhprc/annotation/pdf/2001-mar.pdf

