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Despite heightened levels of interest in qualitative research methods,

human geographers have tended to overlook one of the oldest of
qualitative techniques: historical a
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INTRODUCTION

After 30 years of working as a historical geographer,
to undertake archival research. There is a continui
unknown, of engaging in academic detective work t
bly fragmentary and partial surviving records,
evidence you are scrutinizing. My own introd
orchestrated only at the graduate level. To a large degree, I was able to learn by
trial and error, following the tendency of historical geographers at the time to
regard archival research as part of their craft, something to be acquired on the
Job. Good archival scholarship was to be inferred from reading journal articles
or books by leading historical geographers and from discussions with supervi-
Sors. In many ways, this was a laudable model, one that allowed me to develop
my skills and understanding at my own pace, but geography students of today
Wishing to use archival sources can benefit from a more overt discussion of the
fundamentals of archival research. This is also the case because archival research

I'still relish the opportunity
ng sense of delving into the
rying to understand inevita-
of striving to make sense of the
uction to archival research was
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needs to engage with larger disciplinary theory and the research ethics that are
also a part of historical inquiry. Even so, like other methods, archival skills can to
some extent only be learned by doing archival research. Expertise improves with
experience, and this is not easily reduced to a checklist of best practice.

WHAT Is ARCHIVAL RESEARCH?

Archival scholarship at its best, it seems to me, is an ongoing, evolving
interaction between the scholar and the voices of the past embedded
in the documents. [Harris 2001, 332]

Archival sources are a subset of what historical geographers and historians refer
to as primary sources. They include non-current records of government depart-
ments held in public archives but can be extended to include company records and
private papers. As well as documents, handwritten and typed, these sources can
embrace personal letters, diaries, logbooks, and minutes of meetings, as well as
reports, plans, maps, and photographs. More recently, they have included records
created in electronic format, which brings with it new challenges (Davison 2003).
This chapter concentrates on official papers, including manuscript and typescript
files.! Most of the comments are also applicable to company archives and private
papers. With the target readership of this book in mind, the chapter concentrates
largely on government archives, on the past century or so, and on the ‘New World”,
This focus simplifies the discussion, since much of this documentation is type-
written and the language of the more recent past is relatively easy to comprehend
today. As a collection of unique, single documents, created contemporaneously
with the events they discuss, the materials lodged in archival repositories provide
a particular window on the geography of earlier times. As such, they are a major
source of valuable information for geographers. Historical approaches applied to
archival sources will not allow all of the research questions of human geography
to be addressed; however, they do provide a means of answering questions about
the recent as well as the more distant past that are not recoverable by the other
techniques or from other sources available to human geographers.

More often than not, the researcher will make use of public archives housed in
a government agency charged with the preservation of non-current records. On
other occasions, small regional collections, such as those associated with some
museums, may be targeted. Sometimes, access to the records of private organ-
izations may be sought. Michael Williams (1992) offers a concise summary of a
range of archives from the national to the local. Increasingly, the web provides
the initial contact point with research and archival collections. Box 9.1 lists some
major repositories and their ‘www’ addresses. In addition, various specialized
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Identifying the Archives Box
9.1

Archives New Zealand:
‘ http://www.archives.govt.nz/index.html
Library and Archives Canada:
http:/ /ww.coltectionscanada.ca/ index-
National Archives of Australia:
http:/ /www.naa.gov.au
National Archives of Ireland:
http:/ /WWW.nationa!archives.ie
National Archives of Scotland:
http:/ /www.nas.gov.uk
National Archives of South Africa:
http: /fwww.nationa[.archives.gov.za
Public Record Office (England and Wales):
http://www.nationaiarchives.gov.uk '
US National Archives and Records Administration:
http:/ fwww.archives.gov :

e.html

archives, such as those dealing with women

M .
and others, capitalize on new te gt i e P

taking the form of digital archives
ther material on liberation strug-

chnologies,

yond increasing th

the past: to re-evaluate taken-for- P i i

b g : granFed concepts and to develop a comparative
geographers we might more fully appreciate what is distinctive

about today’ i
day’s world and how we understand it in disciplinary terms. Historico

graphical research based on archiv

‘ -geo-
al research underpins both of these object

ives.

AbvicE on Conbucting Goop HisToricaL anp ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

The first stfzp in reconstruction of Past stages of a cultural area j
mastery of its written documents. [Sauer 1941, 13] 5

I't 1s an oversimplification to believe that the study of change through
time by means of either historical documents or field evidence doges
hot require special training and skills, [Perry 1969 96]
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X 9.2
Approaching Archival Research Box g

The first point to make about archival research is that it cannot be contaln-e?
within a single methodology. Any sizable archive holds a v:st ?‘rray of n::t;r:é
i ’ i fairly specific, the chances a
and even if one’s research guestions are .
that there will be far more potentially relevant documents than there will be
time to examine them . .. o
...[Alrchival research tends to gravitate towards one of two polar reactlk;m.:,he
neither, | think particularly helpful. It is easy enouglh to ltae tfal:;!; tc?\o.r:r |;.ythg5
o ll their relevant info -
archives, to attempt to read and record a . ; s
by, and eventually the investigator has
way months and perhaps years go ; : iyl
bout what to do with them.
store of notes and usually, rather weak ideas a : !
tion of the archives have been transferred from one location to another, while
i i tponed. ..
the challenges of interpretation have been pos
In effect the archives have swallowed the researcher. At the other poie. E!IiE
those who come to the archives with the confidence that they knO\.N precisely
what they want. They have conceptualized their research thoroug:lY |tnhad\.ra;:.§:i
' i their case and what their theoreti
They pretty much know how they will argue sea
pos'EvtiF:)n Esy.' But they do need a few more data, which is Yvhy they re.turz.1 to thl'n:
archives. As long as they cleave to their initial position, EIthEr they :;\.'llli ﬁnld tvi
: i i they will not find them and also leave.
data they need and leave fairly quickly or : F : s
Fair enottgh for certain purposes. But they are rmpos:mg their precon'cep;on!s
on the archives. They have sclved the problem of archwali research by, in ezt ecnz
denying the complexity of the archives and the myriad voices from the past co
tained in their amorphous record (Harris 2001, 330-1).

So where to begin? Good archival research is dlifﬁcult to reduce t(.) a checi(hs.t lfi;f
points. However, it is useful to explore sequentially thc? sorts of th%ngs YO:' mllge_
need to do and the obstacles that you might encounter in undertaking . gva I i
search. At the start, like any other research proj.ect, your work m%ght tobein 0;2:;
by prior in-depth reading on current scholarship around the tc;flc blft eti{-:sc:vr;?madc
by an openness about the ultimate direction f)f the research. T lls ;I)_;nn : e
by the highly accomplished Canadian historical geographer C'lo e Harris % t{; b.e
Archival research begins before you arrive at the arch-lve.-You oug °
familiar with the existing secondary literature be'fore beglnnlng any searc y
archival material. For instance, for a project involvmfg sta‘te agencies, it LS 1mpouaI
ant to read any previously published institutional histories as weil.as t e aar;:nt)
reports of that agency and to look at parliamentary deba-tf.:s (or the;r eq}lnvd and;
You should always write to any archives you intend to- visit wel-l before ;ne 'S
if possible, obtain a letter of support from an academ:.c supervisor. C{;t zz-e‘}:’t y
research topic in reasonable detail, indicate whether it is for a small proj

e . |
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for a thesis, and signal what you are secking to do and how much time you have
at your disposal. With larger archives, you may be able to do this on-line. This
preparatory work will help you to make best use of what is inevitably too little
time. The archivist, with an intimate knowledge of both the ways the materials
are organized and their contents, will be able to help you identify relevant files,

Archives are not like libraries, although there may be some similarities. They

May operate on quite restricted hours. Some will require that you sign up for
a reader’s ticket (you may be able to do this electronically). You may also need
to have someone vouch for you and to show some form of identification. If you
can, you should check out the specific characteristics and requirements of the
archives before you visit,

What should you take to the archives? Take related research notes, pencils, and
paper. Most archives operate on a ‘pencil only’ rule to minimize damage to the
original documents should any be accidentally marked, although many research-
ers now bring their own laptop com puters. Although most public archives will have
supplies of scrap paper, I would also advise you not to depend on the archivists to
supply stationery. Do not expect a small regional archive to supply pencils, to have
a pencil sharpener, or to provide a con venient power outlet for your computer,

Sometimes ingenuity is called for in that you may only be able to address re-
search questions obliquely. The archivists can sometimes provide helpful, expert
advice about record sets that you may not have considered useful. Typically, as a
new user you will be given the opportunity to explain wh
and why. The archivist will tel] you how the finding aids
gestions about where to start looking. Their experience and expertise can often
prove invaluable, but it is important to remember that they may have limited
time available to offer help to individual researchers.

A crucial difference between a library and an archive lies in the way that each

stores material and in the nature of the finding aids. Libraries typically cata-
logue books and journals by either the ‘Dewey Decimal’ or the ‘Library of Con-
gress’ classification systems that group together all books on simil
contrast, public archivists seek to maintain the integrity of the re
obtain from government departments or oth
specific files’ place in the broader record set,
of documents in the file, providing storage
term survival of the records,

at you are researching
work and can offer sug-

ar subjects. In
cord sets they
€r agencies in terms of preserving
maintaining the original ordering
conditions that will ensure the long-
and making them available to the public. Archivists
Place great emphasis on the Provenance of the files; the actual order of the ma-
terial within the files in itself tells the researcher something about the situation
that prevailed when the file was being created.? Thus, where
can refer to a catalogue to find a book ona particular subj
an archive basic paper-based finding aids t
of all the files held by particular agencies.

as in a library you
ect on an open shelf, in
ake the form of sequential series lists
These lists itemize all the files created
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by an organization using the original description system (usually numerical but
some time alpha-numerical).

In many major archives, electronic searching of the collections is now possible.
This means that you can search for specific items in the same way, superficially
at least, that you would use a library catalogue. In large archives, this procedure
can reduce the amount of time you spend hunting for files and release extra time
for actually reading the retrieved materials. However, this time-saving may come
at the expense of your having any sense of the overall structure of the records.
Do not forget about provenance. What survives in the file is likely to be only a
fragment, and it may be quite partial in terms of providing any insights about
the past. In many cases, however, particularly with small archives, you will have
only the series list of files to guide you. T he files remain organized according to
the system that the original creating agency devised. Inevitably, you will find
that some of the originating records staff have been more thorough and less idio-
syncratic than others. The name of a file may not always be a clear guide to its
contents, material may have been misfiled, and some files may have been lost or
destroyed. For instance, | recently found that files marked ‘railways accommoda-
tion’ had nothing to do with housing, the topic I was working on, but actually
referred to the number of passenger carriages and freight wagons that could be
‘accommodated’ at the railway station yards. Similarly, a file (mis)labelled as
‘hoses’ was actually about houses (here the file number provided the clue).

In some national collections, precious and fragile originals may have been elec-
tronically scanned or photographed and made available on-line or as microfilm
copies (e.g., Hackel and Reid 2007). Again, it is important to check in advance as
to whether you will be reading originals or copies of the documents that you plan
to consult. Some sources have been much studied and are available in published
form (e.g., Powell 1973). However, remember to use these sources critically, be-
cause they may have been edited to reflect the conventions and morals of a later
age. For example, well-known New Zealand historian Bill Oliver had suspicions
that the published correspondence of two prominent nineteenth-century New
Zealand political families had been inadequately edited: ‘upon inspecting the
originals I found that the editor had not only made mistakes in the transcription
(avenal sin) but has defaced the manuscript with overwriting and instructions to
his typist a (a mortal sin or ifit isn’t it should be)’ (Oliver 2002, 107). Just because
some primary source material has been published in printed form does not mean
that you can relax your critical judgment.

You may find that there is restricted access to some files. Personnel files typ-
ically fall within this category. The period during which restricted access applies
varies from one country to another, but 30 years after the closing of the file is
typical. In some instances, a lesser degree of restriction applies, and permission

to look at files may be granted by a senior archivist, government official, or some-
one associated with the organization that created them. A formal written request
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outlini g .

utlining your research project may result in the granting of access; however,
e ’

smlne condftlons may be attached—for example, you may be permitted to reaci

only a particular portion of the material while the remainder of the file remains

p-hysmaily :sealed. In other cases, the researcher has no choice but to wait pa-
tiently until the material is released. ’

Unlike material in a library, archived files are not kept on open shelves. Th
are n0.t necessarily even kept at the same site as the reading room and ma‘ o ‘;Y
be delivered from storage on request on an hourly basis or less frequentl Ys nby
prepar.ed to have other tasks to occupy your time while you wait (for exy;n:) | §
searching the finding aids for other files to call up). Photocopying materi }; i
usually possible, but it can be comparatively costly, and you may hfve to alaa i
advance. Some material may be deemed too fragile or, if bound, too difﬁful}; ‘tn
photocopy. It is therefore advisable for you to find out what the ;aolic is befi .
hand. Plans, maps, and charts larger than A3 size can be copied by myeans of}l;e_
than photocopying, but this is sometimes quite expensive. However, it ma be;
the only means of obtaining a copy of an essential document. Son;e arch)gves
now Pe‘:rn'ut researchers to make their own digital copies of documents. Variou

conditions apply, including registering your camera and completing a;sociateci
documentation and agreeing not to use flashes or tripods or to fold document
The use of digital images also raises new issues regarding labelling and stor Sf
you are to make effective use of such materials (Box 9.3). A

Digital Images Box 9.3

It |§ now becoming more common for archivists to allow researchers to mak
their oyyn digital images of material. This has obvious advantages in terma ef
the ability to make images of, for instance, bound volumes that would not hs i
Peen photocopied because of concerns over preserving their binding. Di atv eI
images are also less expensive than photocopying, and they do not igr;voiaea
lengthy delay in obtaining them, an important point for time-pressed stuc!tz'nta
who cannot )fvait for an archival turnaround time of several weeks. However SI
:vou!d be mmc.!ful of Harris’s (2001) comment about transferring the archi\;e
l:om. one location to another. Ease of copying in itself can create other difficul-
ties if reference details are not kept meticulously. As a checklist, | would sug-

gest the following points i
el gp (nearly all of which | have fallen foul of over the past

1. Ensure that the memory card in the camera is clear and the battery

charged.

When copying lengthy documents, be w ;
» a Df H
of missing pages. ry of making blurred images and
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3. Recognize that you may require some maps and images reproduce: \i:nth
greater clarity than you can obtain with your f\and-held Famera, and be
prepared to pay for photocopier or high-quality camera irr\a%ges'.

4. Ensure that you have a reliable system for linking the dlgﬁal image toI
the source file (my low-tech approach to this has been to include a slip
of paper with the file details on it alongside t_he photographed page so
that | have a visual reference on each digital image). ] '

5. Store the digital images so that they can be located and retrieved easily.

When the archivist gives you the file to work on, you wil? find in mo.st cases
that new items are on top of the older material, particularly if the materlal‘ ;Is s}‘?
cured by paperclip. You will probably need to work from be'ick to f.ront. Wi ‘t e
material answer any of your research questions? It may be immediately ovaous
that the material is relevant to your inquiry, or it may appear c.)nly tangentially
relevant or even irrelevant. Sometimes it is difficult to make. a ]udgme.:nt at f:)rst
glance, and you may have to recall material you ?ave examined prevu.n%sg?h.ut
whose significance you did not appreciate at the time. Alan Baker, a Br1tls. 1:-
torical geographer, has offered some guiding thoughts on evaluating primary
sources, including archival materials (Box 9.4).

Assessing Evidence in Historical Geography Box 9.4

No source should be taken at face value: all sources must be evaluated cnt.lcall(\j(
and contextually. The history and geography of a source'needs to be esta!blist?e 1
before it can legitimately be utilized and incorporated lr‘ato a study of hl:sto‘;uf:ar
geography. The historical sources we use were not compi led and constrbuct: rr;_
our explicitly geographical purposes; they were more llkely. to have_ l‘as.; Eon
pared, for example, for the purposes of taxation and valuathn, adminis ra s
and control. We also have to understand not only th.e superficial charact(jen:g IC[S.
of a specific source but also its underlying motivation, background ant. i :ﬁd
ogy of the person(s) who constructed it. In order. to m_alfe the most effe; ive ks
convincing use of a source we must be aware of its ort.gmal purpose and con
and thus its limitations and potential for our own project.

Source: Baker 1997, 235.

Baker’s words seem to me to be crucial for those using archives as qua.litam;e
sources in human geography. It is essential to un-derstand as -f1‘111y as posmlbdle tn :i:
original purpose of the document, who created it, what position they ‘he d, a 3
how and when it was made. Some generic questions to pose when assessing doc
mentary sources are laid out in Box 9.5.

Roche: Historical Research and Archival Sources 181

Questions to Ask of Documentary Sources

Box 9.5

Can you establish the authenticity of the source—is it genuine? Are you
looking at the original?

Can you establish the accuracy of the document—how close is it to the

source of events or phenomena? How accurately was the information
recorded? (Cross-check with other sources.)

3. What was the original purpose for collecting the information? How might
it have influenced what information was collected?

4. How has the process of archiving the information imposed a classification
and order upon historical events?

Source: After Black 2006.

The questions raised in Box 9.5 provide a useful start, although I would make
three qualifying points. First, it is possible to extend ‘document’ to include maps
and plans (see Harley 1992). Second, this approach tends to privilege the ideas
behind actions. That is to say, the past is being understood in idealist terms
whereby the thought behind the action is regarded as providing the understand-
ing necessary to interpret these events. Historical geography can be written
legitimately from a viewpoint other than that of contemporary observers (Baker
1997). Third, the documents themselves cannot be read in isolation but must be
understood in their wider context, and even then any conclusions will be provi-
sional rather than absolute.

To some extent, all archival researchers develop individualized approaches
to note-taking from archival materials. However, there are two basic strategies.
The first involves collecting material by topic, noting specific details and suit-
ably referenced quotations. Classically, historical researchers have made use of
large index cards for this purpose, although many now use laptop computers to
organize their notes. New topics can be noted on new cards as more files are read
and new research questions formulated. The alternative approach is to record
chronologically any pertinent information from each file and then subsequently
identify themes that emerge across the files. Both strategies have advantages and
disadvantages. The former depends on identifying key topics at the beginning
of the project within which to collect information. Such an approach offers the
ability to add new topics or identify dead ends and see how themes merge or

diverge. My personal view is that while this approach means that many diverse
sources are brought together, it can blur a researcher’s capacity to make good
inductive judgments. The latter method is more sensitive to the provenance of
files and can give a clearer sense of the role of particular officials or departments.
It does, however, involve a degree of double-handling in that evidence that has
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already been collected by the researcher needs to‘b(.e reorgamzedfait; eichoxt;&:;
to the archives and perhaps annotated fu,-the-r. Itis 1m'portant tc? oT; " tlier o
research questions that may emerge from this re;?i::f gfé)c;:;sc.l a:a o ap-
h is one that | have used over many years. . suit: 5 S .
55:;;11ic, I can incorporate it into my way of i-Norkmg. | would fli];lo:}:]:ig:;:i
it probably works best when one is wurkin_g in an area wh_ere’ (.)l'er“e\,{;n e
ary literature and the archival sources are fazmhar t.(). the resea.ru’ll ,hort he
specific contents of the files are unknown. Students with a relatlgc y 9 te;) ol
of time available for archival research may pret:er to adopt Lheh rslhst\f tfjﬁeyw
will probably be using laptop computers, particularly when they ha
board skills (speed and accuracy) that I }ackll - - —
After you have located and extracted archival erldenLt‘, 1F ‘musr e
cited in the written products of the research. The first step is tolca:f él.“;nnel
the specific document description and ﬁlefr:feretnc_: };2:);&;:12 Ifd f;e(:) :1 1.928 <
qle for 'd Phillips Turner, director of forests 1 ¢ 7 : rom.
T;lt,o ;s ?::i:g in the} New Zealand Forest Service files at Arq“ﬁ; I\e‘téf;f?g
in Wellington. The specific reference is °F Acc ‘»’\{2338 82/113 -I:.I.h'ul f]EHe.Cﬁﬂn g
refers to the Forestry files, ‘W2338 is th}t;: acces:_;;?onﬁrlmmb;rbizr :v hditi;; . j—umer
5, 82 is the series, and 113 is the specific file nu , P Tur
(iotctin;:z:l:jve label (a little confusing in Fhat: th? individual- ‘m'quc"sui; a‘g\i:;
used the double-barrelled surname). There is C(n:;l-de:ljbli :fg;iu:; ;VT Yogu o
systems. Many are much simpler than the one used in the exampie 4 .
:zﬁct]?::kly begjome familiar with the system used b» the age‘ncl;.y »\-fhosbeeric;\(’)’:::a);(;i
are working on, and here the expert assl;istanc;: (l)lt tl—}th T:Cltni::;(;i:m o tgw e
The crucial thing is to record the details carefully. This 15 : two rea
}(ii[ :PLil;sl:]it ena?)les you as a researcher to keep track of where you folund .s:t:;:lc
information. Second, it enables a subsequent researcher .to reiocat? ‘;]-et [2 Som‘e:
The idea is simple enough, but given the nature of arcl_'mfal mate-rm el };e‘memg
what more exacting than, for example, the standaljd bablmgrapltlc].requ;. thESiS.
of author, date, title, and publisher/place for a book in the rf:f.ere.rll:r::t :ft ](; ;} ,eog_‘
Citing archival materials correctly can also pose prob-lems‘ u} 1-;&8 ;{Jaw.ar(gj, "
raphy has tended to adopt versions of in-text citation systemz ..a‘ufg" Siie
Hay 2006). Most archival sources sit uncomfortably wﬁhlfa- t Ulb Y ar; i
generally better referenced in footnotes or endnotes, typica ly us&. v toriar
Students undertaking archival research may need to nt‘.gotl‘atc a varia
their university’s social science—oriented formats for referen-cmg_. O
The archive does not constitute the only source for hzstoru,.a ‘ researLr(.Nide
instance, newspapers, private papers, and unpublufhed Memoirs riae;;y prlce .
valuable material for cross-referencing with the archival record. As w;: ! 01 o
chival work is completed, the researcher may need to follow up 0;: u{l d.ll:] ;z: 2
actors by checking old editions of Who's Who or newspaper obituaries, a:

e .|
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as on unfamiliar organizations or period issues: here
accounts can be invaluable. This ‘post-
and inform the purpose of subsequent trips to the archive.

Moreover, files are not the end point of research
Carl Sauer reminded historical geographers nearly 70 years ago:
Let no one consider that the historical
what is found in archive and library. 1
fieldwork. One of the first steps is th
in the field for instance of an

geographer can be content with
t calls, in addition, for exacting
e ability to read the documents

account of an area written long ago and
compare the places and their activities with the present, seeing where the

habitations were and the lines of communication ran, where the forests

and the field stood, gradually getting a picture of the former cultural
landscape behind the present one, [Sauer 1941, 13]

Although Sauer’s words may indicate nostalgia for
your focus could just as easily be urban

nent and has only partially been taken up by more recent gene

rations of geogra-
phers (for example, Raitz 2001).

CHALLENGES OF ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

There are two types of challenges facing researchers working with archives. The
firstis intellectual and the second technical. When dealing,
file materials contained in an official government archive, i

in mind the sorts of power relations inherent in the surv
is rather more th

for instance, with the
tis important to bear
iving materials. This
an just acknowledging that the surviving files are fragmented
and partial. The records are those created by politicians and officials. They re-
flect the outlooks and understandings of the dominant groups in the national
context at the time they were created. Duncan (1999)
in terms of complicity stemming from use of the ‘colonial archive’. For much of
the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century, these records were
created largely by men in the upper echelons of society,
such as those in Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, they are predominantly
the records of colonizing British settlers. Summarizing the contents of files from
the archives merely reproduces these uneven power relations rather than inter-
preting them. The records of nonofficial, community, or sporting groups may
provide a way into understanding the concerns and aspirations of those who
had no position in the public political sphere. In the same way,
from the recent past may provide insights into gendered and mino
Furthermore, an awareness of the power relations within the arc

writes of these concerns

and in colonial situations

oral histories
rity concerns.
hival material

a pioneering rural past while
and social, his challenge remains perti-

3

contemporary newspaper
archive’ work can of course help to shape

» as US cultural geographer
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may allow the researcher to reinterpret surviving materials. For instance, what I
once mapped as examples of illegal felling of forest in New Zealand in the 1870s
I would now be inclined to understand as resistance on the part of Maori for-
est owners to the imposition of authority by the Crown and as the flouting of
government regulations by timber-cutters who had limited alternative means of
supporting themselves (see Chapter 2 for further discussion of power relations
in qualitative research).

The most fundamental technical difficulty relates to the ability to actually read

the documents retrieved in the archive. During the first half of the nineteenth
century, many official documents were handwritten in copperplate script. This
script looks elegant, but it can take some time for novices to learn to read it profi-
ciently, a situation that may be exacerbated when officials wrote both across and
along a page in order to save paper. Perseverance will pay off. Archives from the
latter part of the nineteenth century are generally written in a modern hand.
They are generally readable with a bit of effort, the main problems occurring with
faint letterbook copies. However, original manuscripts concerned, for example,
with the early settlement of North Americain the period before 1700 may be writ-
ten in secretary hand. This was the script of professional scribes of the time, and
it is difficult to read without specialized instruction. Unless the material has been
transcribed and printed, its translation requires additional palaeographical skills.
In any case, all kinds of handwritten documents made in the past tend to be dif-
ficult to decipher, especially when the investigator is trying to read a faint letter-
book copy of the original. For instance, in the mid-nineteenth century, the ‘long
s written much like an ‘f’ was frequently used in official correspondence. Words
with a double ‘s—"lessor’, for instance—are rendered as what looks to us like ‘les-
fon’. Not only do spellings change as you move back in time, but so does the very
construction of the English language.” This makes it more of a challenge to under-
stand the world view of these earlier times. From around the 1880s, typewritten
material becomes more common in government files, but important marginal
annotations will be handwritten and often cryptic in meaning. These annotated
comments are particularly important for the insight they can give into discussion
within an organization about the issue to which the larger document relates.

A good example of some of the challenges posed by handwritten documents is
the particularly hard-to-read correspondence of Captain Campbell Walker, the
first conservator of forests in New Zealand in 1876-77. Because of the import-
ance of these letters to the topic I was researching, [ decided to photocopy and
later transcribe them but only managed to do so after painstakingly working out,
on a letter-by-letter basis, how he wrote the alphabet. Anyone contemplating the
use of archive material as a source for qualitative research in human geography

must be prepared to be patient and resourceful; using documentary evidence is
rarely easy and generally requires a great deal of time.
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The units of land area and currency may also be different from those in use to-
day (for example, acres rather than hectares). This raises the issue ()fwheti;el' to
convert every measurement to the current system or to give a general conversion
faFtt)l' and use the units of the period (generally, I prefer the latter). Some fac.ilit ¢
w1.th the original units is useful. Appreciating that there are 640 ac.re&;éo as luarl
mile makes it possible to recognize, for example, that the apparentlydpreci:;:i data
on .the forest areas in Otago Province in New Zealand in 1867 are actualiy oni. ’
estimates to the nearest quarter square mile, or 160 acres. You may also neezl
to understand more specialized measures, depending on your field of research
For ex‘ample, throughout much of the British Empire in the nineteenth centur '
quantities of sawn timber are often given in superficial feet (colloquially 1'r-:ferre)<:i
to as ‘superfoot’)—that s, 12 inches by 12 inches by 12 inches (30 cm by 30 cm by
30 cm), but in North America the equivalent term ‘board foot’ was used -‘

If you are working through a file and time runs short, you may find ).rourSelf
copying whole documents that you think could be of us;: because you do not
have ‘the time to read them carefully and decide whether they are. In the end
you find yourself with page after page of material that may subsequently prow.:
to be marginal to the research. This is particularly important in that when you
return to your research material, it is too easy for the photocopied documen)t[ to
overshadow your handwritten notes so that you again end up with the situation
Harr‘is refers to as the archive ‘swallowing the researcher’ (see Box 9 2)

M‘1stakes in interpretation can and do occur. I once mistook th;: 1"1umbered
flpphc;}tions for the position of director of forests in New Zealand for the rank-
ings of candidates. The result was an apparently nonsensical list of candidates
On c'loser subsequent investigation of the date stamps showing the receipt Ofth‘t;
applications, it became clear that the numbers related only to the order in which
they had been received. Retrospectively, I can draw three points from this epi-
sode. First, scrutinize documents carefully. In this case, the answer was th;erelji
the documents, but I did not see it the first time around. Second, if yo;J are unIf
certain about what the documents indicate, acknowledge this ar:d do not make
too definite a claim regarding the surviving evidence. Third,, by ‘learning the
r()p?s’ as an undergraduate or graduate student, you can avoid some of the more
obvious pitfalls of interpretation before you have anything published;

ETHics AND ARCHIVES

It is all too easy for archival researchers to dismiss ethical issues as somethin

r-elevant only to geographers working on present-day topics using othef qualitf
l’lV(-:. or Ll]uantitative methodologies. Actually, archival researchers also have ethical
obligations, accentuated by the fact that the individuals who created—or are the
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subjects of —the records in question are in all likelihood now deceased and unable
to represent themselves. Other ethical dimensions of archival research have less to
do with safety, harm, and risk to the researcher or research participants and more
to do with retaining the integrity of the material contained in the files and the
preservation of the archives themselves. After all, those using archives should re-
gard access to the material as a privilege. Historical records are precious and often
irreplaceable. All researchers are under an obligation to look after archival mate-
rial and to ensure that it is preserved in good order for any subsequent scholars.

The US National Council of Public History identifies three guidelines for using
archive material # We can reasonably substitute ‘geographer’ for ‘historian’ in
each of these guidelines.

1. Historians work for the preservation, care and accessibility of the histori-
cal record. The unity and integrity of historical record collections are the
basis of interpreting the past.

2. Historians owe to their sources accurate reportage of all information rel-
evant to the subject at hand.

3. Historians favour free and open access to all archival collections (National
Council on Public History 2003).

Another situation in which ethical issues may arise is when files that contain clas-
sified or otherwise restricted material are issued to you by mistake. While it may be
tempting to capitalize on an archivist’s error in issuing a file before a time embargo
or other restriction has elapsed, in the longer term this is counter-productive; it is
equivalent to an unsanctioned questionnaire or an interview in which the partici-
pant does not know the true purpose of the research. Such behaviour can result in
tighter lending conditions being imposed on all subsequent archival users.

Public archives typically specify conditions to which users must agree to ad-
here when they sign in or request a reader’s card. Not all primary documents are
in public archives, however, and having access to such documents can present
practical and ethical issues. Finer (2000) recounts an episode in which after she
initially received unlimited access to the records of a prominent Italian social re-
former, she learned partway through the project that new conditions governing
access, the scope of the research, and its objectives were being imposed (Box 9.6).

Researching in a Private Archive Box 9.6

For researchers using public archives, the protocols are fairly well-established
and reinforced in documentation that is part of the user registration process.
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On occasions, researchers will have access to private papers or records
of small organizations. On the basis of a particular research project, Finer
(2000) puts forward four ‘negotiations’ that ought to be undertak'en on
those occasions to ensure the smooth running of the project. They are:

1. Toinsist on and ideally participate in the drafting of a detailed writ-

ten agreement regarding precisely what is to be attempted in the
research and to what end.

To draft a timetable agreed to in advance by staff members who are

in a position to affect access to records or to other facilities such as
photocopying.

3. Toreach agreement in advance on the handling of sensitive material
and the extent to which and on what terms it is to be cited.
4. Toreach agreement on matters of faith/ ideology—that is, the extent

to which it is or is not considered necessary for the researcher to be
of the same persuasion as the person(s) being researched.

While Finer's project had a biographical dimension to it rather than much in
the way of human geography research, her points have a general utility.

PRESENTING THE RESULTS OF ARCHIVAL RESEARCH

There is no single correct way of presenting the results of archival research. The
thec.n'etical foundation of the research project, the sorts of empirical inform;xtion
retnevctd, and the writing style of the researcher all shape how the research project
or thesis is expressed.® Typically, however, archival researchers will make uste of
direct quc'utations from key documents to demonstrate their case (see also Chapter
1§ fcn_r a discussion of this). They will also be mindful of the actions of key actors
within organizations (and sometimes the importance of the role of obscure bu-
reaucrats as well) in shaping decisions and policy that may have had far reachin
gec-rgraphical significance. They also make use of case study material to illustratg
points. On occasions, good use may be made of cartographic or pictorial material
Adept researchers are often able to move easily from specific points of detail tc;
sketch a much larger picture and to relate it to what is known about related topics. I

would recommend critical perusal of recent issues of the Journal of Historical Geog-
raphy and Historical Geography and recent books by recognized figures in the ﬁe‘Ig:i
(e.g., Harris 2003; Colten 2005). However, it is not just a matter of identifying ke

qU(_)tatlons but rather of building an argument. This obliges you to select ideafin Z
logical way from the pre-existing literature and then to use them to provide an in-

formed discussion based on what you have found in the archives. The desirable end
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point, however, is to be in command of the source material. Rather than merely
reproducing a chronicle of part of what is contained in the archive, strive to make
your writing a synthesis of specific detail and informed interpretation.

CONCLUSION

Although it has much to offer human geography in general, archival research
has tended to be neglected by other than historical geographers. As a research
method, historical research using archival sources:

«calls for creative thinking in identifying source materials relevant to
your research problem;

+  needs patience, precision, and critical reflection in collecting and eval-
uating material;

- requires a sense of historico-geographical imagination in interpreting
source material whereby theorization does not outstrip the evidence;

+ is partial and requires that you relate archival material to other con-
temporary sources of a textual and pictorial sort that may be held in
other collections;

+  asks researchers to continually negotiate between the theoretical and
the empirical.

Archival work can be extremely time-consuming and, superficially at least,
frustrating in that the information retrieved may offer only partial answers,
particularly when you find yourself under time pressure to complete a research
project. Archival work done properly takes time and patience. Rarely will the
surviving archival material provide ‘full” answers to the questions you pose. In
the case of public archives, the surviving material typically says more about pol-
itics, economics, the concerns of elites, and men than it does about social and
private spaces, women, and minority groups. It is, however, still possible to use
these records to recreate something about the lives of ordinary people. But sur-
rendering to the temptation to merely summarize the content of files, a trap into
which inexperienced archival researchers can fall, is another way of being—as
Harris terms it—swallowed by the archive’.

It is all too easy in discussing archival research to create the impression that
there is no room for novices when in fact more human geographers need to be
encouraged to incorporate archival work into their research programs. I would
simply describe archival research as somewhat akin to confidently accepting the
challenge of working on a jigsaw puzzle even though you can be reasonably certain
that pieces are missing and that the box cover with the picture of the completed
puzzle will never be found. Good archival research can be extremely satisfying,
both in learning the skills to conduct it and in the presentation of results.

——
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