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I spent five-and-one-half weeks in Memphis and two weeks in Boston doing archival research in 2007.  Though not new to this task, I engaged in “heavy-duty” archival work for the first time during these trips, spending most days collecting materials for my dissertation research.
Both during these trips and in retrospect, I realized that I could have approached my archival experience in a better fashion.  These trips were successful, but I could have been more organized and efficient.  So, afterward, I started to type up strategies for improvement as well as notes on what worked as a reference point for future trips.  I decided to turn these tips into a toolkit piece in order to pass along this information.
Now, truth be told, I conducted this archival work in a largely “old-fashioned” way.  I made photocopies of documents and did not utilize a laptop, scanner, or digital camera.  My fellow researchers frequently used the latter methods, and I most likely will follow in their footsteps eventually.  Even though my limited use of technology seems to be becoming outdated, I believe that the following tips apply across research mediums.
Preparation
· Find out the hours that the archives are open.  Remember that school breaks and federal holidays could result in either the archives being closed or having limited hours.  Also, you may want to check to see when the last time is that the archival staff members pull documents, which can occur at least 45 minutes before the archives close.  You may want to check to see if the archives close during lunchtime as well.
· Make sure that you do not have to submit an advance request for materials.  Some archives may require that you do so because certain papers are housed off site, or for other reasons.
· Personally contacting the archives ahead of time can be the best way to find out information.  Get on the phone and/or e-mail, as Web sites may be outdated.  For example, I discovered via e-mail that one library’s photocopying costs were higher than what the Web site said.  To give another example, when I called one archives, the curator transferred me to the archivist who was the resident expert on my dissertation subject, Memphis politics and civil rights.  This archivist not only suggested collections to go through but also provided me with important, insightful information on my topic.  Who knows -- establishing this personal contact may result in better service when you get to the archives and/or give you an edge on receiving a grant if the institution awards them.
· If you want to work with certain archivists, make sure that they will be there during the days of your archival visits.  A quick e-mail can do the trick.

· Get an advance copy of finding aids if possible.  Some archives have them on their Web sites and others may send you a copy upon request.  By reviewing the finding aids ahead of time, you can better determine how much time to spend at the archives.  You also can figure out what boxes and folders to go through, which will result in a more efficient visit.
· Get as much done as possible on matters relating to your trip before you depart.  Find out as much information as possible about the archives, the collections, and any other pertinent topics ahead of time.  Make a list of collections that you want to go through and decide which ones to prioritize.  This list may change, though, when you get to the archives.  You want to avoid using archival time for work that could have been completed before your visit.

· Check ahead of time to see if collections are on microfilm and available at your home institution or via interlibrary loan.  Microfilm collections or individual reels may even be available for personal purchase or you may be able to coax your library staff into buying this material.  Be aware, however, that documents could have been added to the collections after they underwent microfilming and/or the microfilm version might not include all of the materials in a collection.  

· See if archival collections or materials are available online.  Are oral histories, photographs, or other documents available through the archives’ Web site?  A quick Google search may generate a surprising amount of resources and even result in additional salient information.
· Just because the Web site or finding aids do not show that the archives have information about a certain subject does not mean that it does not have it.  Sometimes material on your area of interest exists but isn’t apparent from the information on the Web site or in the finding aid.  Pertinent collections may be being processed or haven’t yet been processed or simply may not be publicized.  Ask questions.   
· Bring an adequate amount of office supplies.  Post-it notes, a mini stapler, binder clips, paper clips, notebooks, scrap paper, pencils, pens, file folders, and pocket folders all can be useful for organizing documents.  You may want to bring some of these supplies into the research room, but make sure none are prohibited.

· If you plan on renting a car, make sure to find out the availability of parking at the archives and any costs.  For universities, you may need to obtain a special parking permit.  
· Be aware of the pitfalls of public transportation if you are thinking about relying on it for your trip.  Weather, safety concerns, mechanical problems, and other matters can complicate this choice.  Will you be able to tolerate the 10-minute-plus walks in the summer heat from the subway station to your research destination?  Will rain result in possibly getting your documents wet on the way back?  If you take the bus, it is good to take it at peak times so that it will not be long before the next one if you miss it.  Though public transportation can be more cost effective and hold other benefits, its downsides may make the expense of renting a car worth it.   
Leaving Time in Your Trip for…
· It is time-consuming to go through finding aids and decide what folders and boxes to request.  If you are unable to get an advance copy of the finding aid or your own copy when you arrive at the archives, plan to devote some time in the research room to going through the finding aids.  By going through all the potential finding aids at the beginning of my archival visits, I was better able to both gauge how many collections it was possible to look at and figure out my strategy for going through them.  Having this sense initially helped prevent me from spending too much time on certain archival papers at the expense of others.  If you are able to obtain your own copy of finding aids when you get to the archives, see about getting copies of request sheets to fill out during non-business hours.  Also, finding aids often contain important biographical or other information about key figures and events and other matters related to your topic.
· You may find yourself wrestling with methodological concerns as a result of what you discover at the archives and/or thinking about changing the focus of your project.  You may uncover documents that fly in the face of your initial conclusions or throw you a curve ball.  It may take time to think about these matters before you can move forward with requesting documents, as you may have to change your strategy for going through papers.  For example, I found myself wrestling with how to go through Memphis mayoral collections with consistency.  It was such a difficult issue because this question got at the heart of my project:  would I choose to explore all contacts that blacks had with city government or just ones that dealt with voting, voter registration, and elections?  Was it even possible to separate these two matters?  It took hours of thought, a conversation with a senior archivist, and substantial journaling in order to figure out the best approach.  And, in the process, I found myself doing reiteration after reiteration of request sheets for certain collections before I got it right.  I am thankful that I wrote down my thoughts as a way of figuring out these concerns, because these notes now serve as a useful record of my methodological choices and justifications.  
· Get to know your archivists.  Ask what their areas of expertise are or at least find out which ones are the resident experts on your topic.  Leave time in your trip for conversations with them.  They can provide you with their knowledge on your subject and invaluable information about collections.  Archivists may have suggestions for papers to go through that you would not have considered otherwise, and they may be able to answer questions about documents.  If an archivist has authored a finding aid that you are using, get his or her advice on how to approach the collection.  Or, if you are utilizing a collection without a finding aid, such as newspaper clipping files, you may want to talk with whatever staff member has responsibility for it in order to decide the best approach for going through it.  In fact, sitting down with the curator and/or pertinent archivists at the beginning of your trip and telling them about your topic is a good way to introduce yourself and get their suggestions right away.  Establishing relationships with the curator and archivists also may prove useful when you are away from the archives:  they may continue to be available via e-mail and/or phone for consultation.  Type up notes of your discussions with archival staff and keep track of the questions that you ask them; the information that they tell you can be useful for planning research trips later on.  
· You may come across other people that you want to meet and discuss your work with.  Archival staff may suggest that you contact local experts and/or university professors about your topic.  You may discover that fellow archival researchers have shared interests and/or have found information of value to you.   
· If you are doing oral histories, your interview subjects may point you in the direction of certain resources and collections by what they tell you about their lives and/or their research suggestions to you.  This information may cause you to seek resources and go through collections beyond the ones that you initially planned.
· Archival work can be physically demanding and result in soreness and pain, particularly if you have chronic pain issues.  It may seem ideal to spend every possible minute at the archives, but, in reality, such an approach can be a painful experience!  Archival work can consist of a lot of lifting of heavy folders and boxes and the set-up in the research room may not be ergonomically friendly.  As a result, you may want to walk around and stretch for at least a few minutes every hour.  You may work shorter days and take longer lunch breaks.  Try to maintain your normal routine and healthy habits as much as possible:  eating well, exercising, getting enough sleep, and so forth.  
· Explore and/or note books on the shelves of the archives.  The institution might have obscure and local sources that relate to your research and/or make you aware of other works.
· The archives may have useful listings of dissertations, theses, and other resources related to your topic.  You may be able to obtain dissertations and theses via interlibrary loan at your home institution and/or purchase them, but you may discover them first via these listings.  Also, the archives may have topical guides or brochures; if so, you may want to obtain this information in advance.  Does the archives have a pamphlet on women’s history in its collections?  Does it have a guide on how to find civil rights materials?  If the archives room is housed within a library, it may be useful to explore its resources too.
· If you are a compulsive coffee drinker like I am, figuring out where to easily and quickly get coffee is important.  I doubt that any archives would allow you to bring coffee into the research room, but staff may permit you to keep your coffee or other beverage nearby in the area where they keep their drinks; doing so can save time.

· It takes time to become acclimated to your surroundings.  It is always a good idea to know the unsafe areas of communities; archives may be in or near them.  Also, you will need to figure out where you can go for lunch and/or dinner and/or snacks and/or beverages.  You may decide that it is most convenient and saves money to bring your own lunch and snacks.  College cafeterias, for instance, often have limited hours during the summer.  Archivists can be a very good source for all this information.  

· Archival research trips are wonderful opportunities to get to know the local community; who knows, you may find connections to your research.   During your non-archival hours, be a tourist.  You may even want to take half a day or more off from your archival work in order to explore the area and check out attractions.  You also could consider scheduling a late afternoon or evening flight of departure back to your home destination so that you have the morning and early afternoon to explore your surroundings.  It is fun and interesting to combine work and pleasure, and, who knows, you may even discover information that relates to your research.  Historical markers, museums, and other places and sites all may prove useful to your work.  And, you may want to consider taking time to see firsthand places associated with your research if you are doing archival work in a community that you discuss in your study.  By seeing these sites in person, you may discover new information as well.  

Requesting Documents
· Figure out your approach for requesting and collecting documents.  During my trips to Boston and Memphis, I placed the most emphasis on obtaining as much information as possible from as many key collections as possible.  In both cities, I discovered that a very large amount of material existed that was pertinent to my research.  I decided that the best approach was to quickly skim the documents and photocopy like mad.  The downside of this approach is:  if I had had time to actually read the documents, then I may have been able to focus better on which materials to request, and I may have discovered additional areas to pursue.  On the upside, I succeeded in doing all the research necessary to begin writing.

· Remember that collecting documents is just the start.  The more you obtain, the more time it will take to read, process, file, and take any other steps with this information.  Just one piece of paper can involve a lot of work.  You may want to narrow or broaden your research scope for going through the collections and copying documents according to how much time you have to work on your project.

· You may want to ask archival staff members if they have a preference for how many materials that you request at a time.  At one library, I remember getting a look of dismay from one archivist upon asking for only two boxes.  He said that they preferred that I request fifteen boxes at a time, which was enough to fill up the cart allotted to me, because doing so was easier on the staff and ensured that I got the documents in a timely fashion.
· Just because you requested documents does not mean that you will automatically get them quickly.  It may be a busy day at the archives with lots of researchers making requests.  It may take time for staff to pull the documents, especially if they allow you to request materials from more than one collection in a single request sheet: papers may be in different parts of the building and less frequently used ones may be off site.  Staff may discover that the boxes and folders that you requested per the finding aid do not correspond with how the materials are actually organized and need time to figure out the discrepancy.

· If you do not have time left in the day to go through collections and/or are at a good stopping point, this can be a good opportunity to go through finding aids and/or fill out request sheets, perhaps even submitting a request sheet for the next day.  Depending on when staff last pull documents, they may be able to get the boxes and/or folders that day so that you are all ready to go through these materials the next morning.  Or, staff may be able to pull your request that morning before you get there if you are a late-riser like I am who does not like to get at the archives at the crack of dawn -- I mean, between 8 and 9, when most open.  If you fill out more than one request sheet, you can save the extra ones for submitting later.  During your archival experience, you may find other times that are not conducive for going through collections may be good for finding aid/request sheet work.
· Make sure that the archives will keep documents on hold and see for how long it will do so.  Be sure to tell staff for how long you want them to hold your materials.

· You may find it useful to store your photocopies and/or your office supplies and/or related documents at the archives if staff allow it.  That way, you do not have to carry your documents and materials back and forth -- or at least not as much.

Annotations and Going though Collections 
· Decide how to annotate documents.  It is very important to have a clear, consistent, and accurate system.  Be sure to be legible if taking handwritten notes.  I decided to take the following approach: on each photocopy that I made, I indicated the collection vis a vis an abbreviation and then the box number followed by the folder number or title.  For example, a typical citation was:  CF 2/3, meaning Church Family Papers, Box 2, Folder 3.  When organizing these documents back in North Carolina, I realized that I have to be extra clear if dealing with a folder that’s number “1” or starts with number “1” given the backslash can look like a “1.”  Also, my “4”s can look like “9”s.  So, watch out for such pitfalls.  And, of course, be sure to have clear notes or information about what collections are at what archives.
· Keep track of the extent to which you go through folders, boxes, and collections.  Noting the names of the file folders that you have gone through is helpful not only for knowing what you did but also for tracking your methodology.  In addition, knowing the folder titles can be useful for categorizing your work in the future.  It also is a good idea to either make or request that staff make copies of your request sheets.  I never had staff turn down this request of mine, and I saved some photocopying expenses as a result.  Making copies of pertinent box and folder listings in the finding aid can be useful as well. 
· Keep track of what documents are attached to each other in the archival folders.  Was that report attached to that letter?  Were those documents grouped together?  You don’t want to be wrestling with such questions when you are back from your archival trip.  It is good to be aware, though, that the order could be messed up per other researchers and/or archival processing.  If you are photocopying documents, a mini stapler, in particular, can come in very handy here.  Paper or binder clips also work. 
· Create a working document of additional resources that you discover when at the archives.  After my trips, I found notes that I had written during my archival visits pertaining to finding certain documents or resources.  I subsequently had forgotten about this information, however.  In the future, I plan to be more organized by creating a working document for such information.  That way, I won’t have such jottings written down haphazardly, which seems to increase the chance that they will be forgotten.

· City directories and maps are useful research tools.  City directories can be helpful for noting the occupations of residents, giving information about the area’s economy, providing maps, and listing urban institutions, among other purposes.  City maps can give you not only a sense of the area’s layout but also be useful for other purposes.  For example, a Memphis archivist helped me find a city map that showed where blacks lived.  By having it, I was better able to distinguish which mayoral correspondence was from blacks.  

· Remember what the language was at the time when looking at documents.  For instance, a book may not have “black” in an index but instead “Negro” or “colored.”  
· It can be better to copy a document in its entirety than take handwritten or typed notes.  Even if you are only using a small part of a document, I think that it is best to have a copy of that document or at least that page in its entirety because you will maintain the context in which you found that information and are less likely to run across citation problems.  If you decide to take notes on documents, make sure to clearly indicate the title, publication date, author, what folder and box number and collection it is from, and any other information necessary for citation.  It can be best to put each note on a separate piece of paper or word-processing document in order to make it easier to file.  If you take handwritten notes, make sure to be legible and remember that it takes time to type up this information afterward if desired.  
· It can be best to copy all pertinent periodical articles, especially the most useful ones, in the collections instead of deciding to find them at your home institution.  Doing so saves the work of looking up the articles on microfilm.  Additionally, it may be hard to find the time to obtain them when you are in the swing of the academic world back home.  Of course, some articles may be available only at the archives, but many periodicals may be on microfilm either at your institution or accessible via interlibrary loan.  Whether you decide to copy articles then and there and/or note the citations and decide to look them up later, you should investigate ahead of time what periodicals pertinent to your research are available at your home institution or via interlibrary loan and for what dates.  Bring a listing of this information with you to the archives.   
· Copies in the 11 x 17 format may save you money but not be worth the trouble.  Photocopy costs seem to be increasingly rising.  If the archives research room has a copier that allows you to make 11 x 17 copies, you potentially could duplicate two documents for the price of one 8 x 11 copy.  However, making 11 x 17 copies has its downsides:  it takes time to split the sheets into the 8 x 11 format (if you desire to do so) and these subsequent sheets may curl up, resulting in an uneven fit in your file folder.  In addition, you may want to cut and paste parts of 11 x 17 documents onto 8 x 11 papers, which takes time.  
· Make sure your photocopies have dark enough print.  It is irritating and too time-consuming to try to figure out extra light print.
Aftermath
· If you photocopy a large number of documents, you will have to figure out how to get them back to your home or office.  The collection of materials that you accumulate can be very heavy and take up a lot of space.  Storing your documents at the archives and then shipping them from there can be a very efficient and effective way to transport your materials.  Talk to archival staff to see about possible shipping options.  For example, one archivist let me FedEx my materials directly from the library to my home.  It was a wonderful moment to find the box at my doorstep only a few days after returning from my trip.
· Send typed or handwritten thank you notes or letters to the archives after your visit.  Single out and/or send separate notes to archivists or staff members who were particularly helpful.   You could send your expressions of thanks via e-mail, but formal letters can be nicer and more meaningful.
· Be sure to thank the archival staff in the acknowledgements of your thesis, dissertation, or publication.  While at the archives, make sure that you have the names--and correct spellings--of any individual staff members that you want to list.
· Write down the research methodology that you utilized during your archival experience either when you are on your trip or as soon as possible afterward.  It will be fresh in your mind at these times.  You also should summarize your approach for each collection.  Did you go through it as thoroughly as possible?  Were there folders that you decided not to go through but that still relate to your work?  Will you have to come back to this collection if investigating a question in further depth in the future?
· If you will be returning to an archives, create a record of materials that you already have; also, create and/or consult your listing of collections through which you have gone.  You do not want to repeat previous work during your trip.

· Be grateful for your archival adventure and look forward to the journey ahead.  At a conference recently, I heard a journalist talk with wonder about historical work.  Not a historian by trade, he had written a successful book about the civil rights movement.  He told the audience that he envied historians for the opportunities that they have to discover the stories within archives.  Indeed, we are dealing with the raw materials of history and may be resurrecting people, places, and stories never before in the spotlight.  We are at the beginning of a creative process that will result in a work of professional art.  Through our historical explorations, we may add to, change, or complicate our understanding not only of history but also the world.  Who knows what we may discover during our archival experience?
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