
ARCHIVES  

WHAT THEY ARE AND WHY WE KEEP THEM  

By Clinton Black  

In this the first of the series of three 

broadcasts on the subject of Archives, I should like 

to say something about archives in general and why we 

try to preserve them. In the second it is proposed to 

deal with the Archivist and his work, and in the third 

and last talk we will consider some of the problems of 

archive keeping, with special reference throughout to 

Jamaican archives. 

There is, happily, a growing interest here 

in our archives and steps are being taken to preserve 

what remains to us. This being so, it is all the more 

important that we should be clear as to what we mean 

by archives. I have been told more than once, "I don't 

think you would be interested in my documents. I only 

have records - you keep archives." 

The suggestion here is that archives are 

old and important documents, while records are modern 

and unimportant ones. In actual fact, (i) archives are 

records, and vice versa (the terms for all practical 

purposes are interchangeable); (ii) neither word has 
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a connotation of age; in any case if we are going to 

assume that age in itself gives importance, then we 

must remember that archives, like everything else, have 

to be new before they are old; and (iii) 'archive 

importance' is a relative idea, one that is oftem 

dependent on intangible and generally unpredictable 

factors. 'Historic importance' is the other expression 

I often hear in connection with archives, and one which 

always makes me a little anxious, for what does this 

really mean? Again, I suppose, It suggests age. But 

sometimes modern records are more important historic-

ally than ancient ones, for this so-called 'historic 

importance' which records assume is also often depend-

ent on unpredictable factors, such as changing trends 

in political thought, in the approach to the writing 

of history, and so on. 

What, then, should we understand by archives 

(or records, if you prefer that word)? They are the 

documents which accumulate naturally in the course of 

the conduct of affairs of any kind, public or private, 

•at any date; and preserved thereafter for reference - 

In their own custody - by the persons responsible for 
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the affairs in question, or their successors. 

Now, three points stand out in this definition 

and call for comment. First, note that archives are an 

actual part of the activities that gave them birth: 

evidence surviving in the form of writing. Let me illus-

trate this from our own public records. When Lord Rodney 

saved Jamaica by his crushing defeat of the French fleet 

at the Battle of the Saints in April 1782; when the jubi-

lation which greeted his arrival in Kingston two weeks 

later with eight prizes of war and hundreds of prison-

ers (including the French admiral himself) died down; 

when those same vessels were tried and condemned as law-

ful prize by the Jamaican Vice-Admiralty Court (a naval 

court whose duty was to try cases of piracy and murder 

on the high seas, breaches of the Navigation Laws and 

to decide whether ships taken during wars were lawful 

prizes); when, I say, all these things had receded into 

the past to become matters of interest mainly to the 

historian and the biographer, there still remained the 

documents in the case (such as examinations of witnesses, 

petitions and the like) to tell us, so far as they sur-

vived - and in this particular case we are lucky in the 
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matter of survivals - what, in fact, did occur. 

The other two points in our definition which 

will have struck you and on which I should like to com-

ment briefly, are: first, that archives may be of any 

date, and second, may result from activities of any 

kind. Here in Jamaica with a recorded history as short, 

comparatively speaking, as it is, there is not a great 

disparity in ago of archives. The Vice-Admiralty records 

relating to Rodney's prizes, for instance, only predate 

those produced during the last wal- by 160 years or so. 

But if we consider the archives of a country like Eng-

land, the point becom s more striking. There, between 

the earliest Pipe Roll compiled in 1131, and the pres-

ent Treasury accounts, however much they may differ in 

writing, language, material, size, shape, colour and 

arithmetical method, though the one used wooden tally 

sticks and an abacus (a contrivance for calcalating, 

resembling a child's beaded counting-frame); whereas 

the other relies on algebraical formulaecf taxability, 

between these two there is, in respect of their quality 

as archives, no difference. 

In the same way this thing that is called 
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'archive quality' is not dependent on the grade of act-

ivity which produces the record. Government department 

or private individual, church, business firm or chari-

table institution - all, in so far as they apply writing 

to the purposes of administration, produce potentially 

archives. One of our lecturers at the School of Librar-

ianship and Archives of London University, used to bring 

this fact home forcibly by pointing out that last week's 

laundry list, though, relatively of little value, is as 

much an archive - a record - as Magna Carta. I think 

you see what I mean. 

What, then, is this special quality or nature 

which is common to all archives regardless of their 

origin, age or importance? It is indicated in two words 

of our definition 'accumulate naturally.' As a result 

of this archives have a structure and natural relation-

ship between parts which are essential to their signifi-

cance. This natural relationship shows itself in more 

ways than one: it may even be the physical fact of the 

place in which they were kept. A good example of this 

is provided by an incident in the last war. When the 

Allies entered Rome in 1944, the Archives Officer who 
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followed on the heels of the first parties, found and 

was just in time to stop a large quantity of records 

being thrown out of a window of a building which the 

high command proposed to use. Among the rescued files 

were a number of Situation Reports - a type of docu-

ment of comparatively little importance and probably 

repeated in other files elsewhere - but the significance 

of this particular lot lay in their connection with the 

building in which they were found which proved to con-

tain Mussolini's private archives, and this fact alone 

gave the clue to certain marks in blue pencil on the 

Situation Reports: namely, that they were the copies 

that had been especially marked for the information 

of the Duce - possibly by his own hand. Had the docu-

ments been thrown out the window before this fact had 

been apparent it would in all probability have never 

been established. 

There are other points of relationship which 

could be mentioned if we had the time, but now perhaps 

we might consider why archives are important and why 

we endeavour to preserve them. A little thought given 

to these questions soon produces the answers. Without 
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its current archives; basiness, public or 'private can-

not la'carried on. We have only to think what the pos-

ition of a department of government;  a bank or a soli-

citor would be if deprived of its papers. The scientist 

needs to have the facts and figures of his predecessors;  

while the historian and economist would lack important 

background material and often essential facts without 

the archives of a more distant past. 

Archives usually pass through three stages. In 

the first they are the current files needed for ready 

reference. In the .second;  these files may still be 

needed on occasion but more for precedent or historical 

background than for current purposes. Finally;  if they 

survive;  they reach the third stage in which their 

value for the purposes of research is recognized and 

becomes the governing factbr in their preservation. 

It is of this third stage that most people 

think when they speak of archives -the phase in which 

they have become available for study - and;  at this 

stage;  there iS a definite change in the purpose for 

which they were compiled. Let me illustrate this. There 

is in Jamaica a persistent legend of an 18th-Century 
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clergyman attached for a short tine to the Kingston Par-

ish Church, turning counterfeiter and being hanged on 

the Parade. In one of the few printed references to the 

story the clergyman is described as "a Rev. Mr. Smith." 

In the Colonial Archives at Sranish Town are Minute 

Enoks of the old Kingston Vestry. The Vestry, as you 

know, was the body which administered parochial affairs, 

the ancestors in fact, of our present K.S.A.C. and Paro-

chial Pcards. In one of these Minute Rooks under date 

October l766, there Is an Order directing the Church 

"arden to ray a Pev. Haddon Smith £30 for acting as Rcc-

tor for a short time. This order authorized the expend-

iture of certain parochial funds, and that was the in-

tention of it, but incidentally, it also furnishes 

supPorting (if not conclusive) evidence in the search 

for the counterfeiting clergyman: in other words, a 

simrle, straightforward entry serving a purpose of which 

the eighteenth-century vestrymen never dreamed! 

And this is 	rnint worth emphasizing, because 

it is this very indifference of the Official Custodian 

to the interests in which his documents come to be 

used which gives to rchives, properly preserved, one 
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of their outstanding characteristics - their unbiased 

quality. There can, after all, be no questioning the 

impartiality of a witness who knows nothing of the point, 

nor of its importance, which his evidence will be used 

to establish; a witness, in fact, who made his state-

ment in a totally different connection. 

So much then for our definition of archives. 

One last word about the variety of scope which archives 

offer to research. There is, when we stop to consider it 

literally no person or subject of human interest which 

may not find illustration in surviving records. For 

centuries now it has been practically impossible for 

a than to be born or die without a Public Authority of 

some kind taking notice of the fact, and recording it. 

It is in their third stage that archives offer this 

scope to human interest, this opportunity of pursuing 

unusual inquiries with success in unlikely places. 

I could give you almost countless examples of 

this. I have already mentioned the Prize Papers of the 

Court of Vice-Admiralty in Spanish Town. These papers 

may be studied for details •of Colonial Admiralty Juris-

diction as it existed 200 years ago, or for information 
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on any of the numerous related subjects. But you 

can also find among these papers some small but.. 

beautiful samples of 18th-century Italian silk. 

How these samples found their way there is itself 

interesting. It happened that when an enemy vessel 

was captured her papers (such as the log', crew list, 

ecc.) as well as any mail on board were confiscated 

and used in connection with the trial. After the 

case was disposed of these papers remained in the 

Registry of the Court as part of its archives. These 

samples and coveriw letters probably belonged to a 

travelling salesman among the crew who hoped to do 

a little business in silks and ribbons on the side, 

and were seized with the other documents on board 

the vessel at the time of her capture. 

This is perhaps a spectacular example, in 

its way, but the fact is that the endless possibili-

ties archives afford for the large-scale study of 

small matters have not been fully explored. In Jamaica, 

hardly explored at all. History to-day tends to deal , 

with people rather.than individuals, with conditions 

rather than things. It is the life of the ordinary.  
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people - our opposite numbers in the past - that we need 

to study for guidance of our own conduct to-day, and for 

such study Archives, and only Archives, supply the mat-

erial. 

We plan to produce a history text book for use 

in our schools. That history hat"ttoftehttwritten from 

source material. The facts are not conjured up by magic, 

they have to be laboriously looked up. Even if infor-

mation may be found in certain printed works about 

Jamaica, this.information often has to be checked in 

order to establish its accuracy. Besides, from this 

checking other facts often emerge which probably lead 

to different interpretations.. This source material is 

our records - our public and other archives - the nat-

ure of which I have tried to discuss briefly tonight, 

as well as the reasons why.  we think it worth trying 

hard to preserve them. 
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THE ARCHIVIST  

By Mr. G. S. Yates  

Professor V. H. Grlbraith begins his book 

"Studies in the Public Records" by saying,"There is no 

need today to stress the importance of the original 

sources in the teaching of history." To every student 

whether of history or medicine, modern languages or 

physics, this is self-evident, and applies equally to 

all of them. The student knows that he must base his 

work on impartial facts - facts that can be checked 

and counter-checked and are based on observation. For 

centuries, the study of medicine and geography was 

based on assumptions that, for one reason and another 

no one verified, In history, things were and often are, 

the same. If we read the Histories of Jamaica by Long 

or Bridges, we are, at best, absorbing facts at second-

hand. In Jamaica, where national consciousness is 

emerging with an attendant search for national heroes, 

we must be ready to refute assumptions with facts so 

that the history of the nation is built on a solid 

foundation. 

In a previous talk in this series, Mr. 
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Minton Black defined "archives"- their nature and 

inherent qualities. I want to talk this evening about 

the archivist - the person responsible for looking 

after the records - what are his duties, his aims and 

objects? And, in trying to describe what these are, I 

need hardly say that I talk about the ideal man in the 

ideal setting - the man who must be something of a 

Jack-of-all-Trades. 

think it is fair to say that in origin the 

main body of archives is a royal creation. In the days 

when the King was the immedi-,t,i giver of orders, the 

departments of his household, the Wardrobe, the Trea-

sury and so on were responsible for administering his 

decisions. In time, it was found that it was extreme-

ly difficult and expensive to have these departments 

trailing about the country after him. They had to 

have a settled home to transact their business and to 

keep their records. In other words their function of 

acting as the King's memory demanded a repository and 

an archivist, and it is interesting to note that the 

P.R.O. still occupies the site of the ancient Domus 

Confersorum - the House of Converted Jews - where 
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