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Some repositories have very small collections; all have records which could possibly provide the
researcher with information he or she is searching for. There are usually few, if any, indexes.  Addresses
and phone numbers change.  Hours of operation vary. Parking can be a problem. Copy facilities are
sometimes non-existent. The manuscript researcher must be prepared for these and other problems. Rich
rewards can await. But remember – volunteers staff many of the smaller repositories and university
archives’ hours vary depending upon college schedules.  Written or email requests should be short, clear
and reasonable.  Be sure to call or write before you go.  

Where to look:

Small collections close to the site

Larger regional collections

Out-of-state sources

The World Wide Web

Microfilm and microfiche

Published  sources
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Learning Tools

Using Manuscripts and Archives: A Tutorial, Yale University
http://web.archive.org/web/20101105210347/http://www.library.yale.edu/mssa/tutorial/tutorial.htm
[No longer supported but archived copy available on Internet Archive Wayback Machine.]

Mann, Thomas. The Oxford Guide to Library Research: How to Find Reliable Information Online and
Offline. New York: Oxford University Press, 2005.

Definitions1

Manuscript: principally text or musical notation on paper, but may be supplemented by drawings.
Typewritten documents are generally classified as manuscripts but are more accurately described as
typescripts. Examples of manuscripts are letters, diaries, ledgers, minutes, speeches, marked or corrected
galley or page proofs, manuscript books, and legal papers.

Document: a single item on which information is recorded.  

Records: a group of documentary material created by an institution (the Beaver Run Baptist Church), an
organization (the Sons of the American Revolution), a business (IBM), a government entity (Orange
County) or a family (the Lee family papers).

Archives: (1) the records of an government entity, institution organization that are retained either by that
institution, etc. or a designated repository because of their lasting value. (2)a term that is also used to
describe an entity that houses those records, i.e., the National Archives of the United States.

Personal Papers: usually refer to those papers created by an individual. They may deal with a single or a
variety of subjects and constitute all or only a portion of an individual's output.
For example, the personal papers of Thomas Jefferson reside at more than one institution.

Family papers: records created or collected by a group of individuals who are closely related by ancestry and
relating to their personal and private affairs. Family papers may span generations or may pertain only to
an immediate family group. Papers that are predominantly associated with a single individual are often
described as personal papers, even if they contain materials from other family members. Family papers,
especially those created before the mid-20th century, often contain considerable content relating to the
business affairs of family members, although the records are not generally characterized as business
records.

1 Unless otherwise noted, definitions are adapted from Richard Pearce-Moses, “A Glossary of Archival and
Records Terminology” (2005), Society of American Archivists (http://www.archivists.org/glossary/Lexicon.asp :
accessed 2011).
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Artificial Collections: consist of documents brought together from a variety of sources to create a collection
of information on a specific event, individual or subject. Examples include oral histories or diaries on
specific topics such as the Oregon Trail or the Civil War, the lineage papers of Mayflower descendants,
personal accounts of the San Francisco earthquake or material identifying African Americans in the
Revolution.

Accession Record: a form or log book that provides information on the date of acquisition, source and
provenance of material acquired by the repository. A file containing the papers, including items such as
a deed of gift,  associated with the transfer of a collection to the repository. 

Acquisition Microfilm: microfilm copies of material lent for copying by an individual, organization or other
repository or a purchased copy of an existing film.

Document box; sometimes called a Hollinger box: a container that holds folders containing paper documents
vertically and that measures roughly 10 inches high, 12 or 15 inches wide, and 6 or 3 inches deep, and
that usually has an integral top hinged at the upper back.

Calendar: a finding aid that is a chronological listing of documents in a collection, which may be
comprehensive or selective, and which may include details about the writer, recipient, date, place,
summary of content, type of document, and page or leaf count; a chronological inventory.

What is a manuscript collection?

A group of papers (manuscript or typescript, originals or copies of letters, diaries, accounts, logbooks, drafts,
etc., including associated printed or near-print materials and sound recordings) usually having a common
source and formed by or around an individual, a family, or a corporate entity, or devoted to a single theme.
[NUCMC]

It is usually a one-of-a kind collection of handwritten material; however, it may
Contain published materials such as annotated books, broadsides, printed forms, published maps
Be a duplicate copy 
Be a compilation from other materials such as a genealogist's or historian's abstracts or notes on

a particular person, family or topic
Be a copy (typescript, photocopy or microfilm) of original material held by the current or a more

distant institution

How big is the collection?

Measured in linear feet : 2.5 linear feet = 30 inches of liner shelf space

Measured in cubic feet? A cubic foot is equal to a box 12 inches high by 12 inches wide by 12 inches long
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Finding Aids

Provide administrative details: size, type 
Typically give the provenance of the collection
Often include a container list or inventory
Questions to ask

Does the card catalog entry for a collection note any available (in-house or on-line) finding aids?
Are all/any of the finding aids online?
Do the online finding aids contain the same information as any printed finding aid?

Inventories: usually include a container list that provides a box by box listing of the collection's contents;
may include a list of correspondents. 

Collection Guides: descriptions of large collections which may have individual finding aids for smaller
portions of the collection. The Draper Manuscript collection is a good example.

Calendars (see calendar under definitions)

Before You Begin

Determine what you want to know
Information on 
People [Who are you looking for]
Places [Where were they when]
Events 

Create a time line 
Individual
Family
Community / County

Make a list of  (print on colored paper)
Collateral relatives 
Friends and neighbors
Arrange alphabetically
Include chronological information

List  noted individuals
Town/county/state/national leaders
Military leaders
Religious leaders

Geographical list with dates
County[s]
Cities/Towns
Geographic features
Rivers
Mountains
Taverns, mills, ferries
Roads, railroads, canals
Historical events with dates

General Tips

Contact the institution before you visit to ensure the materials that you wish to examine are available for
research. 

Expect some frustrating moments. 

With any database (card catalog) search, do not assume that a search result is comprehensive. 

Not all collections even in the same institution are described with the same amount of detail.
Always ask if all material has been catalogued and, if so, does it all appear in the on-line catalog.
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