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Archivists must make difficult decisions about which materials in their collections 
merit the intense attention transcription requires. Handwritten family correspondence 
of more recent vintage, for example, might not be considered to be of wide enough 
interest to merit such an investment of time. Descendants of a letter writer, on the other 
hand, are often motivated to spend much more time trying to accurately transcribe a 
family manuscript. In addition, the family historian may know the identities of all of the 
people named in the manuscripts. Genealogists have expertise and knowledge that ar­
chivists need, so the relationship between the two can be mutually productive. 

Collaborations between archives and genealogical societies can be fruitful in other 
contexts as well. In a presentation before the National Forum on Archival Continuing 
Education, Dr. Thomas R. Dirksen, the president of the Augusta, Georgia Genealogical 
Society, recounted the preservation of the city's loose records, some dating to colonial 
times.28 Following the tip of a government "Deep Throat," the society learned of 
"50 garbage bags tossed from [the] Marble Palace in the street and into a van." Dirksen 
contacted an archivist at the State Archives of Georgia, and both then contacted the 
Mayor of Augusta and convinced him that the attempted destruction was illegal. The 
Georgia Archives gave guidance about how to preserve and order the loose papers and 
the Augusta Genealogical Society began trying to organize them. The records are now 
cleaned and sorted, and the society will begin microfilming them shortly. Dirksen of­
fered this advice: "[C]ultivate a genealogy society, offer them a little space, some meet­
ing and program assistance, and they in turn will provide you with volunteer effort. But 
they will need some education." 

Strong Information Networks 

Every U.S. county has its own genealogical Web site hosted by USGenWeb, and 
genealogical mailing list hosted by RootsWeb.29 Archivists who need emergency fund­
ing or advocacy help can appeal to users who frequent these sites and lists. Genealo­
gists often research ancestors who lived in another state and subscribe to county­
specific on-line mailing lists. These nonresident individuals may be interested in the 
county's historical families, religious organizations, and institutions and may respond 
to pleas for help from local organizations. Although local politicians hear the voices of 
their own constituents most clearly, out-of-towners can emphasize the amount of money 
they spend when they come to visit the locality to find a grave, check the local archives, 
and check in at the region's genealogical society. They can also help provide details and 
knowledge about the historical significance of families who migrated through a region 
on the way to somewhere else. 

Conversely, genealogists and archivists benefit from ensuring that genealogists have 
a voice in archival networks as well. Certainly, there are plenty of archivists who under­
stand and value family history research, but making sure that your local genealogical 
society stays informed about archival issues can reduce misunderstandings and friction 
caused by genealogists' misapprehensions about the amount of resources and energy 
available to help them. 
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Financial and Political Support 

In 1998, FGS set a $1.25 million goal for its Stem NARA Gift Fund, specifically 
targeted toward microfilming War of 1812 pension and bounty-land warrant records 
and the United States Colored Troop Compiled Service Records.30 The Abrams Foun­
dation of Lansing, Michigan, has provided several hundred thousands of dollars to the 
Library of Michigan and the State Archives for genealogical purposes.31 Smaller-scale 
projects can also have important impact: the Kalamazoo Valley Genealogical Society is 
currently raising money to preserve and rebind records in the Kalamazoo County Clerk's 
office. 32 Many genealogists have substantial incomes and sometimes they donate money 
to promote records access and preservation. 

In addition, family historians are often owners of important family documents. Archi­
vists may determine that making contacts within a genealogical community increases 
the contact with potential donors of important manuscripts. Particularly, as the popular­
ity of genealogists in different ethnic groups grows, archives may find that connections 
made among these researchers promote donation of materials that may be 
underrepresented and highly desired by the archives. 

Catering to genealogists' needs can have political benefits as well. In the early 1980s, 
the Illinois State Archives began to orient many of its programs toward its main users, 
genealogists. It reconfigured reading rooms and microfilm viewers to make their re­
search more comfortable. Genealogists responded by becoming vocal advocates of the 
archives.33 Their focused interest also prompted the development of public services 
such as automated access and improved finding aids. 

Conclusion 

This study highlighted the many issues that motivate genealogists to act politically in 
support of records preservation and access. The archival literature does not often dis­
cuss genealogists and their needs. Perhaps most archivists believe that serving genealo­
gists is something they do when they have time, but is not their first priority. Part of the 
problem is that archivists do have limited resources and time to devote to genealogists, 
and it is so hard to tell eager people "no." Still, it would seem that people who do 
research for fun can be serious archives users and should be paid more attention in the 
scholarly debate about the use, function, and future of archives. They do, after all, 
constitute a large portion of the people who use archives. 

Both archivists and genealogists can benefit from accessing each other's communica­
tion networks because their interests often coincide. Genealogists support records ac­
cess and preservation through the strength of their political voice with legislators and 
other government leaders, including managers of records repositories. They buttress 
this support with gifts of their money and volunteer labor. Many archivists would profit 
from cultivating and respecting their company and collaborating with them to preserve 
our cultural heritage. 
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