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America has one of the largest National Archives in the world. There are billions of 

documents currently housed in various archival institutions throughout the country. 1 This 

number is even more amazing when it is known that less than 5% of all government documents 

that are created are worthy of being preserved in the National Archives.2 Although there are so 

many items being maintained in the United States there has only been an official institution 

keeping order for the last seventy-four years. 

When settlers first came to America they knew the importance of creating and preserving 

records. Rather than sending information back to the government in England they preserved 

documents in Churches and local government offices. That system worked for the first few 

centuries. Colonists were not producing a great many documents because there were not very 

many people here. As time went on and the populations began to flourish so did the number of 

documents being produced. After the American War for Independence there was a push to 

centralize important government documents. America, being a democracy of and for the people 

needed to make government documents available. To have transparency in government there 

needed to be accessibility. 

By the beginning of the 19th century there were already preservation concerns. Thomas 

Jefferson wrote, “Time and accident are committing daily havoc on the originals deposited in our 

public offices:”3 Jefferson was commenting on the continual nuisance of fires, water and pests 

destroying files.  During that period there were others working to preserve artifacts for the future 

                                                          
1 National Archives website. http://www.archives.gov/publications/general-info-leaflets/1.html. Accessed 
11/19/2008.
2 Ibid.
3 Jones, H.G. The Records of a Nation: The Management, Preservation, and Use. New York: Atheneum, 1969. Page 
4.



such as President of the Second Continental Congress, John Jay. John Jay wrote that he was 

“carefully arranging the state papers of Congress” as primary source materials for future 

historians.4 The records were given so little care that in 1810 a Congressional Committee was 

appointed to determine the state of the Governments documents. The committee found the 

records to be “in a state of great disorder and exposure; and in a situation neither safe nor 

convenient nor honorable to the nation.”5 Despite the honorable preservation efforts of John Jay

a lot of work was still needed. Throughout the next sixty years the nation was busy expanding its 

borders and then tearing itself apart. When things began to settle down again after the 

Reconstruction period attention was once again brought to the matter of Archives. A fire had 

badly damaged a building where important papers were being housed, prompting President 

Hayes to request monies from Congress to be appropriated for the building of a National 

Archives. That request and forty-two others were rejected between 1881 and 1912 despite the 

fact that there were nearly 250 fires in government buildings in Washington between 1873 and 

1915.6

The Golden Age of Archives in America was the first forty years of the 20th century. In 1899 

the American Historical Association established the Public Archives Commission. Then in 1904 

the Carnegie Department of Historical Research sponsored the first survey of federal archives, 

the “Guide to the Archives of the Government of the United States.” 7 In 1909 the first annual 

conference of Archivists met.8 Once professional Archivists began to meet formally and gain 

recognition in Congress it seemed as though a building was going to be erected to keep 

                                                          
4Ibid. 
5 Jones, Page 5.
6 Jones, Page 6.
7Jones, Page 7.
8 Society of American Archivists. http://www.archivists.org/about/history.asp. Accessed 11/20/2008.



America’s documents safe. War interrupted again and plans were pushed aside for the following 

twenty years. Then in 1934, under the blanket of the New Deal, America’s National Archives 

was finally established. Two years after that the Society of American Archivists was formed. 

Today, seventy-four years after the founding of the National Archives, America has one of 

the largest records institutions in the world. Combining the Smithsonian, the National Archives, 

all fourteen regional archives and various other archival institutions throughout the country 

America has one of the best and certainly the largest preservation systems in the world.
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