
THE EVALUATION OF MODERN
BUSINESS ACCOUNTING RECORDS

.DENNIS E. MEISSNER

Evaluation of record series for the purpose of bulk reduction isone of the more salient professional responsibilities facing archi-vists today. Problems imposed by bulk become especially vexatiousin the cases of large modern business organizations, in great part dueto the many series of accounting records created to control andmonitor the financial workings of a company. How many of theserecords must we retain in order to preserve an accurate picture of the
financial history of a business organization?

Among some sixty articles and book chapters published over the•past forty years relating to business archives and business records,fewer than one-fourth offered any practical appraisal guidelines,and only one-third of that fraction were concerned to any extentwith accounting records.' Most appraisal recommendations per-tained instead to narrative format business records such as thesundry levels of corporate correspondence and memoranda; thevarious series of minutes, annual reports, corporate periodicals, andother publications; publicity releases and news clippings; and otherlargely textual records. Those pertaining to accounting recordstended to make specific retention prescriptions without providingany rationale for so doing. Furthermore, not all writers agree onwhat particular records should be preserved. As a beginning attemptto fill the apparent void, this paper will describe accounting recordscommon to business in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries
and will suggest ways to define their archival value.

There are a few general principles for evaluating accountingrecords. The first principle is that a sufficient combination of ac-counting records should be kept so as to document completely therevenues, expenses, and net financial picture of the business at anypoint in its existence, and also to document the accounting methods
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used by the business, a point made by Ralph Hower of the Business
Historical Society. 2 Record types preserved for these purposes may
vary somewhat from one business to another. Summary accounting
records that are present in one case may be absent in another, thereby
necessitating the retention of some records that could otherwise
have been discarded. Hower also emphasizes that the presence of a
complete set of records summarizing the accounts of a business does
not permit the disposition of the general accounting records (pri-
mary records of entry such as journals and ledgers). Future research-
ers may ask questions not anticipated by the creators-of the summary
records (e.g., balance sheets and annual reports, which tabulate and
summarize data from the general records), thereby requiring the use
of the most general, inclusive records in order to reconstruct the
financial experiences of the business from a new perspective. 3

Another useful precept was advanced by Maynard Brichford, who
contended that in order to conserve space, the record series retained
should each encompass the broadest range of the company's ac-
tivities and the longest time span possible.4 Adherence to this prin-
ciple permits a broad view of the company's activity as an organism
and allows the researcher to view change over time-the basis of
historical studies-while still conserving space.

Robert W. Lovett of the Baker Library of the Harvard Graduate
School of Business Administration suggested a third principle. In
assessing records, particularly in relation to supply, production,
and sales, the archivist must always ask whether the information
they contain is available in more complete or compact form in some
other record. 5 While such questioning is basic to appraisal in gen-
eral, it is particularly relevant to business financial documents
because many of them are merely extracts from the more general
primary accounting records.

A fourth criterion follows from the author's own experience with
vagaries in the accounting methods employed by subsidiaries of the
Great Northern Railway. The archivist must bear in mind that no
two accounting systems function in precisely the same way. There-
fore the records they produce will vary somewhat from the general
descriptions in this paper. Businesses routinely modify record types,
as well as certain procedures, to suit their own unique situations and
record requirements. In some situations the archivist will find a host
of special purpose records not anticipated in this paper, or may find
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that the content of standard types of records will vary from these
descriptions. In some cases appraisal decisions will be affected by
such variances. This paper describes commonly accepted types and
uses of accounting records and must be interpreted in the light of the
peculiarities of specific collections. 6

A final principle was advanced by Francis X. Blouin, Jr., who
contended that aggregations of business accounting records from
the pre-1880 period are generally quite small-"usually less than 20
feet"-and can generally be preserved in their entirety. They typ-
ically consist of only a few series, which are usually richer than those
found in post-1880 record groups. 7 The criteria advanced in this
paper will therefore apply primarily to the records of the large
business entities that started to appear in the postbellum decades of
the nineteenth century.8

Daybook
The daybook (Figure 1) has fallen into disuse and it is rare to find

examples in the records of large business units of the late nineteenth
century and beyond, although it occasionally surfaces in small
enterprises, especially merchandising concerns. The daybook is a
chronological listing of all receipts and expenditures as they occur.
It is the most basic of all financial books of entry and usually has no
column-ruled format. It is, in effect, a workbook from which a
permanent record of transactions is made into the general journal or
another permanent record of original entry. If a collection contains
a complete set of books of original entry, one need not retain the
daybook series. Other names for this record, especially in its cruder
manifestations, are waste book and blotter.

General Journal
The general journal (Figure 2), often referred to simply as the

journal, is the principal accounting record of original entry and, as
such, is the most basic and inclusive of all the accounting records. In
many businesses, most of the financial transactions appear in one
form or another in the general journal. As each transaction occurs, a
statement describing it, called a journal entry, is prepared. After
corporate approval, these statements are entered into the general
journal. Since the journal is arranged chronologically, it provides a
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Figure 1. Daybook. Note that all transactions are entered sequentially with no
attempt at categorization. Source: Bailiff Bros. Grocery Store, Bloomington, Minn.,
Account Books. All illustrations appearing herein are from the collections of the
Division of Archives and Manuscripts, Minnesota Historical Society.



BUSINESS ACCOUNTING RECORDS 79

" A1 ."K/ e '1 t - fan4t...v,;,' .( ''., "A ./t",,,. , / <,',.. ,* ~t-4,

0 ' / '1 . ' /

?. " "A,7  
,4 421 r k

/*

'4 '0 7
"t 4 4*cztvty 4" A~.VCc~

.4 vr  t ,. ..... Z" "" . ..... s:

A, + . OttU/ , ' i 7

lot /4 /'/n ~~.

.A-,.ikn ,64 << > ~ X .. ca. , . ', n ''$1 ,.:. I,,, t.
4, •

, J A,•

..... ; %.... ......{i.

Figure 2. General journal. Note that each entry includes the ttles and page
numbers of the general ledger accounts credited and debited, as well as a brief
description of the transaction. Source: Watertown and Sioux Falls Railway Co.
Records located within the Great Northern Railway Co. 

Records. Hereater cited as

GN Records.
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complete record of the company's transactions in order of occur-
rence, which permits the researcher to trace the business's financial
experiences sequentially. As each transaction is entered into the
journal, the total amount of money involved is both debited to one
general ledger account and credited to a second account. This creates
the account balancing that is the nucleus of the double entry book-
keeping system used in modern accounting. The account titles and
general ledger page (folio) numbers are cited in the journal entry,
allowing the researcher to follow the transaction from the general
journal to the ledger. In addition to the information contained in
the entry, the heading of each journal page usually gives the date on
which transactions on that page were entered into the journal and
the city in which the journal was kept. Transactions are usually not
entered into the journal on the day of their occurrence; most busi-
nesses journalize transactions on the last day of each month or at
other regular intervals.

Another quality of the general journal that enhances its archival
value is the fact that each entry often contains a terse narrative
description of the significant elements involved in the transaction:
where money, goods, or services came from or went, the reason for
the transaction, and other data bearing upon the occurrence that the
company might someday need to know. This narrative description
of the transaction is unique to the journal among all accounting
records. Some companies do not include such a description in their
journals, or they greatly reduce the detail included in the synopsis,
and this seriously diminishes the value of the journal as an archival
document. However, even the absence of a narrative description
does not warrant the destruction of a general journal series. Its value
as the only complete chronological listing of transactions requires
that it be permanently retained.

Special Journals
In many business organizations, both large and small, one or

more special purpose journals are kept in addition to the general
journal. When such a system is used, each transaction might only be
recorded in one of these journals, depending upon the nature of the
transaction. Three common types of special journals are cash jour-
nals, sales journals, and purchase journals.

The cash journal (Figure 3) is the most common special journal.
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Usually called a cash book, it serves as the special record of original
entry for all transactions that involve either cash received or cash
disbursed. Since a large number of transactions involve either a cash(currency, checks, bank drafts, money orders) payment or receipt,
cash books are often used to reduce the bulk of the general journal.
Threfore, transactions recorded in the cash book will not, as a rule,
be individually recorded in the general journal. Because the cash
book is a journal of original entry, its format and content are
generally quite similar to those of the general journal and it usually
possesses the same archivally valuable characteristics: a chrono-
logical account of all cash transactions, a record of the ledgeraccounts credited and debited in each transaction, the person or
company receiving or making payment, and sometimes a synopsis
of each entry's salient facts. Therefore, cash books should be re-tained along with general journals. One difference in format be-
tween the journal and the cash book is that the latter segregatesreceipt transactions from disbursement transactions: in each pair of
facing cash book pages, the left is used to record receipts and theright to record disbursements. The word Cash also usually appears
at the top of each cash book page.

Cash book entries may sometimes be duplicated in the general
journal, although this duplication may only consist of a single
monthly journal entry summarizing the aggregate debits and credits
to the company's cash account for the entire month. In such a case
the cash book series should still be retained. Archivists should
always compare cash book entries with the general journals todetermine whether there is sufficient duplication to warrant re-
jection of the cash books. Cash books will often appear as two series,
one recording cash receipts and the other recording cash disburse-
ments. Together these series provide the same information as thatcontained in an integrated cash book. Although the format varies
somewhat, the same retention policies apply. In some cases one mayfind a series of cash receipts books and a series of check registers
containing basic journal data, in which case the check registers serve
as cash disbursements books and should be treated as such.

The other special journals usually have formats and informa-
tional catergories quite similar to cash books and should be handled
in the same manner. Sales journals are used to record all sales on
account, as opposed to cash sales, and purchase journals document
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Figure 3. Cash Book. Note that the word Cash heads each page and that the
balancing account for each transaction is not explicitly noted. Source: Whitefish
Townsite Co. Records located within the GN Records.
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all merchandise purchased on account. The more special journals a
business uses, the fewer will be the entries in its general journals,
although the general journals always remain the preeminent re-
cords of original entry. The archivist should verify that the contents
of the special journals do not merely duplicate entries in the general
journals.

Voucher Register

Another special record of original entry is the voucher register
(Figure 4), sometimes called the voucher abstract. This record lists
chronologically all vouchers made out in response to invoices (bills)
for payment recieved from creditors. Under the voucher system
(which was never universal and has largely fallen into disuse),
disbursements in response to creditors' invoices cannot be made
without first preparing a voucher describing the transaction and
submitting it to the proper official for approval. As soon as each
voucher is prepared, an entry is made in the voucher register giving
the sequential number of the voucher, to whom it is to be paid, and
the ledger account to which the expenditure is to be charged (the
balancing account in the ledger is always vouchers payable). After
the voucher is audited and approved, the date of payment and the
check number are added to the voucher register entry. Ledger entries
are posted directly from the voucher register, which means that there
will usually be no corresponding entry in the general or special
journals. The voucher register provides a unique record of the
handling of the company's disbursements on account since, unlike
the journal, the voucher register groups together all transactions
pertaining to a specific liability incurred by the firm. The register
also provides the researcher with a clear record of all outstanding
current liabilities of the company on any given date. The general
journal may contain an entry at the end of each month summarizing
the vouchers paid during the month, but it would be a difficult
process to determine the daily or weekly condition of the firm's
payable accounts-let alone to examine isolated liabilities-from the
general journal and controlling ledger accounts. For these reasons
voucher abstracts have archival value and ought to be retained.

In some accounting systems, all vouchered transactions (those
requiring a cash payment) are recorded in either the general journal
or the cash book in addition to being abstracted in the voucher
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register. In such situations there may be two separate sets of vouch-
ers-journal vouchers and cash vouchers-and the journal and cash
book entries will also include the number of the voucher covering
the transaction. Since the voucher register will in that case duplicate
data in the other books of original entry, the archivist must assess the
amount of duplication involved and judge whether the added
research convenience provided by the registers justifies retaining
their bulk. Even in such a case, the voucher register will still be the
only single source from which one can readily determine all of the
company's current liabilities on a given date, and the date of
payment. That alone may justify preservation of the series.

General Ledger
The general ledger (Figure 5) is the principal record of final entry

for all financial transactions. In this record, all transactions that
were listed chronologically in the general and special journals are in
turn classified under the company accounts to which they apply.
For each transaction, one ledger account is debited and another is
credited to preserve the account balance requisite in double entry
bookkeeping.

In the general ledger, each of the company's controlling or
individual accounts is on a separate page (or group of pages).
Controlling accounts are general accounts of a type, such as stock
purchases or freight charges, which include transactions pertaining
to all the company's creditors or debtors for that activity. Individual
accounts are those documenting all transactions with a particular
creditor or debtor, regardless of the type of transaction. Each ledger
page is divided vertically into two parts, the left side registering
debits to that account and the right side listing credits. Each entry,
whether a debit or a credit transaction, includes the date, nature, and
amount of the transaction, and the number of the journal page
containing the original entry of the transaction. Transactions on
each ledger page are in chronological order because they are posted
in the order in which they were entered in the journals. Ledgers
usually contain an index to their constituent accounts.

Whereas the journals and voucher registers permit the researcher
to trace a company's financial experience chronologically, the
ledger makes it quite easy to examine that same experience by way of
the type of transactions involved (e.g., equipment expenditures,
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account to which the expense is charged. Source: Northern Lumber Co., Cloquet,
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Figure 5. General Ledger. This page contains the company's Freight account (a
controlling account) itemizing freight transport earnings and expenses. The left
half of the page recoids debits to the account while the right lists credits. Each entry
includes the date and page number of the corresponding journal entry and the title
of the balancing account. Source: Watertown and Sioux Falls Railway Co. Records
located within the GN Records.
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bond or stock sales, accounts receivable, capital depreciation) or by
the particular creditor or debtor involved, since the general ledger
usually contains major individual accounts in addition to the
organization's controlling accounts. Because the general ledgers
greatly facilitate this sort of research-and many researchers are
more interested in particular accounts than in the totality of a
company-the entire series of general ledgers should always be
retained. The general journals and ledgers are extremely comple-
mentary series, permitting the reconstruction of a firm's financial
trasactions from divergent but equally valuable approaches.

Subsidiary Ledgers

Subsidiary ledgers (Figure 6) are special ledgers used to segregate
the accounts of individual creditors and debtors with respect to a
certain type of financial transaction. Two common types of sub-
sidiary ledgers are accounts payable ledgers and accounts receivable
ledgers, although many other varieties might be used depending on
the nature of the business. Railroad company accounting records,
for example, often contain equipment account ledgers and line
construction ledgers. The value of such records is that they dissect a
single controlling account from the general ledger by individual
creditors and debtors. While the corresponding controlling account
in the general ledger itemizes credits and debits as they occur,
without respect to the person or company to which the transaction
applies, the subsidiary ledger contains a separate page for every
creditor and debtor with which the company has an account. The
advantage for the business is obvious: it need not perform any time-
consuming computations to ascertain the status of its payable or
receivable account with another organization or person. This ease
in evaluating individual accounts may or may not justify the
archival retention of subsidiary ledger series. In some cases the
general ledgers may offer a clear enough record of individual
account transactions in their controlling accounts to warrant re-
jecting subsidiary ledgers. The archivist should compare runs of
subsidiary ledgers with their corresponding controlling accounts in
the general ledgers to determine, for each series, whether the con-
venience and added clarity afforded by the subsidiary ledgers justi-
fies retaining their bulk.
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General ledgers frequently contain a number of individual ac-
counts following the last of their controlling accounts. These,
however, do not usually pertain to any unique type of transaction
(e.g., equipment costs); instead, they provide an itemization of all
credits and debits accruing to that person or organization. Since
subsidiary ledgers involve either payment from or payment to a
person or company-but not both-the format of the subsidiary
ledger page is somewhat different from that of the general ledger, as
can be seen by comparing Figure 6 to Figure 5. The fact that they are
arranged by accounts distinguishes subsidiary ledgers from jour-
nals; the fact that all the accounts are for other persons or organi-
zations distinguishes them from general ledgers.

Trial Balance
Once each month, usually on the last day, the general ledger is

closed and each of the accounts is analyzed to determine the sums of
its credit and debit columns for the month. The smaller amount is
subtracted from the larger, leaving the account's balance for the
month. If the credits total is larger the difference is called a credit
balance and vice versa. All ledger accounts are then listed and the
resulting credit or debit balance of each is noted (Figure 7). To the
right of each account's name are two columns, orie registering credit
balances and the other debit balances. After all account balances are
entered, the two columns are totaled. If the month's bookkeeping
has been executed correctly, the two totals will be equal, since in
double entry bookkeeping an equal credit and debit for each trans-
action demands that credit and debit aggregates for each month will
also equate. This monthly listing and comparison of all company
account balances is known as the trial balance. It is an intermediate
step between the general ledger and the various fiscal summary
statements (e.g., balance sheets, profit and loss statements) that are
routinely prepared each month for the information of company
officials.

Since the trial balance is primarily an intermediate record that
exists to facilitate the creation of other records, it can usually be
discarded. Corporate balance sheets and related monthly summaries
will, in one way or another, contain all the data in the trial balance.
Furthermore, if a researcher does need a list of ledger account
balances for one or more months, such balances are easily computed
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Figure 6. Subsidiary Ledger. This example is from an accounts payable ledger,
the entries on the left half of the page noting the bills for payment received from the
Burlington, Cedar Rapids and Northern Railway Company, and the right half
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from the general ledger, since each account column has in most
cases already been totaled for preparation of the trial balance. In the
absence of a general ledger series, trial balances should be retained
because they provide the monthly balance of each ledger account.
Trial balances should also be saved if balance sheets are missing.

Balance Sheet
The balance sheet (Figure 8), prepared from the trial balance, is a

monthly statement setting forth the total assets, liabilities, and net
worth of the business at the end of that month. The balance sheet is
typically arranged in two columns, the left listing company assets
(e.g., accounts receivable, cash, inventory, equipment) and the right
listing liabilities (e.g., accounts payable, current and deferred lia-
bilities) as well as the company's net worth accounts (capital stock
and corporate surplus). The two sides contain equal totals, so that
when total liabilities are subtracted from total assets, the result is the
company's net worth. When the total capital stock is subtracted
from the net worth the result is corporate surplus (profit). The
balance sheet summarizes from month to month the company's
financial condition regarding such indicators as working capital
and cash flow. Since the balance sheet is a precis of corporate
finances, it is the accounting record most frequently consulted by
management personnel. Balance sheets should always be retained
because they summarize the company's fiscal affairs in both a highly
convenient form and a very small volume.

Other summary financial data are usually appended to the
balance sheet as part of the monthly accounting statement. One
such record is the profit and loss statement, which sets forth the total
income from goods and services, their cost, other expenses, and the
net profit or loss the business realized for the month. There may also
be comparisons of the current month's statistics with those from the
previous month or from the same month one year previous. These
and other summaries often appear as simple, typewritten statistical
statements known as balance sheet supporting statements. Because
they contain additional summary data not available from the bal-
ance sheet and because they rarely pose a space problem, these
statements should be retained permanently along with the balance
sheets.
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Annual Accounting Reports
Collections of business records will frequently contain annual

accounting reports which summarize the financial experience of the
business over the past year. Accounting reports are prepared for
corporate officials or stockholders and provide a convenient sum-
mary of the year's activity. Audits may be carried out internally or by
an outside agent and are valuable because they either verify or
indicate possible irregularities in the company's accounts. Both
,annual reports and audits therefore have value as summary data and
do not usually consume much space. For those reasons they ought to
be retained, although they should of course be compared with other
summary data to avoid duplication.

Records to be Routinely Discarded

The records considered previously comprise the primary, per-
manent accounting records kept by businesses in the late nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Computer-generated accounting records
have not been directly considered. In many cases, however, com-
puter output assumes formats similar to the hand-generated records
examined here. Many other accounting records have no permanent
value. These records are generated in the daily business of book-
keeping, serve a brief function, and the information they contain is
then recorded in the permanent account books previously described.
Because such daily records are usually quite bulky, it would be
difficult to justify their retention even if they did not directly
duplicate the data preserved in the basic accounting records.

One such record is the journal entry. Before an entry is made into a
journal, it is first drafted on a special form and presented to a
company official for approval. Although they have no further value
after the final entry is made, large runs of journal entries are often
found among business records. They should be preserved only in the
absence of a series of general journals. Journal entries may also be
found sequentially bound into volumes, serving, in effect, as the
business' journals. In this case they should be retained. Other
records that may be discarded for similar reasons are vouchers,
which are completed and approved prior to entry in the voucher
register.

Another category of dispensable records is invoices or bills from
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creditors. All essential data from them are recorded in the appro-priate accounts in the general and/or subsidiary ledgers, and in the
voucher register if one exists. Similarly, aggregations of receipts are
without permanent value since the transactions that they document
are fully described in the journals and ledgers. Cancelled checks
and check stubs also have only temporary value since these dis-
bursements are recorded in the cash books or the general journals.
Checks should not be retained if the latter records are complete.

In addition to the above records, worksheets that are by-products
of the creation of balance sheets and other summary data can beroutinely discarded if the records generated from them also exist. If
the final records do not exist, the working papers should be saved if
they contain usable data not easily obtained from the ledgers or
other records.

Very little archival literature has treated the evaluation of finan-
cial documents found in business records. This paper is an attemptto begin to develop some practical guidelines for archivists faced
with business collections from the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

FOOTNOTES
1. Of the many sources consulted in preparing this paper, a particular group offour, considered in tandem, are the most useful in suggesting bases for evalu-ating accounting and other business records: Francis X. Blouin, Jr., "Uses ofHistory and Theory in the Appraisal of Business Records," in Records Apprais-al: Papers Presented at the Spring 1975 Meeting of the Michigan ArchivalAssociation (Michigan Archival Association Occasional Publication #1, Jan-uary 1976); Maynard J. Brichford, "Preservation of Business Records," HistoryNews 11 (August 1956): 77; Ralph M. Hower, The Preservation of BusinessRecords (Boston: Business Historical Society, 1941); and Robert W. Lovett,"The Appraisal of Older Business Records," The American Archivist 15 (July

1952): 231-239.
2. Hower, Preservation of Business Records, p. 11.
3. Ibid., p. 11.
4. Brichford, "Preservation of Business Records," p. 77.5. Lovett, "Appraisal of Older Business Records," p. 234.6. Standard types and treatments of accounting records were ascertained fromexperience and from the perusal of several bookkeeping texts. Leafing throughone of these textbooks can do much to enhance one's understanding of the
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records. An informative source on the historical development of the accounting
profession in America, and incidentally its procedures and records, is Gary John
Previts and Barbara Dubis Merino, A History of Accounting in America: An
Historical Interpretation of the Cultural Significance of Accounting (New
York: Ronald Press of John Wiley and Sons, 1979).

7. Blouin, "Uses of History and Theory in the Appraisal of Business Records," p.
26. See also Christopher Densmore, "Understanding and Using Early Nine-
teenth Century Account Books," Midwestern Archivist 5 (1980): 5-19. Densmore
describes in detail the basic complement of accounting records that was devel-
oped in the late Middle Ages and that characterized business records until the
advent of professionalized accounting during the nineteenth century.

8. For an authoritative examination of the growth of large-scale businesses in the
U.S., and the concomitant development of the modern accounting systems
required to support them, see Alfred D. Chandler, Jr., The Visible Hand: The
Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge, Mass.: Beknap Press
of the Harvard University Press, 1977), especially the Introduction, Conclusion,
and Chapters 3, 7, and 8.
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