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ABSTRACT The Historical Records Survey is fifty years old and is best known
for its survey of the local records in the nation's 3000 counties. This article
describes the activities of the HRS and the types of information gathered by
HRS workers. The article compares the expectations of HRS officials on how
the HRS records would be used, with the results of a poll of research use of
the 104 repositories holding HRS records. Although used by a variety of
researchers, archivists feel that the records are underutilized based on their
historical value. With the states assessing their archival needs in the recent
National Historical Publications and Records Commission-sponsored grants,
the article concludes with parallels between these two federally-funded
archival surveys of the nation's records.

John Andreassen, a regional supervisor for the Historical Records Survey,
wrote to Luther Evans, the director of the HRS, in 1939. Andreassen feared
most of the HRS inventories, which contained the location, scope, and content of the nation's local government records, would never be published. "Maybe
I've got the jitters," he wrote, "but I'd hate to see these files go into the limbo
with all that is of value in them lost."'' Andreassen's letter was prescient.
The Historical Records Survey is best known for its inventory of county
records. Survey workers were the only Federal Art Project workers who had
gone into every one of the nation's more than 3000 counties, chronicling the
public records of everyday life.
The survey had been undertaken with high expectations. Relief workers completed the fieldwork for the inventories of 90 % of the nation's counties, and
published approximately 20 % of these. The HRS conducted other projects in
various states. Workers compiled bibliographical lists of all copies of imprints
prior to 1876 for the inventory of early American imprints, inventoried church
records, produced guides to manuscripts in historical societies and libraries,
and even completed a few inventories of individual collections. HRS field
workers prepared union lists of newspapers, indexed some newspapers, and
inventoried portraits and statuary in public buildings. Other individual projects
included an index of U.S. musicians, a bibliography of American literature,
and an atlas of congressional roll calls. A survey of federal archives located in
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the states started as an independent unit of the Work Projects Administration,
but was transferred to the HRS in 1937. It published 86 % of its inventories.
Ideally, Franklin D. Roosevelt hoped that such New Deal work relief projects
would create "future new wealth for the nation."'2 Evans predicted that the
survey would improve record keeping by local officials and achieve uniformity of records across the country.3 Archivists, librarians, and historians
believed the inventories would be used by political scientists to study local
government and by lawyers for legal research, and would provide the basic material for historians "to rewrite local history."4 HRS officials saw the survey as
a way to help communities realize the importance of their own historical
records. 5 Some even believed the intent of the survey "was to produce scholarly work of lasting value."'6 But, in reality, Evans himself was more concerned
with the daily administration of the survey than the future use scholars might
make of the survey's results, and, as with other work relief art projects,
Roosevelt's real goal with the HRS had been to give people jobs.
When the survey ended in 1943, all of the unpublished material was placed
in state archives, libraries, and manuscript repositories. And, as Andreassen
had predicted, the records did go into limbo, until Leonard Rapport began
his search for them in the late 1950s. Rapport detailed his efforts during a
session at the 1973 annual SAA meeting in St. Louis, and argued along with
co-panelists Edward Papenfuse, Trudy Peterson, and Chester Bowie, for the
preservation of the HRS records, and for using the survey as an example of how
the federal government had dealt with historical records in the past. Panel
members urged Congress, and the National Historical Publications Commission, to study
the HRS before they added a records component to the NHPC
7
program.
As a result of this effort, the Society of American Archivists, with financial
support from the National Endowment for the Humanities, hired Loretta
Hefner to locate extant HRS records. Hefner found unpublished HRS records
in 104 repositories and gathered information about the dates, volume, existing finding aids, and type of HRS records in each institution. Her findings were
compiled in the 1980 SAA publication, The WPA HistoricalRecords Survey:
A Guide to the Unpublished Inventories, Indexes, and Transcripts.
But ever since the guide's publication, questions persist concerning who uses
HRS records. Are they being used by the scholars and professionals that supporters of the HRS had predicted would use them in the 1930s? Has the guide
increased the use of HRS records?
Assessments concerning the value of the survey records have ranged across
the spectrum of public opinion. Many have made bold assertions. In 1958 David
Smiley claimed that although the HRS inventories had been valuable for
lawyers and genealogists, they had not been used as extensively as they might
by other researchers. His poll of thirty-five historians revealed few who had
used HRS records; some did not even know of their existence. 8 In his 1969 history of Federal Art Projects, William McDonald stated that the HRS must be
judged by the numbers of inventories it published. Because only 20 % of the
county inventories were ever published, McDonald concluded that the survey
value was diminished. 9 In her 1973 case study of the Iowa HRS, Trudy
Peterson agreed that the publication output was a failure and because the
inventories were soon outdated, the HRS was "doomed to futility.' 0 Perhaps
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the boldest assertion came from Burl Noggle, whose 1981 Ph.D. dissertation
of the Louisiana HRS declared that "'neither historians nor lawyers nor genealogists or public officials have ever made [significant] use of the records that the
HRS salvaged or the inventories they so carefully compiled." 11 On the other
hand, Chester Bowie found the Wisconsin HRS to be a success in the quality
and quantity of its publications. He polled Wisconsin history professors and
found that the majority were familiar with the HRS,2 two-thirds had used HRS
records, and most wanted more such inventories.'
The records of the Missouri HRS are a good case study for determining both
the variety of information gathered during the survey and its usefulness for
research. The Missouri collection with 370 cubic feet is the second largest in
volume nationally. The bulk of the collection documents the surveys of
Missouri's 114 counties. More than sixty volumes were published between 1937
and 1942, including twelve county inventories, eleven federal archives inventories, eight church records guides, four surveys of manuscript collections in
the state, one imprints inventory, several vital statistics inventories, training
manuals, and reports of the survey itself. The entire collection has been
microfilmed and is available through interlibrary loan.
The HRS records provide a microcosm of the political and social history of
a critical time in American history, when the role of the federal government
changed dramatically. HRS records can tell us about the Great Depression,
the New Deal, the WPA, and work relief generally by revealing the relationships between the states and federal government, between the HRS and the
WPA, and between the HRS and other Federal Art Projects, especially the
Federal Writer's Project that administrated the HRS for its first year. The
administrative records of the HRS can be used to compare one state's survey
with another and to find out a state's criteria for choosing the various
HRS projects.
The county records inventories for Missouri, created cooperatively by local officials, historians, lawyers, and businessmen, contain a wealth of information.
The inventories begin with histories of the county which, while they are largely
political and compiled from secondary sources, describe in some detail the
origins of county offices being inventoried. The histories also contain general
information on folklore, climate, geography, paleontology, early settlements,
ethnology, parks, labor unions and labor conditions, railroads, schools,
economic history, clubs, and the county's involvement in the Civil War.
However, the most valuable sections are the transcriptions of county court
records. Since the completion of the survey some of the originals have been lost
or destroyed and the HRS transcriptions are the only remaining records. The
county records inventories also contain other valuable information such as
photographs of the countryside, county buildings, people at work, and transportation, which were collected randomly by HRS workers. Drawings for most
of the county courthouses, showing the location of offices with surveyed records,
were included as well.
In Missouri, church surveys were done by county, and attempted to include
information on all the churches in a county, both active and inactive. The typical church survey form contains information on the church's founding date,
a description of the present building, racial or ethnic origins of members, the
name and education of current pastor, and the types of records held by the
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church. Genealogists and individual congregations have found the church surveys useful for locating records, writing church histories, and studying the
changing demographics of church denominations.
County records were also surveyed on printed forms, indicating the office
being surveyed, descriptions of the building in which the office was located,
and of the types, dates, and volume of records housed in that office. These lists,
though now outdated, can still be used to help locate or verify the existence
of records.
In order to determine how extensively researchers were using the HRS
records, Loretta Hefner and I sent questionnaires to the 104 HRS repositories
listed in the 1980 SAA guide. The questionnaire asked repositories how many
researchers had used the records, what percentage of total researchers these
represented, what kinds of research had been done in the records (architectural history, church history, local history, genealogy, theses, etc.), and what
publications (if any) had been based on HRS research. It also asked the respondent to evaluate the amount of use of the records; to indicate if any HRS records
had been deaccessioned, microfilmed, or transferred since 1978; and to rate
the historical value of the HRS records.
We received forty-five responses, for a return of 43 %. Responses to a question inquiring about the number of researchers who used HRS records during
the past year ranged from zero to 500, with the average being forty-seven. These
numbers represented approximately 3 % of all researchers for these institutions,
although half of the respondents said HRS researchers accounted for less than
2 % of their total. One repository, Louisiana Historical Center in New Orleans,
departed significantly from this trend and reported that HRS records were used
by 33 % of all its researchers. The respondents reported that HRS records are
used for a variety of research purposes, including church histories, genealogies, local histories, M.A. theses and Ph.D. dissertations. Not surprisingly, local
history and genealogy ranked first and second, followed by church history and
research on state and local government. The records are only seldom used for
architectural and legal history. Only one in ten respondents reported that the
1980 guide to HRS holdings had increased the apparent use of the records; three
respondents said they did not even have a copy of the guide.
The survey revealed that archivists value the HRS records. Not one had
deaccessioned any HRS material since Hefner's 1978 survey, although Columbia
University hopes to transfer its material to the National Archives. Only three
respondents rated the historical value of the HRS records less than "very high"
or "significant." Many based their high judgements either on the use of the
records by researchers or because of their unique research value-in many states
HRS records have the only historical information available on some counties.
Although archivists value the records, most felt that researchers do not. By
almost a three to one margin, archivists reported that HRS records are underutilized. Half the respondents stated that no publications had been based on
HRS records. Another reason for the perceived low use may be that only 23 %
of the responding repositories have reported their holdings to NUCMC.
Speculation about the reasons for low use included some who contended that
researchers were simply unaware, either of the survey itself or the potential uses
for the information it contains, and that archivists do not promote it. Others
cited the fact that only a portion of the HRS records are catalogued, or that
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the information in them is obsolete. Still others saw universities placing less
emphasis on local history, and graduate students are inadequately prepared
to do historical research. However, one archivist from Wisconsin placed these
feelings into perspective when he pointed out that, in his opinion, all of his
repository's collections are underutilized.
Confusing the issue of use is that five of the respondents referred to Federal
Writer's Project (FWP) material, such as the ex-slave narratives and life histories, and stated they were among the most used. This confusion probably
reflects the increased interest in New Deal Art Projects. The American Historical Association has recently published a guide to FWP repositories much like
Hefner's SAA guide. Fifteen repositories have FWP and HRS records interfiled
the
with one another or with other WPA records. Since the HRS was under
3
together.'
placed
been
have
easily
FWP for over a year, the files could
Perhaps the biggest problem in determining the frequency with which HRS
records are used is the fact that published inventories are available in the open
stacks or reference areas of public, private, and university libraries. Although
the published inventories are not the same as the unpublished records, they are
out there on library shelves and they are being used. However, their location
makes it impossible-to know how often or for what purpose these publications
are used. One repondent said she knew the HRS inventories were consulted
frequently, but had no idea by whom.
It is not surprising that in many libraries HRS records are used extensively
by genealogists. According to Hefner, the SAA guide has sold well to genealogists and their societies. Many genealogy reference books refer to the HRS-and
how it may be used by researchers working on their family history. The Handy
Book for Genealogists, for example, states that the HRS records are vital to
genealogical research. The sixth edition describes the survey and the information it contains and subsequent editions list those counties for which published
HRS inventories exist. The latest and most comprehensive reference book for
of interest to genealgenealogists, The Source, mentions HRS indexing projects
14
ogists, the church surveys, as well as Hefner's guide.
Citation studies of HRS records use proved disappointing. The past six years
of the Social Science CitationIndex contained references to the SAA guide, but
all of these were book reviews. A study of Journalof American History footnotes for the past ten years turned up only two articles on federal work relief
during the 1930s one on the Federal Arts Project and 5one on the philosophy
of New Deal work relief. Neither mentioned the HRS.'1 There were no references to the published inventories. The obvious drawback of citation studies,
of course, is that they only reveal scholarly, published use, not genealogical or
even much local and church history.
In many ways, the HRS records seem to be of most value to archivists. Even
though records have been transferred or destroyed, Rapport and others have
used the inventories successfully to locate local records. Rapport used the inventories in the 1950s in his attempt to locate eighteenth century New England
town records. The HRS inventories enabled him to convince town clerks that
show them
the records had existed as recently as the 1930s, and he could even
6
where the records had been located twenty years previously.'1 The Illinois
State Archives published A Guide to County Records in the Illinois Regional
Archives in 1983 and dedicated it to the "men and women of the Historical
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Records Survey in Illinois, 1936-1942." As the director wrote, "those [HRS]
inventories were most useful, of course, and there was further, something deeply
satisfying in building upon foundations set by professional forebears.' 7
The HRS materials should be useful to state archivists as they contemplate
the status and needs of local government records. Ironically, during the recent
NHPRC-financed state needs assessment reports-along with the HRS one of
the two largest archival surveys ever financed by the federal governmentthis did not appear to have been the case. Out of thirty-seven assessment reports
examined, only eight mentioned the HRS at all. Of these, Arizona said the HRS
records were obsolete and Kansas stated that HRS had little or no impact on
its state archives. Alabama and Pennsylvania used HRS material in writing the
archival histories of their states. Only Massachusetts indicated that it had
benefited from consulting the working files of the HRS deposited in the state
archives.
At the end of the HRS, county records were probably in the best shape they
have ever been. Virtually every county in the nation had been surveyed and
many county records had been cleaned, arranged, and described. But what
has happened during the last fifty years? At the time of the survey, archivists
warned that inventorying without adequate preservation programs would be
disastrous. Luther Evans had even proposed that each county hire an archivist.
Others urged that the inventories be routinely updated.'18 None of these
recommendations were acted upon.
In Documenting America, Richard Cox evaluated the local government
records section of the assessment reports. He observed "few new concerns or
plans outlined in the reports;' and noted that, while the HRS located and
described local records, it made no effort to improve the preservation and
management of local records. Cox summarized the status of local government
records as being characterized by an absence of trained records administrators in the counties, a disinterest by local officials, a poor relationship between
state archives and local governments, inadequate storage, and inaccessible
records. Cox calls this neglect of local records the "strongest indictment" against
the archival profession.' 9
It is particularly ironic that the county records were salvaged by the HRS;
then archivists and historians treated the HRS records with the same neglect
as local officials had treated the records themselves. Today archivists have salvaged the HRS records but the county records have deteriorated to their preHRS state.
Trudy Peterson warned in 1973 that for the federal government to revive any
project like the HRS it would have to overcome the "apathy and indifference
of public officials. '20 Edward Papenfuse suggested that the "HRS is still
capable of exerting its influence on a new generation of archivists, if they strive
to understand how the HRS achieved its measure of success."'2 1 The value of
the HRS records for scholars, genealogists, and other historical researchers has
been established. But the records have value for archivists as well. As preservers
of the nation's past, archivists should look to their own past before embarking
on new records programs. Archivists can use the HRS as a role model in planning future actions with local records and learn from its successes and failures.
The success of the HRS was due to the committment the federal government
gave it in money and staff and the centralized leadership and vision of its
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director, Luther Evans. Its failure to publish inventories for all the nation's
counties was due to its diffusion of purpose in trying to inventory all historical
records, not just local records. And the county inventories, while valuable for
historical research today, were soon obsolete for everyday use by local officials.
Archivists should heed Papenfuse's warning that for the "revival of a great idea
there must be at least a modicum of committment to do the necessary
work."
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