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ABSTRACT: College and university archives use outreach to showcase the history 
documented in their collections. When it comes to making history-based connections 
with students, alumni, and others, a common area of focus is the telling and retelling 
of favorite campus tales and legends. Yet beyond their use for outreach, these stories 
are also a major area of responsibility for the college or university archives. Campus 
tales and legends can be a source of positive attention and goodwill for the college or 
university archivist, but they can also be a source of embarrassment, factual error, or 
conflict. In extreme cases, a college or university archives can even find its existence 
as a repository for university history being challenged or undermined in ways that 
are painful and public. Using the University of Maryland Archives as an example, 
this article illustrates the positive and negative aspects of working with these popular 
stories and offers an approach for handling these tales to provide maximum benefit 
for other college and university archives.

Introduction

College and university archives engage in a variety of outreach activities designed 
to make people aware of the mission of the archives, encourage donations of materials, 
and foster a dedicated and growing user base. These activities can assume a number 
of forms, including exhibits, class lectures, alumni presentations, and campus celebra-
tions. In recent years, the digital age has spawned an entirely new level of outreach. 
Digital exhibitions, blogs, wikis, and other social media have led these archives to 
redouble their efforts to connect with a user base increasingly accustomed to finding 
information online.

Using outreach to showcase the history documented in its collections is a central focus 
in a university archives. Connecting current students with their campus history can 
create strong attachments that last long after those students become alumni. Campus 
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development officers can attest that those connections create alumni with fond memories 
who will support the institution with welcome and necessary contributions, financial 
and otherwise. Frequently a college or university archives becomes a storehouse of 
“good feelings,” possessing the records, images, and memorabilia that make students, 
faculty, staff, and alumni think warmly of their alma mater.

These history-based connections often involve telling and retelling favorite campus 
tales and legends. Every campus possesses a myriad of these kinds of tales, from the 
spooky ghost stories told each Halloween to the most infamous campus pranks. Each 
is a touchstone, a way of harkening back to a different time, linking the campus com-
munity of today to that of yesterday. They can become a source of cohesion among 
generations and illuminate a past that is often very different, providing a window into 
how much a campus has changed over time. Telling these stories can become campus 
tradition, and traditions are powerful. Some believe that money, prestige, and even 
improved academic achievement have a direct correlation to how connected students 
(and later alumni) feel to their institutions.1

The task of keeping campus lore alive is a major responsibility of college or university 
archives. Campus communicators expect archivists to quickly regurgitate these stories 
for a press release or newsletter. Campus tour guides often utilize them to help convey 
a sense of their particular campus community and its values to prospective students 
and their parents.2 Development officers want interesting stories at their fingertips to 
make connections with donors. Alumni often enjoy rehashing tales at homecomings, 
commencements, or other campus events. Student users also contact the archives to 
learn about legends for school projects, newspaper or radio station stories, or just out 
of personal interest.

Often the college or university calls on the archivist to do more than just repeat a 
story. On many occasions, archivists are asked to assign some level of veracity to a 
tale or legend, parsing out the kernels of truth from the husk of an entire narrative. 
Sometimes this can be fun; at other times, however, the stakes in separating fact from 
fiction can be decidedly high. Archivists can even find themselves trying to catch up 
with a particular tale or legend that has taken off in the public’s imagination—the 
proverbial runaway train.

Ultimately, campus tales and legends can be a source of positive attention and good-
will for the college or university archivist. They can also be a source of embarrassment, 
factual error, or conflict. Archivists can lead the way in bringing these kinds of stories to 
light, but can also find themselves accused of keeping them from view. While archivists 
work diligently to document the truth behind these stories, they may find that many 
people will not listen, or worse, that the public prefers the fiction previously offered 
as fact. In extreme cases, a college or university archives can even find its existence 
as a repository for university history being challenged or undermined in ways that 
are painful and public. In short, campus tales and legends are a double-edged sword. 
Using the University of Maryland Archives as an example, this article illustrates the 
positives and negatives of verifying popular myths and offers an approach for handling 
patrons interested in these stories to provide maximum benefit.

Tales and legends teach us a lot about ourselves. Jan Harold Brunvand, preeminent 
folklorist who popularized the phrase “urban legend,” says that these kinds of stories 
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“reveal the motivations, hopes, dreams, fears . . . of the people among whom these 
‘traditions’ circulate.”3 Brunvand believes that tales and legends are still prevalent in 
a society that considers itself both educated and sophisticated. This is true on a college 
or university campus; despite their lofty reputations, these bastions of academia are 
often hotbeds for legendary stories, from the almost plausible to the patently ridiculous. 
Nor have these tales abated as colleges and universities increase in size. According 
to folklorist Simon J. Bronner, “student needs for social belonging and a fear of los-
ing personal control have given rise to distinctive forms of lore . . . and a striving for 
retaining the pastoral ‘campus feel’ of the old-time college.”4 

College and university archives invest substantial time and resources into docu-
menting these kinds of tales for several reasons. First, as Brunvand has indicated, 
they can tell us a lot about campus groups and their interests. This knowledge can 
help the archives reach out and make contact with these groups, raising its profile and 
helping establish relationships within the campus community. Second, the archives’ 
involvement is often practical; if repository staff are going to be asked about these 
tales, then they should be knowledgeable about them. Third, and perhaps often ignored, 
is the fact that alternative histories—legends told as if they are fact, rather than for 
fun—represent a corruption of the historical record that should not go unchallenged. 
Finally, these kinds of stories can, if left to fester in the public consciousness, impact 
the perceived legitimacy of the archives, especially when archivists try to correct 
popular, long-standing—but erroneous—legends.

Tales and Legends at the University of Maryland

The staff of the University of Maryland University Archives spends a lot of time 
considering, researching, and reporting on campus tales and legends. They have 
organized these stories into four types, with each representing more complexity for 
the archives: tales of the paranormal, tales of the individual, tales of the student body, 
and tales of the campus community. As one moves up the myth-making ladder, these 
stories have more potential to subvert or distort the historical record.5

Tales of the paranormal are “fun” legends that are more often than not harmless and 
can create good publicity for the archives. Attention to these tales is generally limited 
to certain times of the year (usually around Halloween), so a college or university 
archives expends relatively minimal effort to respond to these legends. Typically, 
stories of the paranormal center on campus buildings or people. At Maryland, several 
legends surround Morrill Hall, the oldest active academic building on campus. One 
tale claims that people inside the building can hear the marching feet of the campus 
corps of cadets who performed military drills in front of Morrill Hall in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Other individuals claim to smell rotting flesh, an 
alleged holdover from cadavers used for instruction many years ago. Another legend 
is that smoky odors permeate parts of the building, supposedly a remnant of the fire 
that struck the campus in November 1912. 

Typical of paranormal tales about individuals are those repeated about Marie Mount, 
dean of the College of Home Economics at Maryland from 1927 to 1957. Mount is 
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believed to haunt the building that bears her name, a story that may have originated in 
rumors that she had secret living quarters somewhere in the building and because she 
died while still employed on campus. Stories told include doors opening and closing 
on their own, spectral piano music audible on stormy evenings, and general feelings 
of unease. One particularly detailed legend states that a security guard patrolling the 
campus in the 1960s who stepped into Marie Mount Hall to light a cigarette in the 
dead of winter found his matches mysteriously extinguished several times and, upon 
deciding to flee, turned to discover the front door open and awaiting his departure.6  

In the University Archives at Maryland, the archives’ staff has participated in nu-
merous media and student interviews relating to these paranormal tales, created and 
led ghost tours, and been connected with paranormal investigations of the campus by 
area “ghost hunters.” All of these serve to raise the profile of staff as “experts” in this 
kind of legend. On the negative side, such publicity can diminish the credibility of 
archivists as keepers of the historical record by emphasizing their role as purveyors 
of creepy campfire stories. The opportunities to comment on such stories does not 
always allow for archivists to bridge that gap or expound on their more important 
duties to the campus.

The second type of tale is the legend of the individual. These stories are by their 
nature small in scale and relatively harmless, but because of their connection to people, 
they are often difficult to dislodge and can require considerable tact and discretion. One 
frequently encountered permutation comes from family genealogists who query the 
archives for information about an ancestor who was a “star” athlete, an “ace” student, 
or the “first” person to do something. These assertions of fame or status are often not 
true. The archivist can be placed in the unenviable position of trying to avoid hurting 
a researcher’s feelings—or worse, appearing to question his or her relative’s truthful-
ness—while simultaneously not perpetuating misleading or incorrect information. This 
kind of legend often requires the archives to conduct a substantial amount of research 
to see what can be found to corroborate or refute these claims. As a result, the costs 
to the archives in time and researcher relations are much greater than those connected 
with paranormal legends. Staff responding to these kinds of queries always inform 
the family or other requestor about the types of archival records that they consulted 
while researching the inquiry—yearbooks, commencement programs, media guides, 
and so on—so that the patron knows that a thorough search was done and what records 
were consulted. This often goes a long way to ameliorate any reluctance to accept the 
archives’ findings.

The third category consists of legends that are student oriented in their focus or 
origins. Because of the size of the student body and the transit of these tales by word-
of-mouth, these legends have tremendous staying power. Folklorists have many theo-
ries as to the origins of these stories: as rites of passage or initiations into adulthood; 
as ways for students to test their individual limits; or as methods of pursuing issues 
involving truth, fear, or rebellion.7 Many of these stories have the potential to cause 
embarrassment for the university and in some cases can even be physically dangerous 
for the students themselves. 

One legend at Maryland posits the incorrect belief that students have the right-of-way 
everywhere on campus, whether they are in a crosswalk or not. This legend asserts 
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that students can step off the curb and expect motorists to stop, a power that the tale 
does not confer to any other campus group. The danger comes when pedestrians are 
actually struck by cars, as happened at Maryland in October 2011. In reporting on an 
accident that injured two pedestrians, the student newspaper carried the following 
quote from a student: “I usually just cut in front of cars all the time because we have 
the right-of-way, but this is really scary.”8 Luckily the pedestrians were not seriously 
injured, but even accidents have not dispelled this tale. In fact, this particular legend 
has morphed over time. One version stated that if a car hits a student then the driver 
had to pay the student’s tuition as compensation.9 After university officials publicly 
disavowed that notion, the story changed. The current and untested version holds that 
if a student is hit by a campus shuttle bus, then his or her tuition is covered.10 The 
existence of documentation stating that the story is not true did nothing to stop its 
spread—it simply morphed into a story not yet addressed by campus officials, allow-
ing it to remain “plausible.”

Another student body legend at Maryland involves a particular spot on campus known 
colloquially as the “Point of Failure.” In reality, the “Point” is a compass inlaid in the 
sidewalk in the late 1980s to commemorate the 75th anniversary of a devastating 1912 
campus fire. A plaque accompanies the compass describing where early campus build-
ings were located in relation to the center of the compass. In short order, the student 
body appropriated that space and created a new legend that states that any student who 
steps on the “Point” of the compass will not graduate in four years. As a legend that can 
be considered mildly embarrassing to the university (as well as obscuring the truth), 
it rivals another surrounding the university’s mascot, Testudo. That legend states that 
Testudo’s statue will fly away from its perch if any student graduates with his or her 
virginity intact. Whereas people laugh off the virginity legend as clearly ridiculous, 
many more enjoy repeating the “Point of Failure” legend.11 Student tour guides recount 
this legend to visitors as they pass the allegedly fateful spot, and it even made its way 
into the university’s main Wikipedia page, initially presented as if it were fact.12 In 
these days of open access to the Internet where many believe all they read, this was of 
deep concern at Maryland. Legends repeated on the web blur the line between fact and 
fiction on a much larger scale, as well as debasing the role of the archivist as expert. 
The “Point” legend brings us to a critical juncture, moving toward tales and legends 
that people desire or feel a need to be true.

The final category of legend consists of those that deal with the campus community, 
the most broad reaching and potentially divisive. They are tremendously popular across 
a range of campus groups, and their plausibility allows them to inhabit that fine line 
between fantasy and reality. Two such myths are deeply embedded in the racial history 
of the Maryland campus. Confronting them is fraught with the potential for serious 
political ramifications.

The first legend was brought to light when the campus Counseling Center wanted to 
name a room in its building after former Supreme Court justice and NAACP lawyer 
Thurgood Marshall. This grew out of a story that had been repeated for several decades: 
during a 1935 NAACP lawsuit to force Maryland to open its law school in Baltimore 
to African Americans, Marshall met with campus administrators in that building to 
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discuss the case. The Counseling Center staff asked the University Archives to verify 
the story prior to the room’s dedication.

Counseling Center staff informed the archives that their source for the story was a 
well-known former history professor, George Callcott, the author of two books on the 
history of the campus and a former longtime faculty member. Confronting a legend 
of this nature confirmed by such a widely known and authoritative source is difficult 
enough, but the positive nature of the legend makes it even more so. The legend ties 
the university to a well-respected figure (Marshall) and provides a source of pride for 
several campus groups. It also illustrates how far the campus has come since the dark 
days of its segregated past.

But extensive research by archivists, both at Maryland and elsewhere, has uncovered 
nothing to verify the story. In fact, all of the circumstantial evidence uncovered by the 
University Archives’ research overwhelmingly suggests that a meeting did not take 
place. Racial segregation was public policy at the University of Maryland during the 
1930s and into the 1950s; as such, the university declared that there was nothing to 
discuss.13 The university had no reason to meet with those whom one campus admin-
istrator referred to as “agitators,” other than to legitimize the grievance.14 No contem-
porary newspaper accounts of any such meeting exist. Furthermore, the law school, 
the NAACP offices, and the university’s admissions and other administrative records 
subpoenaed in the case were all located in Baltimore, well away from the College Park 
campus. Finally, neither the University Archives nor the Maryland State Archives in 
Annapolis (the repository of the records of the state’s attorney general who represented 
the university in the lawsuit) contain any evidence to support the story. Even the history 
professor who may have started this legend failed to mention it in either of his books 
on the university’s history. When the archives presented its research findings to the 
Counseling Center, the silence was deafening. No one acknowledged the results, and 
the dedication of the room went on as scheduled, though without a public claim that 
Marshall had been there.15 

An even more serious and damaging legend continues to cause controversy by claim-
ing that slaves were used in the 1850s to construct some of the original buildings on 
the campus. Professor Callcott and others on campus are sources for this tale, which 
is also fueled by the campus’s troubled racial past, its origins on land once belonging 
to its slave-holding founder, and contemporary efforts to encourage institutions with 
histories tied to racism or slavery to apologize for past acts. This legend has received 
front-page newspaper coverage; it has been the subject of debates and lectures; and it 
even served as the foundation for a year-long course offered by the university’s His-
tory Department. The scrutiny of the claim is intense. Indeed, during the campus’s 
150th anniversary celebration in 2006, this legend was a major focus of attention, with 
many demanding to know why the university was not making this “fact” more public. 
The situation was exacerbated in a December 2006 Diamondback student newspaper 
article in which emeritus history professor George Callcott was quoted as saying, “I 
don’t know really how many or how much” but “[slaves] were used” to construct the 
campus. The article stated that “according to Callcott, historical evidence shows that 
use of slaves on university grounds ended here in 1858,” though no source for this 
evidence, or for Callcott’s statements, was produced.16 Callcott’s own histories of the 
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campus assert that “slaves were used in constructing the College buildings and for work 
on the farm,” though he cites no sources for this critical piece of university history.17  

Despite the lack of concrete evidence to support this claim, the University Archives 
repeatedly encounters many who assert its truth. Indeed, the aforementioned year-long 
history class was developed in part as a response to the publicity created by the un-
substantiated assertions of slave labor being used on campus, and “most students were 
determined to find the smoking gun.”18 In other words, many students taking the course 
had predetermined the outcome and were looking for the evidence to support what they 
already believed to be true. To their credit, the report issued by the class concluded 
that “as far as is known, no slaves labored to construct the buildings.”19 Yet this did not 
stop the flow of misinformation or prevent the Office of Diversity and Inclusion from 
posting a historical time line that stated flatly: “The Maryland Agricultural College—as 
it was first known—opened in the 1850s with slaves constructing the college’s build-
ings and working on the farms.”20 The rhetoric surrounding the question appears to be 
almost an attempt to obfuscate the issue, with another history professor proclaiming, 
“If slaves didn’t lay the bricks, they made the bricks. If they didn’t make the bricks, 
they drove the wagon that brought the bricks. If they didn’t drive the wagon, they built 
the wagon wheels.”21 This may be true, but it does not constitute proof. More recently, 
a student who works in the archives stated that both her history teaching assistant and 
professor offered the claim as fact during a course lecture with no new or conclusive 
evidence to support the assertion of slave involvement in erecting campus buildings. 
When asked about this, the professor stated that they did not remember making the 
claim, but admitted that they had heard it from others in the department.

What happened at Maryland in regard to this legend is not unique—people con-
fuse facts with probabilities or likelihoods all the time. Is it accurate to say that the 
wealth that created what ultimately became the University of Maryland came from 
slave owners? Yes. Is it accurate to say that this wealth was largely derived from the 
back-breaking labor of slaves? Yes. Is it acceptable, if not accurate, to say that there 
is a strong possibility of slave involvement in the initial construction of the campus? 
Yes. But it is not acceptable to assert facts in the absence of evidence to support those 
facts. It is not acceptable to twist the historical record to fit modern-day desires or to 
right past wrongs, no matter how great or abhorrent. Historical scholarship requires 
documented proof, or it must be qualified accordingly. To accept less is to accept the 
erosion of fact-based discourse that is the cornerstone of academia and society at large.

Tales and Legends Toolkit

So how does a college or university archives counter such myths? The University of 
Maryland Archives uses a “tales and legends toolkit” based on four pillars: quality work 
and trust, perceived authority, public voice, and archival holdings. Each of these pillars 
is used to take actions designed to help publicize tales and legends when beneficial, 
or to combat those that are harmful or inaccurate. The first pillar, quality work and 
trust, is a cornerstone of archival advocacy, defined as “activities consciously aimed 
to persuade individuals or organizations to act on behalf of a program or institution.”22 
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In doing this work of persuasion, perhaps nothing means more than demonstrating the 
quality of an archivist’s work; without the public perception of such quality, almost 
anything the archivist does or says may be discarded. Lewis Bellardo, in his article 
“Observations on Thirty Years of Advocacy” argues that archives should never un-
derestimate the importance of providing excellent service, as this builds a “major 
reservoir of good will” that can be called upon when needed and helps build trust in 
an archives’ knowledge and integrity.23 In other words, the first step to being seen as 
an authority in the realm of tales and legends is to be seen as competent, professional, 
and dedicated to the public good.

The second pillar is perceived authority: the belief held by others that the archives 
is expert in matters of campus history. Many college and university archives are not 
imbued with any direct authority; at Maryland, the archives not only competes for the 
title of “expert” with figures such as the above-mentioned history professor, but it also 
competes to be recognized on campus as the final repository for permanent records, 
lacking the authority to compel their deposit.24 This could encourage more recalcitrant 
campus citizens to ask: if the archives is not trusted enough by university administra-
tors to be given the authority to collect records, why should we then consider them 
experts when it comes to historical knowledge? 

Yet the archives aggressively seeks to be viewed as the main source for both historical 
campus information and archival expertise. The mission of the archives to document, 
discuss, and disseminate campus history is continually publicized. The University 
of Maryland Archives almost never turns down a classroom lecture, public speak-
ing opportunity, interview, tour, event invitation, or chance to set up a display table. 
Each of these activities raises the archives’ profile as an authoritative resource in the 
minds of the public. Archivist Larry Hackman advises that “archives should try out 
as many of these vehicles as possible” and “design such outreach programs so that 
they also offer the archives opportunities to create personalized communications and 
then personal relationships with potentially significant allies and supporters.”25 Many 
students, faculty, staff, and alumni share enthusiasm for the history of the campus, and 
these people, once identified and recruited, become a network of cheerleaders, a key 
part of any successful archival program. Such external supporters can have numerous 
benefits to the archives, including financial and collection development assistance, 
publicity or media support, and the ability to “introduce the archives to their peers and 
to organizations that might help the archives.”26 For example, the student’s report about 
her history professor and teaching assistant repeating the slavery legends in class gave 
archives staff the opportunity to make new contacts in the department. These can be 
cultivated and potentially used to provide more historical information in the future and 
on a wider variety of topics. Creating and nurturing the view of the archives as expert, 
even in campus tales and legends, creates opportunities for the archives to increase 
its standing in the community and can provide a platform to accomplish larger goals.

This leads directly into the third pillar: the archives’ public voice. The University 
of Maryland Archives has become proficient in multiple forms of social media, using 
Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, and WordPress to contact an ever-widening circle of people 
and to do so without another entity’s filter. The staff also collaborates with many campus 
and departmental news outlets, building relationships and securing placement on each 
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entity’s “experts” list. The University Archives also has a regular column in the alumni 
magazine and routinely provides information for various campus publicity pieces and 
projects, including articles in student and campus publications, images for campus 
brochures and websites, and supplementary materials for speeches and public events. 
Larry Hackman advises that starting “close to home” in terms of generating public-
ity is often the best way to begin asserting the archives’ public voice, as “it’s useful 
to control or heavily influence as much as possible the messages the archives wants 
to convey, and this is usually easiest in these” projects.27 The archives staff actively 
participates in varied activities like campus governance and commemorations. They 
provide historical context to current events or proposed campus legislation and add 
background that makes past events relatable to the present. Simply put, the more people 
know the archives and recognize its role, the more power it has to focus the discussion 
on the evidence in the archival records, especially when the facts are unclear, and there 
are competing claims of uncertain provenance.

The final pillar pertains to the uses of archival materials: first as a way to confront 
legendary stories, and second, to instruct students in handling similar challenges 
themselves. In some of the most serious examples above, the University of Maryland 
Archives had to directly confront the public’s desire to assume certain knowledge about 
troubling parts of the university’s past. Archivists need to engage more actively this 
desire to “remember” or promote a version of history that is more desirable (for good 
or ill) or more palatable and work with it to foster more positive outcomes. Archivists 
should be sensitive to what one researcher calls the “effacement of memory,” when 
society, either actively or passively, removes evidence of troublesome events from col-
lective memory, whether it be a site, a group of artifacts, or the documentary record.28 
In the legends regarding slave labor and Thurgood Marshall, the public responded to 
what it perceived as the university’s attempted effacement of the twin tragedies of 
slavery and exclusion from its historical narrative. It was up to the archives to reach 
out and convince the public that the staff cared only for the truth as reflected in the 
available historical evidence, utilizing archival record groups, historical newspapers, 
contemporary diaries and letters, and other primary source materials to make their 
case. In the case of Thurgood Marshall, the archives promised the Counseling Center 
that should any proof of a visit by Marshall come to light, it would be the first to know. 
In the slavery example, the archives worked closely with the students and faculty 
involved in the history course to actively demonstrate its commitment to finding the 
truth, as well as educating them on what was already known: that the “smoking gun” 
that “most students were determined to find” would not be easily uncovered, if it exists 
at all.29 The University Archives has successfully encouraged people to correct public 
statements regarding Marshall’s visit and the use of slaves to build campus buildings. 
This demonstrates the increasing trust that users are placing in the archives as expert 
in these matters.

The archives also uses archival materials in class instruction sessions on primary 
source research and to promote information literacy. Students are educated on how 
this type of research involves significant time and effort as they attempt to identify the 
relevant portions of the historical record using the archives. Students are instructed on 
how to interpret and verify source materials and how to appropriately qualify them 
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when they appear unclear. Examples from the university’s history are used to demon-
strate what kinds of records can be used to resolve or verify issues of fact. Students 
are taught that there are always gaps in the historical record and that these gaps affect 
what can be stated or proven. Finally, students are shown how “evidence” in the his-
torical record can be open to multiple interpretations, with archives staff emphasizing 
how the meaning of a certain record can change over time, whether through shifting 
social and political conventions, the discovery of other materials, or simply due to the 
viewpoint and bias of researchers themselves. 

Whenever the toolkit is put into action, staff take a measured and calm approach. 
First, the reality is that the archives lacks the resources to fix all of the incorrect infor-
mation all at once, or probably ever. Staff prioritize what must be addressed and focus 
their energies on those issues. For example, the slavery legend was clearly a priority, 
whereas arguing over the veracity of a ghost story is not. Second, the archives must 
be vigilant. Legends are created often and evolve frequently, so it is important to keep 
an eye out for new tales as well as old ones wearing new clothes. In addition to read-
ing numerous campus publications, staff keep tabs on the student population, asking 
questions of their student employees, students they teach, and campus citizens with 
whom they interact. Third is the need to be diligent to fix what can be fixed. Staff are 
quick to investigate and correct misinformation as soon as is practical, knowing that 
the longer that kind of information remains in the public consciousness, the harder it 
is to dislodge. Fourth, the archives is committed to persistence and staying with an 
issue, even when it takes time and resources to resolve. For example, at the Univer-
sity of Maryland, it took three years to correct historical inaccuracies on the Office 
of Diversity’s website. Fifth, the archives seeks to collaborate with and enlist the aid 
of campus communicators who, through the example of past efforts, depend on the 
archives for its expertise. 

Finally, archives staff recognize that taking unpopular stances may be required to 
address popular or sensitive tales. Archival professionals have an obligation to defend 
and explain the historical record wherever possible. At the University of Maryland, 
archivists were occasionally accused of colluding with the administration to keep the 
truth about slavery’s role in the campus’s history hidden because they had publicly 
stated that no historical documentation could be found to support the allegations. 
Yet, through efforts to highlight the staff’s expertise, some opponents have become 
advocates of the University Archives and fellow keepers of the historical narrative. 
Lewis Bellardo argues that acting as though “every opponent is a potential ally” can 
result in “improved relations and effective cooperation,” both of which are critical to 
archives where authority must be earned and re-earned constantly over time.30 Fur-
ther, if archivists choose not to challenge these tales and legends, who else will take 
on that role? Absence from these discussions might cause some to question the value 
of the archives entirely. Archivists are not only obligated to the historical record, but 
are also obligated to themselves as professionals to understand and value their role in 
the preservation and dissemination of the historical record for the public good. In that 
light, being an active campus participant, especially when it comes to discussing or 
correcting these kinds of tales, is a crucial way to communicate the archives’ value 
and its role in campus life.
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