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Transcription of Interview with Carrie Schmidt,

Reference Librarian/Vancouver Maritime Museum

Present: Carrie Schmidt (CS), Helen Brown (HB), and Megan Malashewsky (MM).

Interview date: 28 January 2011

Interview location: Vancouver Maritime Museum, 1905 Ogden Avenue, Vancouver, BC V6J 1A3

Transcription completion date: 18/02/2011 
Transcription approval date: Date on which the transcription was approved by the interviewee, formatted as dd month yyyy
Notes:

CS received a written request to be interviewed in regards to the InterPARES 3 Project’s Organizational Culture general study (GS07). This semi-structured interview consisted of CS responses to a series of prepared questions and to follow-up questions that were asked during the course of the interview.

Interview Transcription

HB: I have to ask for your agreement to be recorded and then to have this interview transcribed and put into the database system, and then I think it will be used… different comments and whatnot are tagged and used in future studies.

CS: Okay.

HB: That’s about it. Now let’s get to the questions. So the first ones are more about you, your career, how long you’ve been working as an archivist, the institution, just the background of the Maritime Museum.

CS: So my name is Carrie Schmidt. I’ve been an archivist, I suppose technically for about 6 years now, including my student work as an assistant Archivist at the McGill Archives while I was still in school. I graduated from McGill in 2006 and shortly after that I started working as the archivist at the Anglican Diocese in Montreal, and my title was Assistant Archivist but I was assistant to no one because I was, again, by myself and, again, that was the first time by myself. So I worked in the University Archives where there were a lot of other people there, so the team environment, as well as in the Anglican Archives where I was on my own. I was there for almost 2 years – it was an extended maternity leave, and then in 2008 to 2010, I was basically a freelance archivist. I did a couple of private contracts with one fellow in Montreal who had a huge music library that he wanted catalogued, so I did that. He had over 6000 LPs, 45s, and that was awesome. That was my first taste of how you get to know someone through their stuff. I could sort of see the evolution of his musical tastes and his family’s musical tastes because his wife was really in to R&B. That was really interesting. And I’ve also helped people organize their family history by scanning and preserving photos. I’ve had this position as librarian/archivist at the Maritime Museum since September 2010, so it’s been about five months since I’ve been here, so I’m still very new to the collection. I was looking over the questions before you came and it was asking about background. Were you just looking for the archives background because I don’t think my other work experience… I used to be a massage therapist. I think that pretty much covers it for the general.

MM: You said you went to McGill. Was that a Master of Library and Information Studies?

CS: Yeah, a Master of Library and Information Studies. They don’t have a specific Archives program. Well they do now sort of, ‘cause when I was there they started to streamline it and now you have to choose if you wanted to be a librarian, archivist, or knowledge management. And I’m so glad that I didn’t have to make that choice because I didn’t really know what I wanted when I started library school, and I think it’s… I know there’s the double library and archives stream at UBC, which I think I’m so glad I had to take the same classes that my colleagues who are now working in public archives… because it still helps to understand how information is organized, even though I think cataloguing class was a complete nightmare for me – the learning curve – I had no idea how steep a learning curve it was. Have you guys taken cataloguing?

MM: Not yet. Helen has.

HB: I have

CS: The punctuation for the…

HB: AACR-2?

CS: Yeah yeah!

MM: Oh no, I’m so worried!

HB: Oh no no, RAD is the exact same punctuation.

CS: Yeah totally. And that was interesting. I didn’t have a specific course on RAD but I’m so grateful for the hell I went through learning AACR-2 ‘cause it just helps you see how things are organized. So I took more archive classes than… I didn’t take any public library-specific classes but I hold the same degree as many other people who are doing all sorts of different jobs.

MM: Absolutely.

HB: I was actually going to insert a different question here. I was noticing that obviously you have integrated library and archives. I guess I was wondering about the atmosphere or the use of the collections – maybe a bit of background – does that blend very well with anybody who’s using it, or do people come in with specific requests?

CS: I’ve found that people have very specific... I think that they complement each other well, but this is one thing I find problematic here on site is we don’t have access to the library catalogue. That computer should have access but it doesn’t, but the finding aids (those binders right over there) – anyone can look through the finding aids, but when it comes to the library, people still have to ask me to look things up, which I think is odd and I think if I was a researcher I would be frustrated by not being able to access it myself, so it’s that whole idea of the archivist as gatekeeper cause some people have this attitude that archivists are librarians who prevent information, they’re holding on to stuff, and information is free, people should have access to it. But it’s a minor problem because we don’t get a huge amount of people in here, and some people are total newbies to the whole idea of research at all, so it’s also a good teaching opportunity for me to show them how the LC system works and how they can just: “Here’s a section, you can browse it,” which is so different from browsing an electronic catalogue.

HB: Do people generally seem to understand the difference between the finding aids and catalogue and the library and the archives?

CS: I think so. There’s the majority of the researchers who come here are kind of hardened researchers; they know what they want generally.

HB: This is more specific but along the same lines: If you can think of a recent experience of providing reference service to a researcher, and perhaps describe it in as much detail as possible.

CS: Okay, so I received a phone call in late December from a local curator, actually, who was looking for information. She specifically requested, she wanted to look at the Donald Graham fonds. And as I’m on the phone and in front of the computer, so I pulled up the archives database and typed in the name “Donald Graham” and nothing came up. So we were talking and I said, “Oh, it looks like we don’t have that collection here. Maybe it’s at the Vancouver City Archives”, and she thought that was a little odd because she had just been at the Vancouver City Archives, and she explained a little bit more about who Donald Graham was, that the show that she was researching for was on lighthouses. So this guy… I can’t remember exactly if he was a lighthouse keeper – yes – I think he was a lighthouse keeper. So, of course, just that information would be, well a maritime museum… of course we should have this guy’s collection, and I explained to her: “Well that seems that it would be a logical place, but I’ll have to call you back. I have to consult our paper finding aids,” which I did and discovered that we do have his collection and when I went into the back storage area… Actually, no, let me backtrack. The first thing I did was go in to the back storage area and just look on the shelves because we don’t have shelf numbers for the archives, which can make it challenging for someone who’s brand new to the collection.:“Ah, just tell me where the box is!” because we have multiple box numbers. There will be 5 different boxes in box number 17, but it will be labeled as the collection name. Anyway, so I went to the back and I saw that we had seven boxes, so of course we have to have a finding aid because they’re processed, they’re in the nice acid-free containers, and so I came back out here and I checked the binders and lo’ and behold there’s a paper finding aid. And then I started to panic, thinking that the database is dropping information ‘cause I’ve been having problems with my computer - it’s been very slow, it just makes me very nervous about leaving information if the computer’s randomly dropping stuff, which would be very weird considering how databases work. But it just turns out that it’s just an anomaly. I contacted the… because this is a maternity leave replacement and the person I’m replacing has been very forthcoming with information, she’s been very “call if you need it,” and she thought that was really odd too because if there’s a paper aid – the paper finding aid – it’s been typed up, so there’s an electronic copy of it and usually when the finding aid is typed up in Word, it’s just copy and pasted into the “InMagic” database, and it should’ve been there. So it’s just weird… who knows what happened, why it didn’t get entered but that gives me more work to do because I have to make sure that it’s in the electronic database. So I called, I’m so happy we did have this stuff. I phoned the researcher and she came in probably either that afternoon or it might have been the next day and I showed her the finding aid, she read through the finding aid and said I’d like to see “blah blah blah number boxes.” I brought them out, she looked through them, she found some information she was looking for, and we were also asked if there was information on other lighthouses that we had. So this time the database actually worked and brought up log books from a specific lighthouse – I can’t remember what she had requested – but we did have the log books, and she asked if she could use one of the log books for display, for the show that she’s curating. And my immediate thought was “no” because anything archival should not leave the archives ever, but then I got to thinking about it… it’s part of the… a copy of something is great but the original is so much more exciting when you go to a museum or a library where they have an original document – it’s just better for people to be able to see the original document. And the Museum itself is going through a bit of a transitional period; the curator retired at the end of December, so this was right around when this researcher came in and things were a little bit chaotic. It was a relatively speedy decision for him to retire, so I was also wondering what that would mean for me because the curator’s my supervisor, so I was supervisor-less and I didn’t have... the curator left shortly after, within a few days after the researcher had been here, so I made the decision to have the log book that she wanted on display to be displayed. So when she came back she contacted me again in January after the Christmas holidays and I made up loan papers, did all the paper work, and she also borrowed a couple of photographs which, when she was here she asked if we had photographs of these various lighthouses. The photographs aren’t catalogued – we have over 100,000 images and half of them have been catalogued and that half is just the negatives so we have about 50,000 negatives in our collection, but the photographs are arranged alphabetically by ship and then we also have a few other sections of… we have a couple boxes of lighthouses specifically, so that was no problem to find the lighthouse pictures, and so she ended up borrowing I think about 5 images and the log book from probably about… I think it’s early 1900s, so I think it’d be about 1920. I think that’s about it. Maybe I’ve over-explained the process.

MM: No, that’s perfect. What happens when someone wants a copy of a photograph? Do you let the negatives go out for processing? It’s just a curious question; it doesn’t have a lot to do with this.

CS: First I check to see if we have any prints, and if we do have prints, then I’ll scan it and put it on a CD and then we go to ABC Photo on 4th and we have an account there so if we do have the photograph… and I tell them how much it costs, depending on what they want. If it’s just for personal use, we have a price list (I can give you guys a copy), and I think it’s about twelve bucks for a personal use photo and for publication we’re also pretty cheap – it’s twenty bucks for commercial publication, so as much as they know how much everything’s going to cost. And then I send them the licensing agreement and get – it’s quite a bit of a process – but if they only want the scanned image and they want to print it themselves, which I encourage them to do, then that’s way easier for… instead of having to go and get another print made. And for negatives: I’ve never had any requests yet for negatives, but I’d have to take the negative down myself.

MM: To the photo place?

CS: Yeah.

MM: Oh, interesting.

CS: They’re great. Really efficient.

MM: Oh, okay. Yeah, I was wondering.

HB: I suppose the next one… you’ve already sort of explained it, but if you have any further thoughts or elaborations… I’ll just read it to you. It’s about the process of analysis that we use to translate the researcher’s reference question into a search strategy, or to link the question to the available sources, or to determine if there were none, and of course in that case at first you didn’t see any and then you found some. And it’s more about your line of reasoning and your thoughts about your method of understanding your thought processes and translating it into your own search strategy.

CS: Mm hm. Yeah, and because I am very new here, very new to the collection, I definitely have to depend on those finding aids instead of my own… I mean there’s some questions where I immediately know “Oh yes, we’ve got whatever, wherever”, but when I do get a question, and most of the questions come through email or phone – we don’t have that many onsite researchers – but I try to ask them what specifically they’re looking for cause people will ask if we have any information on vessel ‘blah blah blah,’ so “are you looking for something specific?” because that really narrows down where to look because we have some general information files, but if it turns out they’re looking for, say, a family record associated with a ship that a grandfather or great grandfather served on, then I would know where to go to the ship logs, so basically I’d ask the researcher specifics about what they’re looking for and then hit the usual suspects, and my default is the computer, but when I had the panic over it not being in the computer, which was actually a really good experience to go through because it made me realize how reliant I am on just calling up information instead of seeking it out, which also helps when preparing a finding aid when I’m having to process an archival collection to make sure that I am sticking to the… I try to think about what a researcher would be looking for. I mean, you have to make the RAD-compliant finding aid, but the detail… because, of course, you can choose how much detail you go into. Am I answering the question or…?

MM: Yeah, actually I think that answers the next couple, so that’s really good.

CS: Because it’s pretty overwhelming actually walking into a new job, a new collection, and I’m very aware that other people, like the volunteers who work here, they have a much broader knowledge of the collections simply by the fact that these gentlemen have been volunteering here for… in one case for 18 years. When I’m stuck, when I’ve looked in various places but it still seems that we should have something like the Donald Graham fonds, if I hadn’t found it in the finding aid, I would want to ask a person because they are so helpful, and, unfortunately, the fellow who the archives are named after, Leonard McCann, he was the curator here for 30 years but he’s had a lot of health issues in the past year and he hasn’t… before he got ill he’d come in regularly but he hasn’t been around and he’s been this resource that I can’t really tap into, which is a shame, and same with the curator that just retired in December. I had to email him with quite a few questions yesterday that he helped me out with, which also, I guess, shows the problems with being a one person department that I don’t have – I know one of the questions is about when do you hand off a question – I don’t have a supervisor at the moment to help. And when I do get a new supervisor, that person’s going to most likely be even less familiar with the collection than I am, so it’s… and sometimes I forget that I’m in a museum because I am down here in my basement, all alone in the far corner, that I forget that there are people upstairs that are teaching programs, interacting with people… of course they’re going to know something. So I have had to hunt down people or just throw out emails asking: “Does anyone know this?” Or I find it easier to go from office to office or to go upstairs and ask if anyone knows anything. And the problem’s usually resolved because I’m not so intimately involved in the items that we have on display. So that’s helpful when other people see these things every single day, so they can help answer a question that turns out to be relatively easy.

HB: Are there any questions that you find useful to get to a person’s interests? You mentioned asking them to specify what exactly it was they’re interested in, but are there any other questions that you use like that, or are you like me and tend to use the same ones?

CS: It’s such a cop out answer, but it depends. It just depends. I’ve found that some people, especially on the phone, you do get a tendency to get a lot of older men who have been involved in the marine industry of some sort. Sometimes they just want to reminisce or tell me these long tales of their time on the ship and then it becomes a struggle to pinpoint “Why are you telling me all this?,” or else I’ll suggest “Do you have other items that you might want to consider donating to the museum?” But it’s really a case-by-case basis and depends on the personality of the person you’re interacting with. There’s another example: A fellow who wanted to know all of the ships that had come in through pier BC between 1885 and 1889.

HB: That’s quite specific.

CS: Yes, which was great. It was a wonderful voicemail message. And then when I was talking to him saying, “We don’t have those records” and he was kind of getting a little bit irate like “Why don’t you? You should have them. Where else can I go?” I knew that we didn’t have the record because I just knew we didn’t have the records, we had a similar question and I knew that we had ship logs beginning in 1898 and I think I may have… no, I went to the Vancouver Public Library website because they have a genealogy… a Chinese Genealogy, and I thought that because of their genealogy records that they might know where these records are and they actually had a blurb on their website saying that immigration records through BC were not kept – they didn’t begin recording until I think it was 1905. But Eastern Canada has them, which makes sense and I talked this over with the researcher that, of course, there was a larger influx of immigrants coming through Halifax or Quebec than Vancouver, and the records… I think it might be some sort of Western thing, you know the Wild West idea, that people just didn’t bother keeping records until 1905 when it comes to immigration records, and possibly… and I think that I overstepped my reference inquiry because I was kind of thinking out loud that there might be some kind of racist element as well because most of the immigrants that were coming through were from Asia and I had also just helped to co-curate an exhibit we have upstairs on steamship travel and immigration, and I’ve been reading so much about the Chinese experience in Canada that I’m just… “Racism - it’s everywhere and it’s horrible and I’m sure it has something to do with the immigration records.” But he kind of hemmed and hawed and said “possibly.” But I think he was just disappointed that these records didn’t exist at all because he thought that if they exist in Halifax, why aren’t they here? And there’s no explanation for that. And I was thinking that it would make really good research – a PhD or something. But the possibilities that… how you can’t really explain sometimes how a line of reasoning goes, that an idea just pops up, and I think that this is how research gets started and you start doing archival research and you start to see holes in things. As an archivist those records don’t exist and you wonder, “why don’t they?,” and maybe someone should do something about that. It’s cool to see the beginnings of how something can happen and you can only do that with archival research. I think I answered that sort of. It’s hard to say with trying to find answers. Sometimes they come from really unexpected places and that’s the problem with being a one person department with no supervisor to sort of hand things off to if it does become all me, which is also good in that it’s “Okay, I’ve made the decision” or when that decision is “Okay, the information isn’t here, we don’t have it, sorry.” And it’s hard to do that for me personally – I think that it also comes down to personality that some people, and I’ve encountered this when I’ve called different archives and libraries, that some people are just rude or couldn’t care less and that’s with any sort of service industry. And then there’s other people that just blow you away with the amount of work that they want to help you with. But the whole idea of knowing when to stop looking can be challenging, or there’s the idea that sometimes you never stop looking because something else will come up months later that will trigger and then you can make the connection and that’s where really good note-taking comes handy and I’ve always tried to write down where I’ve searched or what search terms I’ve used in case it does come back up, so that if the woman I’m replacing or whoever comes after me doesn’t have to do the same work because that’s the other problem. And because I’ve been here for such a short time, I haven’t had to create any new information packets or quick reference files but the museum has been here for fifty years and the library has been around since the early 90s, so a lot of this stuff has already been taken care of for quick information, which we have in the office. I see the potential for making more quick reference files but then it becomes a matter of time. I would like to make something more accessible but I also have all these other requests to take care of and sometimes, unless you keep on top of notes, they can just sort of fly away until months later: “Oh, I should’ve done something about this.” I hope that answers something.

HB: What process do you follow to get researchers started or what might be an initial resource that you might lead them to?

CS: Usually I try to find out on the phone or by email before they come in with what it is they’re looking for or some sort of associated subjects so that I can think about it and I can find or make sure I know where the stuff is that they want to look at and that it’s here. If it’s just a random researcher coming in… well people have to make research appointments but sometimes what they’ll say is, “I need to consult your photographs for such and such” and then they’ll come in and there will be a whole lot more around that. It’s just a matter of asking the right questions and listening to what they want. I would usually direct them to the paper archival finding aids, but usually before they come I would probably have pulled out a few boxes for them to start going through and more questions will come up as they’re going through the files and that’s basically it: keeping the lines of communication open.

MM: And are you in this area when they’re doing their research?

CS: No I’m right behind you actually. My office is… technically it’s called the Henry Larson room… it’s on a plaque on the door. Henry Larson was the captain of the St. Roch that you walked by up there, and his daughter donated all of the books that are currently in there. He has a pretty amazing collection of maritime items and really rare books, so those are all extra locked down because they’re extra precious. The really extra extra precious books, the stuff that was published in the 1600s, are in the safe.

HB: Wow, that’s pretty old for here.

CS: Yeah and I don’t have free access to the safe. The staff who do know the safe combination… you have to sign in when you’re going in and what you’re taking out and so we have a lot of really good security [inaudible]. Did that…?

MM: Yeah, Absolutely. Well one of the things we were talking about was just the environment and sort of the proximity between the researcher and the archivist and if they have questions how accessible is the archivist? Here it seems really nice and open. We were reading an article where some researchers were complaining about the archivist being on a kind of pedestal overlooking but not really on the same level, literally, as the researcher and just kind of like the gatekeeper in physical form, you know? So this is a really nice kind of environment. It has a big table that people can work at and you’re around if people have questions.

CS: And that’s the good thing about a smaller institution like this because I was also reading an article about the library and archives and how there’s no archivists on site in the reading room for the Ottawa reading room… that the archivists are in this very high building. I’ve been there but it didn’t click. I’ve even had tours around there, seeing the back end of Library and Archives Canada was really cool, but that’s another huge problem if the people who know the collections aren’t even in the same building as the collections.

MM: Yeah, exactly.

CS: So there’s a huge disconnect. I think that’s what’s really good about here that I’m right there, and it’s also a security measure.

MM: I think so. You don’t want people loose around…

CS: Yeah, and we set times for research appointments on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. And same thing with the volunteers: I have to be here to supervise the volunteers, which is basically a safety thing because they are older and I always feel tremendously guilty when there are books that need to be reshelved and this man that is 84 years old is climbing up a ladder, but I also don’t wanna treat him like a child, which is a whole personal thing, but people start treating people with wrinkles as idiots and I don’t go with that at all – they’re still a human being. But it’s good, and the wooden shelves, which are not archivally fantastic, look great and also help add to the sort of coziness of the research experience as opposed to being in a huge, cold, reading room. I like it here.

MM: Going back to the experience with the woman looking for… was it Donald Graham?

CS: Yes.

MM: How many times did you interact with that particular researcher in the course of her research?

CS: Well she visited here a couple of times and that would’ve been… I set her up with the boxes and she probably asked me questions maybe two or three times. Two or three times each time she visited, and because I was sort of going back and forth, I would leave her alone but I’m just five feet away, so when she wanted photocopies then I had to go and do that, which also kind of breaks down the security idea because I have to do the photocopies so I have to go down the hall and leave the researcher. So there’s definitely a large amount of trust that they won’t alter or steal records.

MM: Draw smiley faces in the corners. Yeah, I think you’ve already covered the artefacts that they used. She used the finding aids?

CS: Yeah.

MM: What would you describe as typical or atypical about this research experience?

CS: The atypical part was my initial thought that we don’t have that. It would be horrible to always be like, “Sorry, nothing here, I’m not helping you,” because I want to help. That’s the other side of the thing; the administration side is the more people who use, the more useful… sort of in defense of keeping the library and archives active, and people are coming in, people are getting photocopies, we’re making little tiny bits of money, so the atypical part was not finding what should logically be here at first. What was totally typical about it was the initial phone call, the “I’d like to make an appointment to come in”…“That’s great, here’s our hours”. It all went pretty smoothly except the initial “Hm, we don’t have it”. Then the “We do, we can help you,” and everything worked out.

HB: Quite related to that: was there anything about this experience that you’d describe as particularly easy or difficult?

CS: Yeah, the difficult part was the not immediately finding the information and the then once we did have the items, the collection, it was totally typical in that she went away happy, she found stuff to put on display for the show that was coming up.

HB: Is this still ongoing? Does she still have the materials and is going to be bringing them back?

CS: Yep. She will be bringing back at some point in March and we also had a discussion – more of a personal thing – about women in lighthouses and how they hadn’t been… the whole idea [inaudible] a feminist bent. There were women in lighthouses and she had told me about a book that she’d been reading. On her second visit she brought in the book for me to personally borrow and then later I checked our catalogue and realized we have the first edition of this book which would make sense because women in lighthouses and lighthouses and maritime… It was good to also have a personal connection – that we had this interest in the lack of women’s history being recorded, and because she was doing an exhibit on lighthouses, she knew more about lighthouses than I did, so that was good for me to learn from the researcher, which is part of the… it goes both ways. Just because I’m in charge of the collection, doesn’t mean that I don’t still have things to learn.

MM: I think we’ve sort of covered what you create as the archivist or the institution. When you receive many of the same kinds of queries, you said you have a quick reference, like a quick file?

CS: Yeah we have three long drawers of information and what I have consulted most is a couple of binders in the office. When people ask about the St. Roch, we have: How high is it? How big is it? The engine information… So that stuff is all pretty quick to access.

MM: So those are the types of things that you create based on the people coming in. And it’s by subject?

CS: Yes, and I’ve also done that with… I mean, I haven’t created any quick reference aside from myself because after a while I started to get… I made a template of pat answers, but I realized this morning actually, as I was looking through it, that I haven’t been using it because I already have the pat answers in my head so sometimes it’s easier to type it than to go back and cut and paste, but that was part of my learning experience that “Okay, I’ve had this question twice now, so I better have it even quicker than having to go to the binder”, but then it just sort of “Oh yeah, that was 1942”, whatever. You just start to know stuff.

HB: Depending on the researchers that you get coming in here, do you follow different reference strategies depending on their level of experience or about the types of materials that the researchers are asking about?

CS: Well, yes, if someone knows exactly what they want… There was a fellow who phoned saying he wanted to look at the ship logs. He had a specific… and he said that he was coming in and I mentioned to one of the volunteers and said that there was a man coming in named… and the volunteer said “Oh”, whatever, “Robert!” And it turns out this guy has written a few books and so he knew exactly what he was looking for and that’s all I had to do was basically let him in through the locked door at the bottom because it turns out he knows everyone, and there’s tons of people like that who just know exactly what they want. And that’s been great to learn how incredibly specialized some people’s knowledge is, that before I started working here I had no idea there were that many marine-based periodicals, but we have 50 of them. Then there was someone who came in who had never been to the library – she was really young and I had to explain the whole thing of no pens, pencils only, clean hands, yadda yadda yadda… but most of the researchers here… so there are sometimes when I have to approach things slightly differently which is also very good for me to get back to the mode of teaching someone about an archives because you start to take for granted certain things when you’re working in the same environment and dealing with experienced researchers, so it’s always good to have someone new come in to also give me a check, you know, I’m washing my hands before I’m touching photos. And I’ve had to do that, just “Wait a sec, I’ve just eaten, I’ve had a handful of cashews.” And you kind of become casual around these amazing, one-of-a-kind… you start to take it for granted, so it’s always good to have someone to refresh me and to refresh them, and to keep myself straight and narrow.

MM: Excellent. So is that similar to if the person comes in with a lot of knowledge about the topic that they’re researching. Does that make it quite a bit easier to find the resources you need?

CS: It can be if they know exactly what they came for, but it is also helpful to, if someone comes in with a very narrow request, it still helps to talk to them about not necessarily why they need this information but because I can often suggest a resource they haven’t checked or some random book that I’ve just come across that might complement what they’re doing, so it is generally easier but then I wonder, too, if someone’s so specific that they’re missing out on something else. But then that also sometimes comes down to personality because there’s so many different factors that some people think they know more than you do just by them being older, but I haven’t run into any huge problems like that where people think they know more than me. Most people who come through here are… they just want to get their work done and are grateful for another suggestion or if I suggest trying such and such museum instead that they might have records and it usually works out. I can’t think of any horrible experiences here.

MM: That’s good.

CS: Yeah, so far, so good.

HB: I suppose part of this question you’ve answered, but how do you compensate for a lack of prior domain knowledge when the researchers don’t have it?

CS: I guess basically by explaining that if they have no archival research or research experience or [inaudible].

HB: I think that would be interesting too. If they don’t have experience about what an archive is and you eventually find that they don’t… How can you compensate for that while trying to help them with the rest of their question, or how do you try to answer their question if they don’t really know the subject area too. So it’s kind of both.

CS: Yeah, and that would be… I guess I’d have to spend more time with a person like that to make sure that I have explained how things work and often I end up feeling apologetic or having to explain that some records aren’t processed or I feel that I’m helping to hopefully enlighten or educate people about that because people are so used to instantly Googling something and finding information, that it’s not that easy all the time. I guess I see little light bulbs going off in people when I explain that there’s a process that we have to go through and I that I’m not asking them questions to be nosy, just because I want to help them, so that’s been helpful for me to also realize how many people have no idea that – because I’ve heard that many times: “I had no idea that you guys were even here”, which makes me think more about how we let people know how we’re here and how archives work because I think – and I don’t know if you guys have experienced this – but people’s eyes glaze over like “Oh, archivists”.

HB: Yeah, it’s so hard to explain.

CS: Yeah, and that’s something that I’m still trying to figure out, because there’s certain people who are drawn to archives and research and other people who think it’s incredibly dull, except then… Well for instance my cousins came to the museum and they were completely blown away because they had no idea the place even existed and they would never have come here except for the fact that their cousin worked here, and… that’s not really answering your question, I’m going into another tangent.

MM: That’s actually our second assignment: Outreach and trying to get the message out about archives and then how you’d go about doing that – special exhibits and that sort of thing, so that’s funny. It ties right into that.

CS: Yeah, and that sort of also ties into why I made the decision to have these log books for this display because my first instinct is to protect these things that are falling apart but also knowing that this woman is a curator and is used to working with things of far more value – that it’s in good hands and that random people are going to see this and that it might trigger something in someone, somewhere. To check out a museum or an archives.

MM: Okay, I think…So the final question is: Would you be interested in participating in a future phase of this research?

CS: Yes.

MM: Okay. I’m going to stop the recording.
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