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Processing and Using Records 
In a Business Archives* 

STANLEY K. GRAHAM 
Archives Department, Ford Motor Company, Detroit, Michigan 

I N DISCUSSING the processing pro- 
cedures followed at Ford Motor 

Company Archives, let me state first 
that we do not feel we have the answer 
to every problem a company archives 
might face. We say only that to the 
problems we have encountered we have 
evolved the following answers, which 
may be of interest in comparing them 
with those offered by other institutions. 

When an Archives Department is 
undertaken by a corporation, authoriza- 
tion for the archives should come from 
the top executive source, be this a 
board of directors, a president, an ex- 
ecutive secretary, or any other execu- 
tive office. Authorization coming from 
the administrative head of the institu- 
tion insures the complete cooperation 
of all departments within the organiza- 
tion, and makes possible the compre- 
hensive service that a business archives 
should render to the corporation it 
serves. 

Ford Motor Company Archives was 
established by a directive from the 
president's office, and started with a 
clean sheet of paper four and one-half 
years ago. 

Archives Responsibility 
In commenting upon the archives re- 

sponsibility, the origin of that respon- 
sibility may be reached in terms of a 

*Based on a paper presented before a 
meeting of the Financial Division at the SLA 
46th Annual Convention, Detroit, Michigan, 
June 14, 1955. 

three-point "pseudo-syllogism". One can 
easily appreciate that it takes a formid- 
able amount of paper work to buy raw 
materials, fabricate these into sub-as- 
semblies, assemble a completed car, and 
sell the finished product. I t  takes an 
equally dismaying amount of paper 
work to conduct any business, and if 
we may embark upon the syllogism, 
our point of departure is that some of 
this material is worth saving. If it is 
worth saving, that is so only because it 
will prove to be useful. In order to be 
useful it must be readily accessible and 
it is to make this third point a fact that 
a business archives exists. The concept 
represented by this basis for the exist- 
ence of Ford Motor Company Archives 
is one of active service to every de- 
partment within the company. I t  is not 
a concept that may be compared in any 
degree to a museum function. 

While the archives program is har- 
moniously integrated with the records 
retention program followed by Ford 
Motor Company, it is entirely autono- 
mous. The archives responsibility is one 
that rests upon historical, non-current 
records of the company. Both terms are 
used because every document that may 
be quite historic is not necessarily non- 
current. I t  is easy to conceive a labor 
contract signed yesterday that will have 
far reaching historical implications for 
Ford Motor Company, but certainly 
yesterday's contract must be consid- 
ered a part of current files. Records 
that come to the Archives Department 
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are records ostensibly ten years old or 
older. A cut off date of ten years has 
been selected because this enables every 
department within the company to meet 
the obligations imposed upon them by 
appropriate statutes of limitation. Thus, 
few if any statutes of limitation would 
make it mandatory for a department to 
retain as current files any records ten 
years old or older. So much for the 
non-current aspect of the records. The 
term, "historical," is used in addition to 
this because all non-current records are 
not at all historical. The best example 
of such records is offered by shipping 
invoices, purchase notices, and em- 
ployee time cards. 

Because the Archives Department is 
an operating department of Ford Motor 
Company, the bulk of records assigned 
to it are records that have been cre- 
ated by various departments within the 
company. At the present time it holds 
approximately 7,000 shelf feet of rec- 
ords. This is equivalent to roughly 1,750 
two-drawer file cabinets. At least 70 per 
cent are Ford Motor Company records, 
20 per cent personal papers, and 10 per 
cent records that have been deposited 
with us by outside companies. o f  the 
personal papers the most spectacular 
are those of the late Henry Ford, Edsel 
Ford, and Mrs. Henry Ford. The other 
personal papers that have come to Ford 
Archives include diaries, memoranda, 
and notebooks kept by former Ford 
officials who are now being interviewed 
in the course of conducting Ford's Oral 
History program. 

Transfer and Preparation of Records 

within the company or his address if he 
is not associated with Ford Motor Com- 
pany. The date of the transfer, the ac- 
cession number (the accessions are 
numbered consecutively as they are re- 
ceived), and a description of the rec- 
ords within that accession are noted on 
the form. Other items noted include a 
paragraph on the arrangement of the 
records, whether or not the records are 
indexed, restrictions to be observed, if 
any, the signature of the archivist and 
the signature of the transferring indi- 
vidual, a paragraph appraising the rec- 
ords, and provision for a paragraph 
showing the relation between these rec- 
ords and other accessions already held 
by the Archives Department. 

After the material has been acces- 
sioned, work on the physical prepara- 
tion of these records is begun. First, the 
records themselves are cleaned. Many 
of the records received have been stored 
at  factory areas for well over a decade, 
and one can imagine the condition in 
which they might appear. The most 
extreme example is provided by records 
that were sent to us from the apple cel- 
lar beneath a barn on one of Henry 
Ford's farms. The National Archives 
and some of the older or elaborate and 
long-established state archives employ 
a vacuum chamber. Here the records 
are cleaned and subject to a vacuum 
for as long a period as six hours. Some 
even go to the extent of introducing a 
poison gas into the chamber after rec- 
ords have been subjected to this vacu- 
um. This procedure completely kills all 
insect life and any larva that might 
exist and damage the records. A com- 

In completing the transfer of any rec- promise device that is practical and 

ords to the Archives Department, a satisfactory is nothing more elaborate 
than a household vacuum cleaner. rather formal accessioning procedure is - - 

followed. One copy of the accession After the records have been cleaned, 
form goes to the transferring person or new file folders of low acid stock are 
official, while the other copy remains provided wherever necessary. I t  is at 
in our file. This form provides for a this point that any fragile documents 
record of the person from whom the are removed and given special treat- 
accession was received, and his position ment. Some fragile documents are in- 
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serted within acetate envelopes. Others 
that merit more elaborate considera- 
tion are sent away to be professionally 
laminated. In laminating these records, 
the paper itself is completely de-acidi- 
fied so that it will last for many a 
decade. After the new file folders have 
been provided, and steps are taken to 
insure preservation of the more fragile 
documents within the accession, it is 
sometimes desirable (and I would un- 
derline that phrase) to regroup the 
records within the accession itself. To 
use an example, one might have re- 
ceived records from the secretary's of- 
fice covering the years 1921 th ro~~gh  
1925. Within each year the secretary 
may have maintained a subject file, an 
alphabetical file, branch reports, and 
personal correspondence. From the 
standpoint of the user, it may be ad- 
vantageous to rearrange this material 
so that all the subject files covering the 
period 1921 through 1925 are brought 
together. These, then, may be followed 
by the branch reports covering the 
same five-year period. Branch reports 
may be followed by alphabetical files, 
and finally the personal correspondence 
may be set aside covering the same 
five-year period. This procedure is quite 
distinct from that which would allow 
anyone to draw material from one ac- 
cession and place it with material on 
the same subject that might be found 
in another accession. 

Filing of Records 
Maintaining provenance within any 

group of records should be insisted upon 
inasmuch as it might be important for 
someone to determine at a later date 
the jurisdiction any office exercised, 
and the length of time that office en- 
joyed the jurisdiction in question. If 
one were to remove a subject area from 
accession "A" and move it into acces- 
sion "B" he would no longer have an 
accurate appraisal of the purview that 
office might have enjoyed for even so 
brief a time as one or two years. I t  is 

far more satisfactory to retain all rec- 
ords within the accession in which they 
are received and to bring related ma- 
terials together on a subject basis by 
means of record guides and other find- 
ing aids. 

Once new file folders have been pro- 
vided the records are boxed. Boxes used 
by Ford Archives are selected because 
they included these features: they are 
put together with metal staples so that 
no glue or mucilage exists to attract 
insects of any type; the box is covered 
with foil both inside and out and this 
provides it with fire-resistant and heat- 
resistant qualities that afford the rec- 
ords with maximum protection; with 
the cover closed, the box is completely 
dust-proof, and the tab by which boxes 
may be removed from the shelf is 
mounted in such a way that dust can- 
not enter nor can the tab itself be 
pulled off. 

Next, the boxes are labeled, and on 
the label are included the name of the 
accession, the accession number, the 
box number within that accession, and 
the inclusive file headings that one may 
find within the box. 

Before records are shelved an in- 
ventory of the accession itself is pre- 
pared. The inventory is a listing under 
the name and number of the accession 
that includes the box number and witn- 
in that the complete list of file head- 
ings to be found within each box. 

Cataloging of Records 

At the time the boxes are shelved, 
two cards are entered in an accession 
catalog. One is a numerical entry ac- 
cording to accession number; the other 
is a subject entry. The subject entry is 
one selected from a list of subject head- 
ings that is based upon the functional 
divisions of the Ford Motor Company. 
Of course each subject heading list pre- 
pared by any company establishing an 
Archives would be unique to that com- 
pany. We found through trial and error 
that our most successful subject head- 
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