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We are the Presbyterian Historical Society, organized in 1852 as the national archives 
of the PCUSA (Old School); we have more than 34,000 cubic feet of archival records, 
dating to the first Presbytery in 1706.  
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We bring in 700 cubic feet of records every year, from congregations, mid councils, 
and the national agencies. We field 3600 research requests every year and 
researchers put in 1000 hours of study into primary sources in our reading room 
every year. Very often we serve legal and administrative needs in real time: proving 
people were baptized, proving employment or education, helping to settle property 
disputes. 
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So we serve legal ends, and we help to commemorate events. We also serve the 
broader social context of Presbyterianism – we collect records of what churches do 
outside of session, in the neighborhood. This photo of a proud girl scout is from a 
recently-dissolved church, a joint Reformed-Presbyterian (RCA/PC(USA)) church in 
Brooklyn. Our records carry broad and deep impressions of the daily lives of 
congregations, from the Pennsylvania Women’s Missionary Societies which collected 
eggs for Union soldiers, to the Presbyterian hot rod clubs of Oakland, California. 
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I promised you hot rods. This image comes from our Religious News Service 
collection. In addition to holding the original records of the PC(USA), we also serve 
ecumenical and parachurch bodies which have historic ties to Presbyterianism. Our 
RNS holdings include the service’s complete photo morgue, from 1945 to 1984. From 
this 1955 image’s caption: The Heaven Pacers have as their motto this verse from I 
Corinthians: "Know ye not that they which run in the race run all, but one receiveth 
the prize? So run that ye may obtain." (9:24) To join the club, applicants must "know 
the lord as your own personal saviour," and own or be able to build a "hot rod."  
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This is the discovery of the Baby Moses, part of a Children’s Day pageant at the 
Bohemian Brethren Church of Omaha, Neb. Records here speak to contemporary 
concerns – how has the church spoken to young people; what is the purpose of a 
language-based presbytery. We recently fielded requests from synods regarding the 
history of the so-called “language” presbyteries – groups of Welsh, Bohemian, 
Magyar, and other European Presbyterians which came into the PCUSA in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries, and kept minutes in a non-English language. We bear 
testimony to the historic capacity of American Presbyterians to welcome immigrant 
populations to the table. 
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Our records help people fill in historic absences. The historian of First African 
Presbyterian Church, had a problem. The original registers of FAPC, going to its 
organization in 1825, had long been lost, so the church did not have a firm list of its 
charter members. Fortunately, many of the Presbyterian congregations of the time 
recorded dismissions, and using their records (First, Second, Third, Scots, Mariners, 
Atonement-South, etc.) – looking for the phrase “dismissed to Colored church” – she 
was able to gather a list of charter members of the oldest African American 
Presbyterian congregation in the US. Presbyterians’ records always work in concert – 
you are a connectional church – and the archives reveals and validates those 
connections. 
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This is part of the original 1852 sale agreement for a piece of land in Lahore, sold to 
the Presbyterian missionary C. W. Forman, acting on behalf of the Board of Foreign 
Missions; part of a newly-accessible group of records, RG 500. Presbyterian 
educational work in Punjab continues to this day via the Presbyterian Educational 
Board in Pakistan, but not without hiccups. The leftist government of Pakistan 
nationalized all schools in 1972, and for about the next decade, ownership of the 
property of private, Christian schools was in flux. This document was presented in 
support of the Rang Mahal Girls’ School in a property case decided by the Supreme 
Court of Pakistan in 1989. Because PHS had the deed here, other claimants to the 
property were defeated, and the school remained open. 
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I’m glad you asked! In the ontological system that governs everything we information 
science people know – the Library of Congress Classification System – archives are 
lumped into “C” alongside “auxiliary sciences of history” so archives have the same 
intellectual weight as seals, heraldic emblems, royal lineages, and old plate. This 
reifies an old idea of archives – that they are made by royal dictat, and are accessible 
only by authorized persons. 
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Diplomatics is the science of verifying documents. From Greek διπλόος, “double.” 
From Ancient Greece to Medieval Europe, documents drew their authority from 
where they were deposited: any document held by the archon, the elder or ruler, was 
authentic because it was in his house. During the Reformation and Counter-
reformation, the firmest, if not the fastest way to scotch an opponent’s argument 
about theology, philosophy, literature or property, was to forge a document and 
deliver it to an abbey or monastery. By the turn of the 18th-century, a cottage industry 
develops among historians in disproving the authenticity of documents in church 
archives, spawning tracts on how to tell a legitimate document from a fake. [De re 
diplomatica, 1681] 
 
Diplomatics affects our work in the present. Some methods of guaranteeing 
authenticity we don’t use frequently: wax seals, embossments. Some we still use in 
session minutes and registers: dating, stamps, countersignatures (you sign, then I 
sign, then I send you your copy), receipts and stubs. Authentic communication from 
PHS to our donors and depositors is still conducted by post, in paper, because we’re 
issuing two copies of our contractual documents (deposit agreements and deeds of 
gift), and countersigning. I’ve had to swear out notarized affidavits, and the digital age 
has not made that process go away. 
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We can with born-digital records at least impersonate the processes of paper 
diplomatics. We can create documents that, even if they’re not totally impermeable, 
are at least not easy to manipulate. We can annotate these fixed documents. We can 
distribute copies to multiple stakeholders, so that each can check against the other; 
we can post “authorized” documents in an accessible space as reference copies. It’s 
not signed-in-blood, but it’s something. 
 
Here is a sample, just-good-enough life cycle for born-digital session minutes. Better 
ways of doing this exist. Clerk of session keeps minute notes, and types them up in a 
word-processor. She might include a big “stamp” that says “DRAFT.” She saves that 
meeting’s minutes in PDF, and before the next session meeting, distributes that 
document to session for approval. Old minutes are approved at the meeting; the 
“draft” is taken off the Word document, and a new PDF is saved, placed in a folder for 
approved minutes. Using either the full version of Acrobat, or a tool like PDF Split and 
Merge, minutes in PDF are compiled into longer documents, and saved as PDF/A. 
 
Some presbyteries still require submission of minutes for review in paper form, 
largely because they can’t get around the holes in this kind of process, or because 
most of their clerks of session are more comfortable in paper. And once again, paper 
is fine. We’re trying to replicate paper’s innate security through a fairly convoluted 
digital process, and we need a huge policy and physical infrastructure to sustain born-
digital records. 
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Arguably the only genre of born-digital content which really must be preserved in digital form which 
mid councils use frequently is email. Session minutes and registers are well-served in paper; email is 
not. An ordinary email account – an Outlook account on a local network; a Gmail or Yahoo webmail 
account – is a complex combination of message text and headers, attachments, calendar, and contacts 
data. Printing out select messages – whether we mean “print to paper” or “print to PDF” – does not 
preserve email’s functionality. 
 
Our first task is ordinary office management. Sort messages whose content bears information your 
successor will need, which concern legal or judicial matters, or which document the mission and 
policies of the institution into a “permanent” folder. In the days of the paper office, we would call this 
fat-file review, since thicker folders of correspondence tended to contain matters of controversy. You 
may go so far as to sort messages into folders based on topic, but the first step is to separate the 
wheat from the chaff.  
 
About the chaff: our recommendation is to retain rote, daily correspondence for three years. You may 
find that you need access to a conversation about scheduling travel or a meeting one year later; it’s 
unlikely you’ll need that kind of information three years down the road. Delete these emails.  
 
We do two things by sorting email: We identify some content as significant – archivists call this 
appraisal; digital snoots call this curation. We also shrink the size of the collection – this is, again, less 
for the benefit of our storage systems, which can handle it, than for our human successors, who don’t 
want to handle my 12000 messages, e.g. 
 
If you’re running an email client on your local desktop, like Outlook, it’s very easy to periodically dump 
all contents to a PST file. For common webmail accounts, you have to set up a client – Eudora, 
Outlook, Thunderbird -- on your desktop, edit settings in the webmail application to enable POP 
download, and edit your client’s settings to download email from your webmail application. Once 
there, you can export email to PST, MBOX, or EML formats. 
 
Noted digital preservation guru Chris Prom has a good description of the process: http://e-
records.chrisprom.com/recommendations/develop-submissioningest-policies/email-management-
and-preservation-advice/ 
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Flash drives are fine for transporting files from one place to another, but are not good 
storage. CDs are not good storage; we’ve seen CD-R failure within 3 to 5 years. You 
want files in at least two, and probably three places. Use your local desktop, your 
local network, network-attached storage (as cheap as a removable hard drive or as 
sophisticated as a ReadyNAS), and the cloud (Google Drive, Microsoft OneDrive, and 
others). Finally, clerks should communicate with their successors about what’s been 
done, where things are stored, and how they’re arranged. 
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Records of historic value document the decision-making processes of the institution, 
and the expression of those decisions in policy and action. Decision and mission. 
These include minutes, registers, publications, newsletters, reports and photographs. 
We will happily take on deposit the original records of active congregations, 
dismissed congregations, dissolved congregations and the original records of mid 
councils.  
 
 
What do you do with paper records which are no longer frequently referred to – 
session minutes, registers, deacons’ minutes, trustees’ minutes, records of women’s 
groups, historic photographs? Deposit them with PHS. Congregations can have them 
back for display or for writing a church history, with a letter from the clerk of session. 
Presbyteries can have records returned with a letters from the stated clerk. Simple 
requests, such as baptismal or marriage attestation, can be referred to us to answer. 
We have a secure, climate-controlled facility running the length of Lombard between 
Fourth and Fifth. Send original records here. 
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Clerks keep minutes of every meeting of session. Minutes are compiled into volumes 
and submitted to presbytery for approval. Minutes which are hand-written, typed or 
printed on acid-free paper, kept away from fire, light and water, will persist for 
between 500 and 1,000 years. (In case anybody’s wondering, the standard is  ASTM D 
3290-00, "Standard Specification for Bond and Ledger Papers for Permanent 
Records", section 3.2.3.2 and Appendix X1.) You can put paper on the shelf and forget 
about it, and the information contained in it will persist.  
 
Paper also betrays evidence that it’s been modified: papers carries postscripts, 
annotations, white-out, markup. Paper carries evidence that it has been verified: 
stamps and signatures. Paper shows us innately how old something is, allowing us to 
tell the difference between historic information gathered in the present, and 
information about the past compiled in the present – the difference between 
firsthand and secondhand accounts. 
 
These are mid-century records from Virginia on the left and from Nebraska on the 
right. 
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Print registers carry with them all the good attributes of paper: verifiability, persistence. The 
classic three-post binder for church registers directs the user to enter certain kinds of data: 
membership sorted chronologically; membership sorted alphabetically; baptisms, marriages 
and deaths. There’s a lot to be said for the classic register form, and there’s nothing wrong 
with continuing to keep paper registers. I’ve distributed an Excel workbook developed by 
Carole Ostrander at the Presbytery of San Diego designed to look like the classic register 
pages, free for you to distribute to churches. 
 
Congregations freely use alternatives to the paper binder, and some of them are from an 
historical perspective unsound. Index cards: only provide information for individuals, not in 
the aggregate – it’s all but impossible to flip through six thousand index cards and see when 
most of a church’s baptisms occurred. Also, if you want a second kind of index – 
chronological and alphabetic, say – you have to make a second set of cards.  
 
Plain paper in a vinyl three-ring binder: the vinyl binder is possibly the least-remarked threat 
to contemporary records. Laser printer toner is made of carbon particles set in a PVC layer. In 
order for toner to melt and set effectively, it carries a small amount of solvent. When left in 
stacks, or when jammed against a vinyl surface, the solvent dissolves the vinyl, adhering the 
text to the vinyl, and adhering pages to one another. Old-school paper-and-cloth three-ring 
binders like we used in school, with acid-free pages, are perfectly fine. 
 
The Presbytery of San Diego has designed Excel templates which mimic the information and 
print layout of the classic register pages. They’re an ideal hybrid of the good qualities of print 
and the accessibility and manipulability of born-digital content. Presbytery has given us 
permission to distribute them, and you can use and modify these as you see fit. 
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Send records to us; but don’t send all your records to us.  
 
Put gently, not everything a congregation creates is of enduring value. This is an 
image of the records of a recently-dissolved congregation, showing maybe one-third 
of the 1,300 pounds of material they sent us. I know because I have the bill of lading. 
Without records management, the most important documents made by a church are 
inevitably obscured by the sheer bulk of everything else. Consult our retention 
schedule for congregations. 
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 We can image records for congregations in addition to holding them on deposit. 
Deposit is a free service; digitization is a paid service. We image around 200,000 
pages of congregation records every year. This is a sample of our work, the minutes of 
Third PC Philadelphia. Note, “elders, chosen by the people” 
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Nothing that Presbyterians do is done in a vacuum. Records are how Presbyterians 
express to one another what they’ve been doing. What’s done in Colorado is of 
interest to folks in New York. Congregations are justly proud of their history, but it’s 
not just their history. As a connectional church, records may be by a congregation but 
they’re for the denomination. Accessibility to records is something you can guarantee 
– by making good ones, and by depositing old ones with us. 
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Talk to us: we do a whole host of communication and outreach. We have traveling 
exhibits, web exhibits, we publish the Journal of Presbyterian History, a monthly 
newsletter, and so on. 
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