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The Struggle to Establish a 
National Archives in the 
United States 

F rom the beginning of the Republic, there 
was concern for preserving its records. 
The secretary of the Continental Con
ress, Charles Thomson, labored during 

his fifteen years of service to record the infant 
government's business for posterity. Ebenezer 
Hazard sought and received from Congress in 
1778 funds to collect state papers in order to 
document the history of the United States. If 
only to facilitate the government's work, various 
federal administrators and clerks followed up 
these promis ing beginnings by caring for their 
records as the capital moved from one town to 
another during the 1780s and 1790s. 1 

The United States in 1800 was not greatly dif
ferent from most European countries in safe
keeping the records of the national government. 
But change was in the air. Some German prin
cipalities had already begun establishing the 
forerunners of archives, and France during the 
1790s was developing its pioneering Archives 
Nationales. During the nineteenth century most 
European countries would establish national ar
chival institutions, and French, German, and 
Dutch archivists would develop an impressive 
body of archival theory and practice. The United 
States was, however, left at the starting gate. 
The development of European archival agencies 
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and the establishment of history as a research 
discipline had negligible influence on how the 
government of the United States cared for its 
records . True, some Americans took note of de
velopments abroad, and many were alarmed by 
the parlous state of their nation's older records. 
However, while some improvements in records 
prese rvation and m·anagement were achieved 
randomly on the state and local levels, no sig
nificant changes were effected at the national 
level. 2 

As the government of the United States grew, 
the attention given to its records became a more 
serious issue. It was inevitable that disaster would 
s trike. In 1800 and 1801 fire seriously damaged 
the records of the Departments of War and the 
Treasury. These were only the first two of many 
fires that jeopardized the government's records 
over the yea rs . According to j. Franklin Jame
son, 254 fires occurred in federal offices between 
1833 and 1915. Fire was on ly the most dramatic 
and visible threat to the safety of the federal 
government's records. Chemicals, extreme cold 
or heat, water, mold, insects, animals, and theft 
were among the others that took their toll. More
over, negligence in arranging and storing rec
ords had its impact as many documents became 
impossible to find. 3 
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In spite of this neglect, there was always some 
concern for preserving federal records. Many 
government officials tried conscientiously, often 
under discouraging circumstances, to safeguard 
the documents entrusted to them. In 1810 Con
gress created a committee to investigate the state 
of the government's "records and archives." This 
committee's work led to legislation authorizing 
the construction of fireproof rooms to hold key 
federal records. This was offset in 1814, how
ever, by the burning of public buildings in Wash
ington by the British during their occupation. 
Although these buildings were rebuilt by 1820, 
they proved to be too smaiJ for the continuing 
expansion of governmental activities, and Con
gress proved to be slow in authorizing new 
buildings. Moreover, new buildings, even with 
some fireproof rooms, did not constitute archi
val repos itories . Congress occasio nall y re
sponded to problems rega rding the older s tate 
papers by authorizing the publication of docu
mentary series, following the example of Ebe
nezer Hazard. This led to the appearance of the 
Gales & Seaton edition of American Stnte Papers: 
Documents, Legislative and Executive and PetE::r 
Force's American Archives . .. a Documentary His
tory of ... the North American Colonies. As im
portant as these and other published series were, 

they did not satisfy the need to preserve either 
the original documents or the far larger number 
of significant records that remained unpub
lished. 4 

The situation for federal records worsened af
ter the start of the Civil War. The size of the 
government and the number of records on hand 
grew greatly during the war. After the war, the 
size of neither the government nor its records 
shrank to its prewar dimensions. In fact, be
tween 1861 and 1916 the federal government's 
accumulation of records mounted from 108,000 
to 1,031,000 cubic feet. This growth, together 
with the often alarming conditions under which 
the older records were kept, led eventually to 
fresh ideas as to how federal records should be 
handled. By the 1870s federal officials were sug
gesting that they be authorized to destroy " use
less papers." Finally, in 1889, legisla tion was 
enacted allowing agencies annually to submit to 
Congress, for its ap proval, lists of records rec
ommended for disposal. This program was used 
so cautiously, however, that it did not prove to 
be significant until after the establishment of the 

4 Lokke, "Continental Congress papers," pp. 3- 5; Row
land, "Recordkeeping practices," pp. 2-4; Bauer, "Public 
Archives," pp. 62-63; and Condos, Birth of lilt' Nnticmnl Ar
chh,es, pp. 4- 6. 
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Among the most captivating and promJsmg 
of the new ideas were the proposals to build a 
hall of records in Washington. The threat of fire 
was the most powerful factor in spurring con
sideration of such a structure. After a large fire 
in the Interior Department Building in 1877, in
terest grew in constructing a fireproof building 

. in which federa l agencies could store, but still 
separately control, their older records . Legisla
tion was repeatedly introduced thereafter re
garding a hall of records, but Congress did not 
act until 1896. At that time Congress directed 
the secretary of the treasury to supply plans for 
such a structure. In 1898 Treasury Secretary Ly
man J. Gage recommended a building that would 
have a maximum capacity of four million cubic 
feet and cost $1.2 million. Five years passed be
fore Congress appropriated funds to buy a site 
for this hall of records, and the purchase was 
made in 1904. Although it seemed that a hall of 
records was on its way to becoming a reality, 
what followed was not construction on the pur
chased site, but obstruction and more discussion 
on Capitol Hill. 6 Moreover, new voices were being 
heard, and a new idea-that a national archives 
be established- was soon broached. 

Scholars had been interested in offidal records 
since the beginning of the Republic, as wit
nessed by Ebenezer Hazard's efforts to publish 
state papers. Private researchers had sought from 
time to time to use the federal government's 
records. Indeed, Francis Lieber's Encyclopedia 
Americmw of 1829 indicated that "The archives 
of the U. States are easily accessible, and proper 
recommendation will open them to anyone who 
wants to use them for scientific purposes." The 
records apparently became more difficult to use, 
however, as the government became larger and 
more complicated. Yet not until late in the nine
teenth century would enough private citizens be 
interested in using federal records for access to 
them to become an issue. By then not only had 
the nation's scholarly concerns substantiaJJy in
creased, but the professionalization of historians 
had begun to take place, as signified by the 
founding of the American Historical Association 
(AHA) in 1884.7 

It did not take long for the AHA to demon
strate its interest in the older records of the fed-

5Gondos, Birth of the Nntionnl ArchiPes, pp. 6-10; and Don
ald R. McCoy, The Nntionnl ArchiPes: Amrricn's Ministry of 
Docr11111.'nts, 1934- 1968 (1978), passim. 

"Condos, Birth of tire Nnticmnl Archil•es. pp. 7-10, 15-16: 
and Mabel E. Deutrich, "The Hall of Records Period of Ar
chive Administra tion," manuscript (1950), pp. l -7. 

7 Lokke, "Continental Congress papers," pp. 5-11. 
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era! government. ln 1893 Ellen Hardin Walworth 
read a paper at the AHA convention on the con
tribution of federal archives to the nation's prog
ress. She indicated, however, that she was 
appalled by the condition of the older records 
in the custody of the Department of State. In 
the ensuing discussion William F. Poole, a his
torian in attendance, criticized the cavalier atti
tudes of the State Department toward the records 
and the concerns of researchers. A departmental 
spokesman refuted much of this criticism at the 
1894 convention of the AHA. Yet although the 
State Department shared many of the concerns 
of scholars for the archives, there was little it 
could do about them. The department's problem 
was alleviated by legislation in 1903 authorizing 
federal agencies to transfer to the Library of Con
gress "any books, maps, or other material" not 
required in the conduct of current business. As 
a consequence of this legislation, the Library of 
Congress acquired some highly significant fed
eral archives, most notably a major portion of 
the records of the Continental Congress. 8 

The interest of the AHA in the archives of the 
federal government was to be long lasting. In 
1895 Professor ] . Franklin jameson of Brown 
University urged the association to act to pro
mote the preservation of source materials relat
ing to American history. The AHA responded 
by establishing the Historical Manuscripts Com
mission, with Jameson as chairman. By 1899 the 
AHA recognized that separate attention had to 
be given to official records, and it thus estab
lished the Public Archives Commission. The work 
of this commission led to published surveys of 
state archives and, upon Jameson's initiative, to 
the publication in 1904 of Claude H. Van Tyne 
and Waldo G. Leland's Guide to the Archives of 
the Govern111ent of the United States in Washington. 
This g round-breaking volume, among other 
things, spurred the interest of scholars in the 
provision of better care for federal archives. The 
work of the Public Archives Commission had 
already led, in 1901, to the AHA's endorsement 
of the idea of building a hall of records in Wash
ington. The commission also encouraged the 
professionalization of American archivists, es
pecially through the creation within the AHA in 
1909 of the annual Conference of Archivists. 9 

J. Franklin Jameson was the spearhead of all 
this activity, as well as of the movement to es-

~ Ibid ., pp. 12- 18. 
~H . G. Jones, The Record$ of 11 Na tion: Tlrdr Mnrrngt•mt•nt , 

Prl'sertmtimr, nml U~e (1969), pp. 6- 7; Bauer. " Public Ar· 
chives," pp. 65-66; and Ernst Posner, " Archival Adminis
tration in the United Sta tes," in Munden, ed. , Arc/ril't';; & 
The Public /rrtm•st, pp. 11 6- 117. 
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tablish a national archives in the United States. 
This seemed almost foreordained. In 1882 Jame
son had received one of the first two doctoral 
degrees in history granted by an American uni
versity. He then pursued a notably successful 
career as a teacher and a researcher at Johns 
Hopkins, Brown, and Chicago universities, and 
in 1895 he became the founding editor of the 
A111erican Historical Review. For the rest of his life, 
in many different roles, his voice would be heard 
in the governing councils of the AHA. More
over, from 1905 to 1928 Jameson directed the 
Bureau of Historical Research of the Carnegie 
Institution, and from 1928 until hjs death in 1937 
he headed the Manuscript Division of the Li
brary of Congress . lt was from these two bases 
in Washington that he led the campaign for es
tablishing a national archives. 10 

When Jameson arrived in Washington in 1905, 
he had not yet focused his attention on a na
tional archives as the prime way of dealing with 
the older records of the fede ra l government. In
deed the idea was raised first in Congress as a 
result of the efforts of someone who came from 
neithe r academic nor officia l circles. This was a 
printer and genealogis t, Lothrop Withington of 
Massachusetts, who had been impressed by the 
operations of England's Public Record Office 
(PRO). Withington drafted a bill tha t would es
tablish an American equivalent of the PRO, and 
he persuaded the scholarly senator from his home 
state, Henry Cabot Lodge, to introduce it in the 
Senate in 1906. Among other things, the bill would 
have created a powerful boa rd of record com
missioners. This boa rd would have had lega l 
custody of older federal records and superin
tendence of a record office located in an appro
priately designed building that would have served 
as a national archival institution. 11 

Withington's bill never reached the floor of 
the Senate. It initiated consideration of a differ
en~ approach than a hall of records to ca ring fo r 
the government's older records. Action and or
ga nization were not long in coming to the sup
port of the concept of establis hing a na tiona l 
archives in the United Sta tes . In 1907 a second 
edition, revised and enlarged by Waldo G. Le
land, of the Van Tyne and Leland Guide ap
peared. Leland was to become a leader in the 

111 Fred Shelley, "The Interest of J. Franklin Jameson in the 
National Archives: 1908-1934," Amcricn11 Arcllh,iM 12 (Apr. 
1949): 99-130; Elizabeth Donnan and Leo F. Stock, eds., A11 
Historian's World: Srlections from thr Corrt>spcmdenct• o{ fa/111 
Fm11kli11 jnmeso11 (1956), passim; and Ruth Anna Fisher and 
William Lloyd Fox, eds. , f. Frn11kli11/nmrso11 : A Trilmlc (1965), 
passim. 

11Gondos, Birllr of lire Nntio11nl Arc/rives, pp. 14-18; and 
Deutrich, " HaJJ of Records Period," pp. 11-13. 
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national archives movement second only in im
portance to his chief a t the Carnegie Institution, 
Jameson . Historians already recognized Leland 
as an outstanding authority on archives, and he 
began to act the role. In 1907 he spoke in Wash-

. ington on the need to provide decent housing 
for federal archives. This was the public begin
ning of Jameson and Leland's strenuous and co
orclinated efforts to secure the creation of a 
national archives. In this movement Leland be
came the outstanding archival theoretician, while 
Jameson became the coordinator and chief lob
byist. 12 

In 1907 Jameson sought President Theodore 
Roosevelt's support for the construction of ana
tional archives. The president-historian agreed 
with Jameson with respect to the desirability of 
such a building, but he was not optimis tic that 
it could soon be achieved. Jameson agreed that 
this was probably a realistic assessment and in
dicated tha t he would nevertheless begin talking 
with members of Congress about a national ar
chives. Moreover, Jameson got Roosevelt to so
licit information from federal agency heads on 
their anticipa ted s pace needs in an archives 
building. This marked the first of many in
stances of cooperation between scholars and of
ficials toward the establishment of a national 
archives. The reactions of the agency spokesmen 
varied, but the ir responses demonstra ted tha t 
most of them were concerned about their rec
ords situation . It is also worth noting that Her
bert Putnam, the librarian of Congress, removed 
his institution from consideration for becoming 
the national archives because of his keen aware
ness of the different functions of libraries and 
archives. Indeed Putnam was a strong supporter 
of Jameson in the national archives movement, 
a nd h e wo uld rem ain so until victo ry was 
achieved. 13 

One problem during the first decade of this 
century was that many officials-and even his
torians-did not disti nguish between a hall of 
records and an archives. One can hardly blame 
them, for Jameson had only just begun consis
tently to call his heart's desire a "National Ar
chive." Plainly, Jameson had a lot of work to do 
in order to show the desirability of an archives, 
an institution devoted to preserving and admi n
istering records of enduring va lue for every-

11 Rodney A. Ross, "Waldo Gifford Leland: Archivist by 
Association," Allu' rican Arclti!•i::t 46 (Summer 1983): 266- 267; 
Waldo Gifford Leland, "Archival Principles: Selections From 
the Writings of Waldo Gifford Leland," National Archives, 
Stnff luformnliou Papers No. 20 (Mar. 1955): 1-13; and f>o:;ner, 
"Archival Administration in the United States," pp. 117-
118. 
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body's benefit, over a hall of records which would 
only provide safe storage for records that would 
remain under the control of the originating agen
cies . This confusion led him, in 1908, to per
suade the AHA to establish a Committee on the 
National Archives. Over the years, Jameson was 
able to use this committee effectively to educate 
federal officials to the need for a national ar
chives and to generate scholarly and public sup
port for its creation. He was also able to use his 
position with the Carnegie Institution and his 
various positions in the AHA to good effect. 
Moreover, Leland, as Jameson's lieutenant within 
both the Carnegie Institution and the AHA, sup
plied able support in this struggle. They made 
clear that they had purposes in mind beyond 
establishing a national archives. As Leland told 
the AHA's first Conference of Archivists in 1909, 
their goal was no less than to lay the basis for 
"an archive economy, sound in principle, and 
in practice adapted to American conditions, in 
conformity to which all our public archives, fed
eral, State, county, municipal, and town, and 
perhaps even our private archives shall in time 
come to be administered." l .t 

By December 1910, largely as a result of Jame
son and Leland's work, the AHA went on record 
in support of the establishment of a national 
archives instead of a hall of records and adopted 
a resolution pe titioning Congress to build in 
Washing ton a " national a rchive depository, 
where the records of the Government may be 
concentrated, properly cared for, and pre
served. " Taking advantage of a fire in the Geo
logica l Survey, Jameson approached President 
William Howard Taft in September 1910, asking 
him to recommend to Congress the establish
ment of a national archives. Taft showed polite 
interest in the matter, but no more at that time. 
It was not until February 1912 that Jameson's 
efforts showed results, when the president raised 
the need for a national archives with Congress. 
Indeed, Taft went further that yea r. In July he 
directed agency heads to obtain information on 
the older records in their field offices, and in 
December he pointed out to Congress that it ha~ 
not moved toward authorizi ng a "badly needed 
... Hall of Archives ." 15 

Jameson had a lso worked since 1909 to influ
ence Congress. By 1911 he decided that it was 
time to act boldly. Then, in February, he ar
ranged for Senator Lodge and Representative 
George P. Lawrence, of Massachusetts, to pres-

14 lbid., pp. 21- 25; and Ross, "Waldo Gifford Leland," 
pp. 267- 268. 

1; Gondos, Birth of thr Natitmn/ Archives, pp. 26- 29, 55- 58. 
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O,ICE 0' THE a&CRETARY 

500 llo•D SUILDI•o 

WASHINGTON, D. C . 

At the annual me dting of the American Historir.~l Associ•tion 
held at B'.d'ta.lo, DeceJilber 29, the following resolution 

~ w•s llll&nimo"..lsly adopted. 

Rl':tiOLVliD, 

~hat t he American Historic~l Aesociation has sean ~ith 
sat isf ,tctiQn the introd,lction in the House ot Represent~
tivss, by t!'la Ron. 'Morris ~eppard, rhairman of the Com
mittee on P·.tblic Buildings and c;rounde, ot a bill (H. R. 
11A50) intended to t~ke the preliminary stspe to the ea
t~blishment of a centr~l depoeitor.y for t he nat.ion~l 
archivea, ~nd urges upon Congress tbe passage of this or 
soma other bill having t he same object in view. 

'l'ha.t t h e secretary of t he Association is instr,1cted . 
t9 setld a copy of this re.aolution to t h e Preuident ot the 
United States, t h e Pre sident of t he Sen~te , t h e Speak~r 
of t 11e Ho11se of "Qepr3se .ltativea, and t he chair111e.n of the 
eommitteee on P'.lblic B·tildi nes aad Gro•1nds of the senate 
a.nd House . 

A tr•1e copy 

Secretary. 

" 

By December 1910, largely as a result of Jameson mrd Lelmrd's work, tire American Historical Association went on record 
in support of a bill to establislr tire Natio11al Arclrit,es. 
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Pressed by Jameson and others, Congress held ltearilzgs on 
the archives bill. 

ent the AHA's 1910 resolution and an explana
tory memorial to the Senate and the House. The 
memorial argued that the valuable older records 
of the government were not only uneconomi
cally administered, but were also largely useless 
and at risk of being lost because they were stored 
in scattered, crQwded, and unsafe locations. The 
remedy, according to the memorial, 

as in other countries, is the erection of a suitable 
building, where government records can be filed 
in an orderly and systematic way, in safety, with 
guides for convenient use, a treasure to both the 
administrator and historian and "a national archive 
commensurate with the greatness of the country 
and the importance of its history." 

Jameson arranged for The Nation and the New 
York Evening Post to supply editorial support for 
his first campaign to win congressional favor. 
Moreover, a disaster soon occurred to under
score the importance of his work. This was the 
fire of March 29, 1911, in the State House in 
Albany that destroyed much of the archival trea
sure of New York State. 16 

It was also in 1911 that Jameson secured two 
long-term congressional allies, Representative 
Morris Sheppard of Texas and Senator Miles 

lh ibid., pp. 29- 32, 26. 
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Poindexter of Washington. On June 19 Shep
pard introduced a bill, based on a draft by Jame
son, that would authorize the secretary of the 
treasury to devise designs and estimates for a 
federal archives building containing ultimately 
four million cubic feet of space. Jameson had 
smoothed the way for the introduction of Shep
pard's bill by securing preliminary hearings be
fore the House Committee on Public Buildings 
and Grounds; he saw to it that the bill's intro
duction was followed up by a small barrage of 
news stories, editorials, and communications with 
members of Congress. Ably supported by Le
land and several other leading archivists and 
historians, Jameson had proved himself to be 
tireless and ingenious in opening his campaign 
for congressional authorization of a national ar
chives building. 17 

During 1912 Jameson's campaign proceeded 
at a fever pitch. He made vigorous efforts to 
enlist the support of patriotic societies (espe
cially the Daughters of the American Revolu
tion), historical societies, newspapers, and 
magazines. His missionary work among mem
bers of Congress continued, as did his efforts to 
expand his support from executive officials, his
torians, archivists, and librarians. At this time, 
two ominous signs appeared. Jameson indicated 
one in his comment to the editor of the Wash
ington Times in which he described his work as 
a "push for a National Archive Building" as 
against the considerable interest on Capitol Hill 
in "a lot of little post-offices in local districts." 
The second was that in talking with members of 
Congress it became clear that the location might 
be a stumbling block. That question had, after 
all, contributed to stymieing the movement for 
a hall of records. 18 

Jameson and his allies were undeterred by these 
two issues in 1912. They were clearly making 
progress, as sentiment rose in the House and 
the Senate to authorize the erection of a national 
archives building. In February Senator Poindex
ter introduced his archives bill, which basically 
paralleled Congressman Sheppard's bill in the 
House. Publicity mounted in support of a na
tional archives building. There were, most no
tably, Rosa Pendleton Chiles' stirring article in 
the Review of Reviews on the alarming state of 
the nation's older records and Waldo G. Le
land's article in the American Historical Review on 
what should be done to preserve and administer 
the federal archives properly. Jameson would 
use reprints of these articles effectively in edu
cating both Congress and his constituencies to 

17Ibid., pp. 32- 38. 
•~rbid., pp. 41-46. 55. 
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the need for a national archives constructed and 
administered along the most modern lines. In 
March Jameson and company out did them
selves in presenting_ testimony before the Senate 
Committee on Public Buildings and Grounds. 
The administrative and scholarly benefits of ar
chives were outlined in detail. The witnesses 
also discussed at length-and often vividly
the state of the records, the unnecessary costs 
incurred by current practices, and the most ef
fective, efficient, and economical ways in which 
they could be safeguarded and administered in 
the national interest in an archives building staffed 
by well-trained specialists. These factors em
phasized the need for the construction of a well
appointed national archives building that would 
be much more than a mere hall of records or, as 
Lothrop Withington told the committee, a "de
partmental junk shop." 19 

President Taft's request for congressional ac
tion on an archives building in December 1912 
was well-timed for the grand finale of Jameson's 
legislative campaign during the Sixty-second 
Congress. Jameson had to work fas t to take ad
vantage of Taft's support, for the president had 
lost his bid for reelection, and a new adminis
tration and a Democratic Congress were sched
uled to take office in March 1913. The supporters 
of a national archives bombarded the lame duck 
session of Congress with reminders of the wis
dom of their cause. The result was success in 
the form of omnibus legislation that included 
authorization for planning a federal archives 
building with a capacity of three million cubic 
feet, expandable to 8.9 million cubic feet. The 
measure also provided for the inspection of the 
leading archives buildings in Europe before 
completion of the plans and authorized $5,000 
for drawing up preliminary plans. On March 4, 
1913, in the final act of his administration, Pres
ident Taft signed the omnibu<; bill into law. Little 
did Jameson and his allies know then that thir
teen years later they would still be fighting for 
appropriahons for a national archives build
ing.20 

Jameson did know, however, that there were 
several steps remaining before he could realize 
his dream of a national archives building. Of 
immediate importance was securing appropri
ation of the $5,000 authorized for the prelimi
nary plans. Again Jameson marshalled his 
arguments and forces for legislative combat. 

191bid., pp. 41- 55; Rosa P. Chiles, "The National Archives: 
Are They in Peril?'" Review of Reviews 45 (Feb. 1912): 209-
213; and Waldo Gifford Leland, "The National Archives: A 
Programme," A111erican Historical Review 18 (Oct. 1912): 5-
25. 

211Gondos, Birth of tile National Archives, pp. 60- 62. 

Success seemed to be his in August 1914, when 
his old classmate at Johns Hopkins, Woodrow 
Wilson, signed the necessary appropriation bill. 
A catch developed, though. The Department of 
the Treasury ruled that the $5,000 was insuffi
cient for the preparation of the preliminary plans, 
which was a way of pointing up that the cham
pions of an archives building had failed to touch 
base with the new supervising architect at the 
Treasury. There was also a second catch, for the 
outbreak of World War I in 1914 indefinitely 
postponed the required inspection of the leading 
European archives buildings. The first problem 
was solved in 1915 when a change in office al
lowed a more sympathetic Treasury official to 
proceed with drawing up the preliminary plans. 
The second problem required legislation, how
ever, to eliminate the requirement for an in
spection of European archives buildings. Once 
more Jameson rallied his forces; once more the 
case for a national archives had to be recited on 
Capitol Hill. Finally, in June 1916, Congress en
acted legislation deleting the European inspec
tion requirement. Jameson had to remind himself 
and his allies that Francis Bacon's idea of 1616 
for an English archives did not come to fruition 
until the Public Record Office was built 240 years 
later. 21 

The champions of a national archives in the 
United States did not have to wait 240 years, but 
they had to endure considerable frustration be
fore success was theirs . After the election of 1916, 
Jameson sought to enlist Woodrow Wilson's as
sistance . He asked the president to recommend 
to Congress an appropriation for a site for the 
archives building since the preliminary plans were 
ready and the European inspection requirement 
had been eliminated. Wilson did not believe, 
however, that a lame duck session of Congress 
was the right time for such action. American 
involvement in World War I subsequently pre
cluded his consideration of such a recommen
dation in 1917 and 1918. Although disappointed, 
Jameson sought other avenues to forward his 
crusade. Treasury Secretary William G. McAdoo 
and Senator Poindexter pressed legislation in 1917 
to authorize McAdoo to contract for the archives 
structure. Moreover, in December the Public 
Buildings Commission urged the erection of the 
building. Nor was the movement for a national 
archives lacking in other support. The inunda
tion of the government in records of its own 
making during the war caused serious concern 
among responsible federal officials and various 
historical, patriotic, and genealogical organiza-

2 11bid., pp. 62- 76. 
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tions, including the Daughters of the American 
Revolution and the National Genealogical So
ciety. Despite this, neither the president nor the 
Congress was willing to act on the building of 
a national archives during Wilson's second term. 22 

The 1920s opened with a fire that dramatized 
the need for a national archives building. This 
fire, on January 10, 1921, destroyed the census 
records of 1890 and other valuable materials in 
the Commerce Department Building. This was 
the prelude to Jameson's offensive to win the 
support of the incoming Republican administra
tion of Warren G. Harding for a national ar
chives. The fire at least added the new secretary 
of commerce, Herbert Hoover, to the ranks of 
the archives movement. It also generated some 
extra public pressure on Congress. As the Wash
ington Post pointed out, so far it seemed that 
Congress was "wedded to the theory 'Happy is 
the country that has no history."' In working on 
Capitol Hill in 1921, Jameson and his allies again 
had to deal with diversionary questions. Could 
not federal records be stored in existing space 
(despite the fact that any available space was 
unsatisfactory)? Would not the cost of an ar
chives building be exorbitant (despite the fact 
that the current ways of handling records were 
grossly uneconomical and inefficient)? There was 
also confusion in congressional debate as to what 
steps had been taken earlier in authorizing the 
archives building. Then came disagreements 
about sites for the building, as well as opposition 
from those members of Congress who wanted 
other authorized buildings funded first. The up
shot was that although the Senate approved a 
site for the archives building, the House failed 
to act. 23 

There was, however, one highly encouraging 
development in 1921, and that was the support 
of the American Legion for a national archives. 
Eben Putnam, the national historian of this new 
and large organization of veterans, was instru
mental in placing the American Legion in the 
ranks of the archives movement. Now Jameson 
would have not only mass support, but also, in 
Putnam, an astute tactician. Nevertheless, the 
archives movement still had a long way to travel 
before it would enjoy victory. The bastions of 
congressional opposition would not be easily 
stormed even with the support of the dough
boys of World War I. This was evident in 1922 
as the Senate again acted favorably on a site for 
the archives building, and the House again re
fused to agree with the upper chamber. In short, 
the national archives was losing out in the strug-

22Ibid. , pp. 77-91, 125. 
23Jbid., pp. 92-101. 

7TH 

President Herbert Hoover laid the cornerstone for the new Archives 
be one of the most beautiful buildings in America, an expression 

gle between the administration and the House 
of Representatives as to whether new federal 
buildings should be constructed only in the cap-
ital or all over the country. 24 

lf progress was being made toward the estab
lishment of a national archives, it was barely 
perceptible. Senator Reed Smoot of Utah sought 
to break the impasse early in 1923 when he of
fered legislation to convert the Pension Office 
Building into a federal archives. This only re
sulted in a waste of time as Jameson and his 
allies felt constrained to convince Congress that 
this attractive old building was unsafe for storing 
the government's records. The Senate obligingly 

24 lbid. , pp. 104-131. 



--;t 
·~ . 

' . ~ 

·'~ 

ER :~STONE 

ES ·B·UILDING 

~NIA AVENUE, N.W. 

ON 

0, -1933 

LOCK 

ADMIT ONE 
building, predicting that "This temple of our history will appropriately 
of tile Americn11 soul." 

agreed with both sides, passing both Smoot's 
amendment and Poindexter's proposal to ap
propriate funds to start construction of a na
tional archives building. Miles Poindexter, who 
was in his last days in Congress, was not to see 
his long interest in an archives capped with suc
cess. A House-Senate conference committee 
struck out both his and Smoot's proposals. 
Members of the House were intent upon block
ing new construction in Washington until ap
propriations were made for federal buildings 
outside the capital. Jameson seemed to have 
abundant reason for his fear that a national ar
chives structure "will now have to take its chances 
with a raft of public buildings, so large and loosely 
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constructed that it will sink."25 

Upon the death of Warren G. Harding in Au
gust 1923, a new president took office. This chief 
executive, Calvin Coolidge, responded posi
tively and quickly to his cabinet's advice that 
proper housing had to be provided for federal 
agencies in Washington. He was also concerned 
for the safety of the government's older records. 
In December Coolidge recommended to Con
gress that it appropriate $5 million annually f~r 
several years in support of the orderly devel
opment of federa l buildings in the capital. Soon 
bills were introduced in the Senate and the House 
to implement the president's request. But it be
came clear that the House would not budge on 
its position that there had to be a gigantic public 
building program across the nation. And why 
not? As many House leaders pointed out, this 
program had been authorized in 1913. They re
newed their vows that building needs in Wash
ington would not be met until the promises of 
federal buildings in congressional districts had 

·been fulfilled. Jameson became so discouraged 
by the impasse on the federal buildings issue 
that in 1924 he sought private funding for a na
tional archives, though without success. He and 
other champions of an archives building would 
just have to wait to see what would happen as 
a result of the jousting between the administra
tion and the House. 26 

By 1926 the administration was so worn down 
by the interminable battle with the House over 
a public buildings program that agreement was 
in the offing. Jameson feared that in the rush of 
various agencies to climb aboard the legislative 
"raft of public buildings" the national archives 
would be left behind. As it turned out, there 
was space on the raft for an archives building, 
and the raft did not sink as he had in 1923 an
ticipated that it would. The public buildings biU 
was ably steered through Congress, and there 
was something in the resulting authorization for 
everybody, including the proponents of a na
tional archives building. President Coolidge 
signed the bill into law on May 25, 1926. By july 
Congress had passed appropriations for public 
buildings, including one million dollars "To
ward the construction of an extensible archives 
building and the acquisition of a site." More
over, the secretary of the treasury was autho
rized "to enter into contracts for the entire 
estimated cost of such building, including stacks, 
and site, for not to exceed $6,900,000." At last 
the long struggle was over. The United States 
was to have a national archives building. It was 

2slbid., pp. 132-149. 
26[bid., pp. 152-159. 
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purely fortuitous that this action was taken dur
ing the sesquicentennial year of the birth of the 
Republic. 27 

Of course, having an appropriation was not 
the same as having a building. A site had to be 
selected and purchased; detailed plans had to 
be d rawn up for the building; and additional 
congressional appropriations had to be secured. 
But there would be no more crises or serious 
delays in forwarding the construction of the Na
tional Archives Building. The Treasury Depart
ment's arrangements had advanced so far by 
1930 that an architect could be engaged. john 

27Jbid . pp. 160- 169 

Russell Pope, one of America's most outstand
ing architects, was selected. Pope designed the 
building in a grand style, intending that it would 
be "one of the most interesting and most im
portant monuments in our great Washington 
plan." There is no doubt that the National Ar
chives Building became that, as well as the most 
advanced archival structure built to that point 
anywhere in the world. The ground was broken 
for the monumental edifice, which was situated 
betwe~n Seventh and Ninth streets, NW, on the 
east and west and Constitution and Pennsyl
vania avenues on the south and north, in Sep
tember 1931. In December 1932 the government 
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Engraved on the pedestal of an impressive stone statue at the front of the National Archives /mildinx, these words underscore the 



contracted with the George A. Fuller Company 
to build the structure. President Herbert Hoover 
laid the cornerstone in February 1933, predicting 
that "This temple of our history will appropri
ately be one of the most beautiful buildings in 
America an expression of the American soul." 28 

The National Archives Building was not ready 
for occupancy until November 1935, and it would 
not be considered finished until1938. Outfitting 
and adjustments continued for three more years. 
The total cost of the structure was $12,250,794. 
No one complained, however, that the United 

2~lbid., pp. 167-174; and McCoy, Tlw Natio11nl ArclritiCS, 
pp. 31, 6-7. 
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States did not get its money's worth, function
ally or esthetically. 29 

Yet the building, however well planned and 
constructed, was n.o more than a shell for a na
tional archives. Altlio~gh Jameson, Leland, and 
others had provided a great deal of theory as to 
what would occupy the structure, Jameson had 
intentiomilly avoided seeking organizational 
legislation during the long years of the struggle 
for a national archives building. Questions of the 
orgaruzation and powers of a national archives, 
as he saw them, would only have complicated 
the problems involved in securing the building. 
Certainly, too, the crucial year of the Great 
Depression, 1933, was no time to lay down the 
rules and structure for the operation of the fed
eral archival agency. That could safely wait until 
1934. Although the historical establishment and 
several federal officials and legislators had di
vergent ideas for the new agency, matters moved 
relatively smoothly that year toward agreement 
on national archives legislation. No small credit 
for this expedience goes to the interest of Pres
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt, a long-time history 
buff, in getting "action taken on it right away." 
The action in Congress revolved around bills 
introduced in March by Senator Kenneth McKellar 
of Tennessee and in April by Representative Sol 
Bloom of New York. The Senate and the House 
ironed out the differences in the two bills by June 
16. Three days later, on)une19, 1934, Roosevelt 
signed the resulting National Archives Act into 
law. In brief, the measure established the Na
tional Archives as an executive agency respon
sible to the president. The new agency was to 
be headed by the Archivist of the United States, 
who, in conjunction with the National Archives 
Council, was given broad authority to preserve 
and care for the archives of the federal govern
ment. 30 

]. Franklin Jameson, Waldo G. Leland, and 
most of their allies had lived to see not only the 
construction of the National Archives Building, 
but also the establishment of an agency, the Na
tional Archives, that would quickly take its place 
as an internationally outstanding archives. It had 
been a long and tortuous struggle, and there 
would be more struggles to come in developing 
the new agency. No one involved in the move
ment for a national archives, however, ques
tioned in 1934 or later that it had all been worth 
while. Why should they? After all, they all well 
knew that the past was prologue, in this case, 
to a significant ending. 0 

29 McCoy, The Nntio~tnl Archiucs, p. 37. 
JOibid., pp. 7- 11; and Gondos, Birth tl{ flu! Nntio11nl Ar

c/rives, pp. 151- 152. 


