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PREFACE

Is m i i by Georgla
This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview
Rountree for the Oral History Office during the Eall of 1972. Barbara
Dewhurst transcribed the tape, Gerry Gard%ner edited and audited the
transcript, and Margaret Norton reviewed it.

Miss Margaret Norton was told:at the age of ten that she would be a
librarian because she liked to read. In 1915 she graduated from New
York State Library School, which would later become the Columbia
School of Library Service. :Since she had a Master's degree in History,
she was hoping to get into the History Library field, but as it turned
out her flrst job was as an assistant cataloguer in Vassar College
Library. Soonafter she received a fellowship from the University of
Chicago and received her Doctorate in Library Services. After brief
periods of work in Indiana and Missourl, she came to Springfield, I11i-
nois after hearing from Dr. J.I. Wyer ahout a civil service exam for
the Illinois State Historical Library. In 1921 Miss Norton was appoin-—
ted by Secretary of State Emerson as the Archivist for the State of
I1linois and she held that position for over thirty eight years.

Readers of thls oral history memoir should bear in mind that it 1s a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator, and
editor sought to preserve the informal conversational style that is in-
herent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memolr, nor for the views
expressed thereln; these are for the reader to Judge.

The manuxeript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Margaret Norton, November 10, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.
Georgla Rountree, Interviewer.

Q. This is Georgla Rountree. I'm interviewlng Miss Margaret C. Norton,
the first Archivist of the State of Illinois in her lovely home on South
Second Street. She has consented to tell some of her reminiscences about
her work as an archivist and first I would like it if she would tell us
a little bit about herself, her family background, and education and so
forth., Miss Norton.

A, Well, first of all, at the-time that I was in school, there were
only three professions open to women. One was nursing, one was teaching
and the other was librarianship. When I was about ten years old, someone
said, "Well Margaret llkes to read so well, she ought to be a librarian."
So a librarian I was golng to be. Although, actually, librarians have a
saying, "The librarian who reads is lost." However, I pursued that idea
and graduated from the New York State Library School at Albany. About
eleven years after I graduated, it was Incorporated into what is now the
Colunbia School of Library Service. I had already taken my master's in
history before I finished my bachelor's in library science. So I was
rather interested in getting into the historical library field. However,
there seemed to be no opening and I took the position as assistant cata-
loguer at Vassar College. Well, it soon became obvious that I was not
sulted to library work, elther temperamentally or by adaptability.

However, the first year that I was there, during the Christmas vacation

in 1915, I went down to Washington, D. C. to attend my first meeting of
the Amerlcan Historical Association. And at that meeting, a young archi-
tect named Simon, who was interested in the housing of government archives,
and Dr, Waldo G. Leland, the Secretary of the Councill of Learned Societies,
gave a paper i1llustrated with slides showing the deplorable conditions in
which the National records were being kept, and made a very strong plea
for an archives bullding in Washington. I went back to Vassar and said

to Professor Lucy Salmon, the head of the history department, "That's what
I want to do." There was as much likeélihood of my ever becoming an archi-
vist-at that time, as of my winning the Irish Sweepstakes. But Miss Sal-
mon, Instead of ridiculing my youthful enthusiasm, said, "Well, the thing
fo do 1s to get ready for 1t; then if the opportunlty ever comes, you'll
be qualified. Read everything you can get your hands on about American
and foreign archives." And I did it, and I've always been thankful for
her guldance.

We were not worklng summers at the library in those days, so I used to go
back to the University of Chicago CGraduate School every sumer. And one
day, one of the professors sald to me, "Miss Norton, it's going to take you
forever:to get.a doctorate this way. Why don't you apply for a fellowship
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and come back to the University for a couple of years and finish your
residence requirements!" So I applied for a fellowship and, to my
surprise, got it. So the academic years of 1918 to 1920, I spent at

the University of Chicago where I finished the resldence requirements

for a doctorate and took the preliminary examination, but left the thesis
to do some time later. I never had time to do it; what I was doing al-
ways seemed much more important then writing a thesls. Then, in the mean-
time the two summers between academic s@ssions in Chicago—I calendered a
collection of manuscripts in the Indlana State Library. And I reallzed
then that I really did like that type of manuscript work.

I got a job as cataloguer for the State Histordcal Socilety of Missouri in
1920. They had a library of 100,000 volumes; but had never had a trained
librarian before. In the next year and a half that I was there, I worked
very hard getting the library into more usable shape, so to speak. Suddenly,
I had a letter from Dr. James I. Wyer, the director of ny old library school,
saying, "I have Just noticed this advertisement for an examination, for a
civil service job in Illinois, it is for historical editor of the State
Historical Library." I knew very well that I wouldn't get 1t, because I
knew that nmy old schoolmate, Theodore Pease was slated for the Jjob which,

of course, he did get. But I decided to take the examination so that T
could get my name on the civil service list in case anything else showed

up in the State Hlstorlcal Library.

In the meantime, Miss Harriet Skogh, the head of the General Division of

the Illinois State Library was looking for a cataloguer and the civil ser—
vice comission suggested ny name. - She realized that T wouldn't be interested
in that Job, but she told Secretary of State Emmerson that she thought may-

be I could qualify for that new position of Archivist in the State Library.
And she suggested that I follow through.

The position had been created by the last General Assenbly but he was
being very cautious in making his appointment, because he had had to fire
Miss Skogh's predecessor. And although he had ample cause for so doing,
she st1ll had enough clout with menbers of the General Assenbly and the
American Library Assochatibdn to give him a rather bad time of it. And he
was determined to get a fully qualified professional archivist. So I was
invited to submlt references, which I did without very much expectation
of anything happening. Suddenly, one day, T had a telegram from Mr. Emmer-
son asking me if I could be in Springfield the next day for an interview.

Well, T got here and to my great suprise--I'd been ouf of the state for
ten years and I didn't know very much about what was going on in I1linois—
he offered me the job. But instead of it being the head of an already
established division of the State Library, as I had anticipated, I was to
organize the new State Archives. I felt like crawling under a table. Then
I thought, "Well, buck up. If he thirks you can do it, you can't do any
worse than try." So I accepted the job and came here in April of 1922.

Now I must backtrack and tell you a 1llttle bit about the archives movement
in the United States. During the 1880's and 1890's, the best historical
schools were 1n Europe, particularly in Germany, and the American historlans
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were trained in documenting their writings from the European archives.
When they came back to become professors here in the United 3tates, :
there were no archival establishments. And 1t was almost impossible to get
access to the records. 30, they immediately started a campaign to do some-
thing about 1t. The American Historical Association set up a commission
which 1t called the Public Archives Commission and this commission for
thirty or forty years put all i1ts emphaslis on trylng to get a national
archives. But also, there was a movement towards establishing state.
archival agencies. Some went Into historical societies, some into state
libraries and some were set up under the Secretary of State who in most
states was the most important records-keeping person.

In Tllinois, the work was spearheaded by Professor James of Northwestern
University and Professor Alford of the University of Illinois. Tllinois
had had a very good historical library established in about 1889. They
first started work towards getting an archival agency by begimning to pub-
lish some of the early historical documents of this state, such as the
Governor's letter-books, and the papers of the old territorial governments
at Cahokia and Kaskaskia.

And they also made. prellmlnary-lnventorles of the akchives of the state
goverrment and the counties, and published these. They also had a survey

over at the University of Illlnols which was a dlvision of the 3State His-
torical Library, headed by the same Dr. Pease whom I spoke of before. And
he collected transcripts, particularly of records of the French period of

Illinois, from European government archives. So I didn't start completely
from the beginning.

The first thing I did, after I came, was to persuade the powers that be to
send me to visit all of the archival agencies in the country. There were
not too many, perhaps a dozen, mostly from among the old thirteen original
colonies that became the United States. I was very well received by them
and given many helpful suggestions. Also, through: thie courtesy of Dr. J.
Franklin Jamison, head of the Carnegie Historical Institute in Washington,
I got access to most of the major records of the govermment of the United
States. But I found that nobody really knew very much about archives.
European archivists were not Interested in anything that happened earlier
than one hundred years ago, and the Amerlcan records hardly went back much
further. 1In other words, I was getting in on the foundation of an new
profession—that is, of keepers of archives which were not merely histori-
cal manuscripts. Of course. the first problem I had here was with the
menbers of the Appropriation Committees of the General Assembly.

"We alrieady have a historical library; why do we need another one?" So I
had to develop a theory that properly administered archives could be help-
ful to the state government, because the archivist would know the history
of the records and would be able to take care of the references to their
older records. So the first thing that I did—-and in fact, I am credited
with having:been the first one in this country to point that out and point
out in what ways we could be helpful to state officlals. The first thing
for me to do was to make an inventory of the records of the Secretary of
State's office. Now in Illinois, the Secretary of State started out as
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Secretary to the Governor and because many of the Governors wanted to
bring in their own private secretaries, there wasn't too much for the
Secretaries of State to do, so if any new job came up in state govern-
ment, "Let George do 1t," and George was the Secretary of State. So

he became the one who was in charge of the election matters of the state
government. Returns were sent in to him; the corporations were chartered
through the Secretary of State; the supervision over the sale of securities
came to the Secretary of State. The Constitution provided that he should
be the Archivist for the General Assenbly, so as early as 1876, George
Harlow, the Secretary of State at that time, created what he called the
Department of Archives and Index.

Well, very quickly he gathered together all he could of the really historic
records of the state government. As time went on, the work of the Depart-
ment of Archives and Index became a matter of current work. They published
the session laws and the jowrmals of the General Assembly. So, in theory
at least, the head of the Index department, Louis Vogel was the archivist
when T came. Now most people in his posltlon would have been a little
Jealous when I came in, and would have felt I was trying to take away some-
thing from him. But Louis Vogel was not only orie of the greatest gentle-
man I have ever known but he really appreciated the value of the records
and he was terribly distressed that the older records had been pushed out
of the vaults into all sorts of conditions and places. Whenever I wanted
anything or wanted any help, Lou Vogel was the one who always backed me and
whe would say to the other department heads, "Now listen to the little lady,
she knows what she's doing." So I depended very largely on him.

Well, I found the records system to be as awful as people had predicted,
only worse. For Instance, I was rooting around up in the attic one day,
on the gixth floor under the roof, and I saw something sticking out of
what appeared to be a ventilating shaft. So I got a rickety ladder and
climbed up about twelve or fifteen feet, and pulled out the territorial
and first state census records, which I call, "The charter members of the
State of Illinois," because they were the heads of families at that time.
I realized that that was a major discovery so I got that into a safer
place. The Secretary of State sald to me one day, "You know, the Attorney
General 1s working on a lawsuit involving the State's title to the canal
lands." When the canal was bullt the State got patents to about half of
what 1s now the clty of Chicago. And they were questioning that, because
In the national records they could not find where the State had acted on
one of the provisions for getting this charter, and they thought, accord-
ing to the published Governmor's letter-books, that one of the letter-books
had a letter of transmittal transmitting this material that was so vital
to the Attorney General. And Mr. Emmerson sald, "See if you can find it
I doubt if you can but look." Well, one day I was down in the basement
under the front steps of the Capital and in a room that was called a vault,
because it had a grating door in front of it. The enrolled laws were down
there; everytime it rained, the water seeped through the ceiling which
wasn't too good for the enrcolled laws, of course. But I noticed one day
in the corner of that, a pile of debris, and I said to Rufus Nelson,

the document clerk who distributed the State publications for the Secre-
tary of State, "Rufus, what do you suppose 1s in that pile?' And he said,
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"I don't know. That is where they told us to put all the sweepings." And
T said, "Sweepings? In a vault? Get a shovel; let's see what's under
there." Well, I found a big bundle, wrapped in many layers of paper,
labelled something else; and when I got to the end of it, it was the miss-
ing volume that somebody didn't dare destroy, but had seen %6 it that no-
body would ever find. Of course, that got me in pretty good with the
powers that be. Well, I never worked as hard in my life as I did that first
sumner; but I gained twenty poimds that first summer. (laughs)

When the Statehouse was built, according to the prevailing style of archi-
tecture, there was a monumental staircase that went up to what is now the
second floor, which was counted as the main floor of the Statehouse. What
is now the first floor of the Statehouse was called the basement, and

what is now the basement of the Statehouse was the sub-basement, where all
the steampipes and plumbing plpes and so forth were located. It had never
been paved; there were six inches of dust on the floor which sometimes was
that much mud when it would rain, and a lot of the records were down there
in various places. The cockroaches were as big as mice and the rats were
as big as cats, and I'm not exaggerating. Rufus Nelson took his revolver
to protect me. I didn't tell him, but I was a little more afrald of the
revolver than the rats; he got me a long piece of pipe and whenever a rat
came and looked at me, 1'd bang on whatever was nearest with that pipe and
scared him off.

Now actually, the Archives was intended to go into the new Centennial Build-
ing. And it was supposed to have been dedicated the year that I came; but
fortunately for me, i1t wasn't finished until 1923. So I had a little time
to get my breath, so to speak, and to have my inventory made, and to know
about how much I was going to get, and how I could take care of it in there.
Although the day before the building was opened, the architect said to me,
"By the way, Miss Norton, what is an arch-ive?" I said, "That is what I've
been trying to tell you for two years and you wouldn't listen." The pro-
visions were inadequate, particularly because of the great weight of the
archives; we were put on one of the top floors of the State Library stacks
and the floor buckled, but that's nelther here nor there.

I also started a series of studies of the history of the various State
departments, particularly with reference to what records they were supposed
to keep, and when each function came into being, so that I knew what records
would eventually come. Well, of course, at the time that I came, the =
archives law was very simple--simply a provision for an archivist and a
secretary. Salaries, but no money for even pencils which I had to cajole
from friends in the Statehouse. But since the Secretary of State was the
custodian of the most important records, that was no handicap to me. In
1925, 1 got the law amended to permit any state official, with his consent
and the consent of the State Librarian, to transfer any noncurrent records
to the Archives. And Edward J. Barrebt, now the County Clerk of Cook County,
but at that time State Treasurer, later Secretary of State, found a long-
lost volume of the early territorial records and at my suggestion, he trans-
ferred 1t to the Archives. 8o that was the first transfer from outside the
Secretary of State's office.
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A good many departments found that even 1f they wanted to transfer their
records, they couldn't do so without some amendments to the law. For
instance, the Clerk of the Supreme Court was under bond for the care of
the Court records. The Auditor was the only one who could issue patents
based on the public lands of this state, and so on and so forth. We went
on for some years, slowly growing, slowly getting the confidence of the
people. I remember the Corporation Department head was rather disagreeable
to me when I first came, and said I wasn't golng to have any of their re-
cords. - But I noticed up in this same attic room where I found the Census
records that there were carton after carton of boxes of annual reports of
corporations; and whenever anyone wanted one of those reports, he pulled
down boxes and went through them until he found what he wanted, and left
everything 1n bad disorder. So I persuaded the head of the Corporation
Department to let me see what I could do with it. Well, T found that a
new filing system was all that was needed for those and he soon beccme
one of my best friends.

Another thing that was very helpful in our progress in the Archives was

the appointment of an Assistant State Librarian. There had been such a
provision in the law since 1921 but no one had ever been appointed. Secre-
tary of State Hughes appointed Miss Helene H. Rogers, and Miss Rogers was
very nice to me; she realized she knew nothing about archives and there-
fore, she did not disturb me; but she was someone to back me when I needed
help. Well, one of the things she did was to revive the publication called,
"T1linois Libraries," which was a house organ of the Extension Division of
the T1linois State Library. As a department head, I had a colum in the
T1lincis Libraries and from about 1939 on until the time T left, T had to
provide at least ten articles a year on archives. 0Of course, some were
descriptions of Archives; occasionally a member of the staff would get
enthuslastic and write an article, but most of the articles I wrote. Many
of them, especially the early ones, were trying to explain the difference
between archival work and library work. T talked about archival technique,
anything I could think of that might be of interest, but particularly with
thé idea that archivists wanted librarians sympathetid with thelr work.

Then, in 1937, we got an appropriation for a new Archives building. Of
course, I had talked Archives building ever since I cames. Some of the
men in the archival world said, '"Well how did you get an Archives build-
ing?" Meaning how did a woman get such a place when we couldn't? T used
to laugh and say, "Well, I don't recommend it,” but I said, "A small boy
set fire to - the State Armory the day after an automoblle show had been
there and it spread tc the ammunitions stored in the State Armory. And
also stored in the State Armory were all the records of World War I and 11,
and the American Leglon didn't like that very well so they got back of the
move for a new Archives building."

When we had to plan the Archives building, there was only one archives
bullding in the country and that was the Maryland Archives. And I got
copies of the plans and our basic plan was very simllar except we were

ten times as large. It was basically to have the offices wrapped around
the central vault system. It didn't work too well in I1linois, Dbecause it
got too easy to put other divisions in with us for a while and T guess they
didn't get them all out until long after I had left.
























