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PREFACE 

This inanuscrlpt is the product of a tape recorded interview by Georgia 
Romtree for  the Oral History Office during the Fall of 1972. Barbara 
Dewhurat transcribed the tape, Gemy Gardiner edited and audited the 
t r anscdp t  , and Mar-t Norton reviewed it. 

PUSS Mgaret Norton w a s  to ld  at the age of ten that  she would be a 
librarian because she 1Lked t o  read. In 1915 she graduated f r o m  New 
York State Library Scbaol, which would l a t e r  becow the Colun-bia 
School of Ldbrary Service. -Since she had a Master's degree in Hlstory, 
she w a s  hop- t o  get in to  the Hstory  Library f ie ld ,  but as it turned 
out her f i m t  job was as an assistant cataloguer i n  V a s s a r  College 
Library. Soonafter she received a fellowship Mrn the University of 
Chicago and received her Doctorate in Library  Services. After brief  
periods of work in Indiana and Missouri, she came t o  Springfield, Illi- 
nois after hezrhg  fForn D r .  J. I. Wyer about a c iv i l  service exam for  

\ the I l l ino i s  State Historical Liibrary. In 1921 Miss Norton was appoin- 
ted by %cretary of' State Emrson as the Archivist f o r  the State of 
I l l ino i s  and she held tha t  position fo r  over th i r ty  eight years. 

Readers of t h i s  o ra l  history mmir should bear in  lllFnd that  it is a 
transcript of the spoken word, and that  the interviewer, narrator, and 
editor  sought t o  preserve the informal conversational s ty le  that  is  in- 
herent in such his tor ica l  sources. Sangamon State University is not 
responsible fo r  the factual accuracy of the mmoir, nor for the views 
expressed therein; these are fo r  the reader t o  judge. 

The mayluxcrfpt may be read, quoted, and ci ted m e l y .  It may not be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  51 par t  by any mans, electronic o r  mechanical, 
without permission in writing fYom the Oral History Office, Sangmn 
State University, Springfield, I l l ino i s ,  62708. 



lbrgmet Norton, November 10, 1972, Springfield, I l l inois .  
Georgia Romtx-ee, Interviewer. 

Q. This is Georgia Rountree. I'm interviewing l!Uss P & g e t  C. Norton, 
the first Archivist of the State of I l l ino i s  i n  her lovely home on South 
Second Street.  She has consented t o  t e l l  sane of her rerritniscences about 
her work as an archivist  and f i r s t  I would l ike  it if  she would t e l l  us 
a l i t t l e  b i t  about herself, her family background, and education and so 
forth. Miss Norton. 

A. Well, f i r s t  of all,  a t  the time that  I was i n  school, there were 
only three professions open t o  women. One was nursing, one was teaching 
and the other was librarianship. When I was about ten years old, sorrieone 
said, "Well m a r e t  l ikes t o  read so well, she ought t o  be a librarian. l' 
So a l ibrarian I was going t o  be. Although, actually, l i b r a r i ans  have a 
saying, "The l ibrarian who reads i s  lost.' ' However, I pursued that  idea 
and graduated f'rom the New York State Library School at  Albany. About 
eleven years a f t e r  I graduated, it w a s  incorporated into what is now the 
Colwnbia School of Library Service. I had already taken q y  master's i n  
hfstory before I finished my bachelorls i n  library science. So I was 
rather interested in getting in to  the h is tor ica l  l ibrary f ie ld .  However, 
there seemed t o  be no opening and I took the position as assistant cata- 
loguer a t  Vassar College. Well, f t  soon became obvious that I was not 
suited t o  library work, ei ther  temperamentally o r  by adaptability. 

However, the first yew that  I was there, during the Christmas vacation 
i n  1915, I went down t o  Washington, D. C. t o  attend q~ f i r s t  meeting of 
the American Historical Association. And a t  that  meting,  a young amhi- 
t ec t  m d  Simon, who w a s  interested i n  the housing of g o v e m n t  archives, 
and Dr. Waldo G. Leland, the Secretary of the Council of Learned Societies, 
gave a paper i l lus t ra ted  with s l ides  showing the deplorable conditions i n  
which the National records were being kept, and mde a very strong plea 
for  an archives building i n  Washington. I went back t o  Vassar and said 
t o  Professor Lucy Salmon, the head of the history departmnt, "Thatt s what 
I want t o  do." There was as much likelihood of rqy ever becoming an archi- 
v i s t  at that time, as of winning the I r i sh  Sweepstakes. But Wss Sal- 
mon, instead of ridiculing youthf'ul enthusiasm, s a d ,  "Well, the thing 
t o  do is t o  get ready fo r  it; then if the opportunity 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 @dance. 

We were not working sumners at the library in those days, so I used t o  go 
back t o  the University of Chicago Graduate School every s m e r .  And one 
day, one of the professors said t o  IE, "Miss Norton, i t ' s  going t o  take you 
forever t o  get.a doctorate t h i s  way. Why don't you apply for  a fellowship 
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and come back t o  the University fo r  a couple of years and f inish your 
residence requiremnts!" So I applied for a fellowship and, t o  my 
surprise, got it. So the academic years of 1918 t o  1920, I spent at 
the University of Chicago where I finished the residence requirements 
fo r  a doctorate and took the prelimhary examination, but l e f t  the thesis  
t o  do some time la ter .  I never had time t o  do it; what I was doing al- 
w a y s  seemed much mre Fmportant then writing a thesis.  Then, i n  the man- 
time the two sunanem between academic skssions i n  Chicago-I calendered a 
collection of m~~luscr ip ts  i n  the Indiana State Library. And I realized 
then that  I real ly did l ike  that  type of manuscript work. 

I got a job as cataloguer fo r  the State Historical Society of Missouri i n  
1920. They had a library of 100,000 volumes, but had never had a trained 
librmian before. In the next year and a half that  I was there, I worked 
very hard getting the library in to  more usable shape, so t o  speak. Suddenly, 
I had a l e t t e r  from Dr. James I. Wyer, the director of old library school, 
saying, "I have just  noticed t h i s  advertisement fo r  an examination, for  a 
c i v i l  service job i n  I l l ino i s ,  it is for  h is tor ica l  edi tor  of the State 
Historical Library." I knew very w e l l  that  I wouldn't get it, because I 
knew that  rry old schoolmate, Theodore Pease was slated for  the job which, 
of course, he did get. But I decided t o  take the examination so that  I 
could get name on the c i v i l  service list i n  case anything e lse  showed 
up i n  the State Historical Library.  

In  the meantime, Kss Harriet Skogh, the head of the General Division of 
the I l l ino i s  State Library w a s  looking for  a cataloguer and the c i v i l  ser- 
vice cmnissfon s w e s t e d  my name. She realized that  I wouldn't be interested 
i n  tha t  job, but she told Secretary of State Brmrson that  she thougnt may- 
be I could qualif'y fo r  that  new position of Archivist i n  the State Library. 
And she suggested that  I follow through. 

The position had been created by the last General Assembly but he was 
being very cautious i n  making h i s  appointment, because he had had t o  fire 
Miss Skoghts predecessor. And although he had ample cause fo r  so doing, 
she s t i l l  had e n o m  clout w i t h  mrhers of the General Assembly and the 
American Library AssocAation t o  give him a rather bad tim of it. And he 
was determined to get a fu l ly  qualiffed professional archivist .  So I was 
invited t o  subrrdt references, which I did without very much expectation 
of anything happening. Suddenly, one day, I had a telepam f r o m  M r .  Ehmer- 
son asking nae i f  I could be i n  Springfield the next day for  an interview, 

Well, I got here and t o  my great suprise--I'd been out of the s t a t e  fo r  
ten years and I didn't how very much about what was going on i n  Ill inois- 
he offerad 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 t o  
organize the new State Amhives. I f e l t  l ike  crawling under a table. Then 
I thought, "Well, buck up. If he thinkg you can do it, you can't do any 
worse than try." So I accepted the job and came here i n  April of 1922. 

Now I nust backtrack and t e l l  you a l i t t l e  b i t  about the archives movement 
i n  the United States. During the 1880's and 189Ovs, the best h is tor ica l  
schools were i n  Europe, particularly i n  Germany, and the American hLst~rim 
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were trained i n  documenting the i r  writings *om the guropean =chives. 
When they came back t o  became professors here i n  the United States, 
there were no archival establishments. And it was almost impossible t o  get 
access t o  the records. Skjr they immediately s tar ted a campaign t o  do sm- 
thlng about it. The American Historical Association s e t  up a c ~ s s i o n  
which it called the Public Archives Con-mission and this conmission for  
t h W y  or forty years put a l l  i ts  emphasis on trying t o  get a national 
archives. But also, there was a movement towards establish- s t a t e  
archivaL agencies. S m  went into h is tor ica l  societies,  s aw  in to  s t a t e  
l ibrar ies  and some were s e t  up under the Secretary of State who Fn most 
s ta tes  was the most important; records-keeping person. 

In I l l inois ,  the work was spearheaded by Professor James of Northwestern 
University and Pmfessor Alford of the University of I l l inois .  I l l ino i s  
had had a very good his tor ica l  l ibrary established i n  about 1889. They 
f irst  s tar ted work tawaylds getting an archival agency by beginning t o  pub- 
l i s h  some of the early h is tor ica l  documents of t h i s  s ta te ,  such as the 
Governor's letter-books, and the papers of the old t e r r i t o r i a l  gowemunents 
a t  Cahokla and Kaskaskia. 

And they also made preliminary inventories of the azchlves of the s t a te  
govemnent and the counties, ard publfshed these. They also had a swvey 
over a t  the University of I l l ino i s ,  which w a s  a division of the State His- 
to r ica l  Library, headed by the same Dr. Pease whom I spoke of before. And 
he collected t r&cr ip t s ,~  particularly of records of the W n c h  period of 
I l l ino i s ,  h r n  European g o v e m n t  archives. So I didn't  start completely 
frm the be@-. 

The ffrst thing I did, af te r  I came, was t o  persuade the powers that be t o  
send me t o  visit all of the archival agencies i n  the country. There were 
not too mmy, perhaps a dozen, mostly from among the old thir teen original 
colonies that  became the United States. I was very well received by them 
and given many helpful suggestions. Also, through tlrre courtesy of Dr. J. 
f ianklin Jamison, head of the Carnegie Hs to r ica l  Ins t i tu te  i n  Waqhington, 
I got access t o  most of the rmJor records of the g o v e m n t  of the United 
States. But I found that  nobody rea l ly  knew very much about archives. 
European archivists were not interested i n  anything that  happened ea r l i e r  
than one hundred "vem ago, and the American records hardly went back much 
further. In  other words, I was getting i n  on the foundation of an new 
profession-that is, of keepers of archiv@s,which were not merely histori- 
ca l  m u s c r i p t s .  O f  course. the f irst  problem I had here was with the 
members of the Appropriation Corrrmittees of the General Assembly. 

"We already have a his tor ica l  l i b m y ;  why do we need another one?" So I 
had t o  develop a theory tha t  properly administered archives could be help- 
f u l  t o  the s t a t e  government, because the archivist  would know the history 
of the records and would be able t o  take care of the references t o  the i r  
older records. So the first thing that I did-and i n  fact, I am credited 
with ha~.in.g,~beee the first one i n  t h i s  countq to point that out and point 
out i n  what Qays we could be helpful t o  s t a t e  off icials .  The f i r s t  thing 
for  me t o  do was t o  make an inventory of the records of the Secretary of 
State 's  office. Now i n  I l l inois ,  the Secretavy of State s tar ted out as 
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Secretary t o  the Governor and because many of the Governors wanted t o  
byin@; i n  the i r  own private secretaries,  there wasn't too mch fo r  the 
Secretaries of State t o  do, so i f  any new job cane up i n  s t a t e  govern- 
ment, "kt k o q e  do it," and George was the Secretary of State. So 
he became the one who was i n  charge of the election matters of the s t a te  
govement.  R e t m  were sent i n  t o  hfm; the corporations were chartered 
through the Secretary of State; the supervision over the sale of securi t ies  
came t o  the Secretary of State. The Constitution provided that  he should 
be the Archivist for  the General Assembly, so as early as 1876, George 
Harlow, the Secretary of State a t  that  time, created what he called the 
Departmnt of Archives and Index. 

Well, very quickly he gathered together a l l  he could of the real ly h is tor ic  
records of the s t a t e  government. A s  time went on, the work of the Depart- 
ment of Archives and Index becarre a m t t e r  of c m n t  work. They published 
the session laws and the journals of the General Assembly. So, i n  theory 
at leas t ,  the head of the Index department, Louis Vogel was the archivist  
when I came. Now most people i n  h i s  position would have been a l i t t l e  
jealous when I came a, and would have f e l t  I was trying t o  take away some- 
thing f r o m  him. But Louis Vogel w a s  not only o ~ e  of the p e a t e s t  gentle- 
man I have ever known but he real ly appreciated the value of the records 
and he was ter r ib ly  distressed that  the older records had been pushed out 
of the vaults into a l l  sor ts  of conditions and places. Whenever I wanted 
anything o r  wanted any help, Lou Vogel was  the one who always backed me and 
who would say t o  the other department heads, "Now l i s t en  t o  the l i t t l e  lady, 
she knows what she's doing." So I depended very largely on him. 

Well, I found the records system t o  be as  awful as people had predicted, 
only worse. For instance, I w a s  rooting around up i n  the a t t i c  one day, 
on the sixth floor under the roof, and I saw somethfng sticking out of 
what appeared t o  be a ventilating shaft.  So I got a rickety ladder and 
climbed up about twelve o r  f i f teen  fee t ,  and pulled out the t e r r i t o r i a l  
and f i r s t  s t a t e  census records, which I ca l l ,  "The charter members of the 
State of I l l i n ~ i s , ~ ~  because they were the heads of families at that  time. 
I realized that  that  was a major discovwy so I got that in to  a safer 
place. The Secretary of State said t o  me one day, "You know, the Attorney 
General i s  warking on a lawsuit involving the State 's  t i t l e  t o  the canal 
lands." When the canal was b u i l t  the State got patents t o  about half of 
what is now the c i ty  of Chicago. And they were questioning that ,  because 
i n  the national records they could not find where the State had acted on 
one of the provisions for  gett- t h i s  c h w e r ,  and they thought, accord- 
fng t o  the published Govemorls letter-books, that  one of the l e t t e ~ b o o k s  
had a l e t t e r  of transmittal transmftting t h i s  mterial that  was  so v i t a l  
t o  the Attorney General. And M r .  Brmrson said, "See i f  you can find it$ 
I doubt i f  you can but look. " Well, one day I was d m  in the basement 
under the h n t  steps of the Capital and i n  a room that  was called a vault, 
because it had a grating door i n  f h n t  of it. The enrolled laws were down 
there; everytime it rained, the water seeped through the ceiling which 
wasn't too goad fo r  the enrolled laws, of course. But I noticed one day 
in the comer of that ,  a p i l e  of debris, and I said t o  Rufus Nelson, 
the document clerk who distributed the State publications fo r  the Secre- 
tary of State, "Rufus, what do you suppose is i n  that  pi le? '  And he said, 
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"I don't know. That is where they told us t o  put a l l  the sweepings." And 
I said, "Sweepings? In a vault? Get a shovel; l e t  ' s see what s under 
there." Well, I found a b ig  bundle, wrapped i n  many layers of paper, 
labelled something else; and when I got t o  the end of it, it was the miss- 
ing volume that somebody didn't  dare destroy, but had seen t b  it that no- 
body would ever find. O f  course, tha t  got me i n  pretty good with the 
powers tha t  be. Well, I never worked as hard i n  my l f f e  as I did that  first 
surmzer; but I gained twenty pomds that  f i r s t  s m r  . (laughs ) 

When the Statehouse was bui l t ,  accordirq t o  the prevailing s ty le  of archi- 
tecture, there was a m n m n t a l  s taircase that  went up t o  what i s  now the 
second floor, which was counted as  the m i n  f loor of the Statehouse. What 
i s  now the first f loor of the Statehouse was called the basement, and 
what is now the basement of the Statehouse was the sub-basement, where a l l  
the steanrpipes and plumbing pipes and so forth were located. It had never 
been paved; there were s i x  inches of dust on the f loor mich  sometimes was 
that  much mud when it would rain, and a l o t  of the records were down there 
i n  various places. The c o c ~ a c h e s  were as  big as mice and the r a t s  were 
as big as cats, and I ' m  not exaggerating. Rufus Nelson took h i s  revolver 
t o  protect me. I didn't t e l l  him, but I was a l i t t l e  more afllaid of the 
revolver than the rats; he got me a long piece of pipe and whenever a rat 
came and looked a t  me, I ' d  bang on whatever was nearest with that pipe and 
scared him off .  

Now actually, the Archives was intended t o  go into the new Centennial Build- 
. And it was supposed t o  have been dedicated the year that  I came; but 
fortunately fo r  me, it wasn't finished un t i l  1923. So I had a l i t t l e  time 
t o  get breath, so t o  speak, and t o  have inventory made, and t o  how 
about how much I was going t o  get, and how I could take care of it i n  thepe. 
Although the day before the building. was opened, the architect said t o  me, 
"E3y the way, Miss Norton, what i s  an arch-ive?" I said, "That is what I 've 
been trying t o  t e l l  you for  two years and you wouldn't l is ten."  The prc- 
visions were inadequate, pa~%fcularrly because of the great weight of the 
archfves; we were put on one of the top floors of the State Library stacks 
and the floor buckled, but tha t ' s  neither here nor there. 

I also star ted a s e ~ i e s  of studies of the history of the various State 
departments, pax-ticularly with reference t o  what records they were supposed 
t o  keep, and when each function came in to  being, so tha t  I knew what records 
would eventually come. Well, of course, at the tirne tha t  I came, the 
archives law w a s  very simple-simply a provision for  an archivist  and a 
secretary. Salaries, but no mney fo r  even pencTls which 3: had t o  cajole 
from friends in the Statehouse. But since the Secretary of State was the 
custodian of the rnost important records, that  was  no handicap t o  me. In  
1925, I got the l a w  amended t o  permit any s t a t e  of f ic ia l ,  with his consent 
and the consent of the State Librarian, t o  transfer any noncmrent r4ecords 
t o  the fbchives. And W a r d  J. Eam"ett, now the County Clerk of cook County, 
but a t  that  time State Treasurer, l a t e r  Secretary of State, fomd a long- 
los t  volume of the early t e r r i t o r i a l  records and a t  suggestion, he trans- 
ferred it t o  the Archives. So tha t  was the first transfer from outside the 
Secretavy of State 's  office. 



A good maxiy departments found that even i f  they wanted t o  transfer the i r  
records, they couldn't do so without some amendmnts t o  the l a w .  For 
instance, the Clerk of the Supreme Court w a s  under bond fo r  the care of 
the Court records. The Auditor was the only one who could issue patents 
based on the public lands of t h i s  s ta te ,  and so on and so forth. We went 
on for  some years, slowly growing, slowly ge t t i ng  the confidence of the 
people. I remember the Corporation Department head w a s  rather disypeeable 
t o  me when I first  came, and said I wasn't going t o  have any of the i r  re- 
cords. But I noticed up i n  t h i s  same a t t i c  room where I found the Census 
records that  there were c m o n  a f t e r  carton of boxes of annual repolrts of 
corporations; and whenever anyone wanted one of those reports, he pulled 
down boxes and went through them un t i l  he found what he wanted, and l e f t  
everythhg i n  bad disorder. So I persuaded the head of the Corporation 
Department t o  l e t  me see what I could do with it. Well, I found that  a 
new f i l i ng  system w a s  a l l  that  was needed fo r  those and he soon become 
one of my best friends. 

Another thing that  was very helpful i n  our p r o g ~ ~ s  i n  the Archives w a s  
the appointment of an Assistant State  Librarian. There had been such a 
provision i n  the l a w  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 t o  me; she realized she knew nothing about archives and there- 
fore, she d3d not disturb me; but she was someone t o  back me when I needed 
help. Well, one of the things she did was t o  revive the publication called, 
l l I l l inois  Libraries," which was a house organ of the Extension Division of 
the I l l ino i s  State Library. As  a department head, I had a column i n  the 
I l l ino i s  Libraries and h r n  about 1939 on un t i l  the tb-e I l e f t ,  I had t o  
provide a t  leas t  ten a r t i c l es  a yew on archives. Of course, some were 
descriptions of Archives; occasionally a member of the staff would get 
enthusiastic and wrlte an a r t i c l e ,  but most of the a r t i c l es  I wrote. Many 
of them, especially the early ones, were trying t o  explain the difference 
between archival work and l ibrary work. I talked about archival technique, 
anything I could think of that  might be of interest ,  but paY.ticularly with 
the idea that  archivists wanted l i b r m a n s  sympathetid with the i r  work. 

Then, i n  1937, we got an appropriation fo r  a new Archives building. Of 
course, I had talked Archives building ever since I came2 Some of the 
men i n  the archival world said, "Well how did you get an &chives build- 
ing?ll karring how did a woman get such a place when we couldn't? I used 
t o  laugh and say, "Well, I don't recommend it," but I said, "A small boy 
s e t  fire t o  the State Armory the day a f t e r  an automobile show had been 
there and it spread t o  the m u n i t i o n s  stored i n  the State Armory. And 
also stored i n  the State Armory were a l l  the records of World War I and-11, 
and the American Legion didn't l ike  that  very well so they got back of the 
move for a new Archives building. l1 

When we had t o  plan the Archives building, there was only one archives 
building in the country and that  w a s  the Maryland Archives. And I got 
copies of the plans and our basic plan was very similar except we were 
ten tlmes as larrge. It was basically t o  have the offices wrapped around 
the central vault system. It didn't work too well i n  IIEmls, because it 
got too easy t o  put other dtvisions i n  with us for  a while and I guess they 
didn't get them all out un t i l  long a f t e r  I had l e f t .  
















