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Case Study:  Working with a 
patron to process a collection 

The George W. Headley Papers at the 
University of Kentucky  

Special Collections 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And a project in process.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In May 2012, Leslie Wilson, working on an MA in the history of decorative arts, e-mailed the Special Collections reference listserv.  She wanted to look at the George W. Headley papers.  However, these were unprocessed papers, about 8 boxes worth.
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It was through staff at the Headley-Whitney Museum that she heard the papers were at UK.  I was astonished to discover that some of his papers existed outside of the museum. I was excited, because George W. Headley is a regionally well-known person in Kentucky.  
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Born in 1908 into a prominent thoroughbred-owning family, he decided to become a jeweler.  He studied in New York and France, and in the 1940s had his own studio in California.  On the death of his father in 1949, he returned to the family farm, La Belle, just outside Lexington.  He married Barbara Whitney, a member of the Vanderbilt-Whitney families, and made bibelots, assemblages of precious metals, stones, and other items. The museum was established after his death in 1985 and is on the site of the family farm.  These photos are all from the UK collection.
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So, first I looked at the deed of gift.  I was chagrined to discovered that this regionally important person’s papers had been given to us in 1992.  However, the deed was open with no restrictions.  Along with the deed of gift in the donor file, there was information indicating that someone had used the collection in the late 1990s.
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Then, I checked the accession record in Archivists’ Toolkit, to see if there was any further information there.  I also checked the paper finding aids in the research room.  There wasn’t any additional information.
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Then I looked at the collection itself.  Five of the boxes contained correspondence, all already foldered by year.  Leslie was particularly interested in the correspondence.  The rest of the boxes contained loose photographs and a few albums, mostly in no order.  Some were foldered, but with no identification on the folder.  There didn’t seem to be any reason not to allow researcher access to the collection in its current state.  The photographs had not obvious order and wouldn’t be additionally harmed by being open for research.  The correspondence was already minimally processed.So, at first, I was simply going to allow Leslie to use the collection for her research.  Then I thought, why not take advantage of Leslie’s expertise and ask her to process the photographs by grouping them in broad categories as she was using the collection—if she had time and was willing.
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I met with Leslie in late May at the beginning of her first research visit.  She was thrilled with the collection and very willing to assist in identifying the photographs in conjunction with doing her own research.  She spent the first visit surveying the collection.  (Someone in 1999 had produced an annotated calendar to the correspondence, which the Headley-Whitney Museum has.  That’s the document in the center.  Leslie uses this document extensively in her own research.)
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During her second research trip, I met with Leslie and had a “processing proposal” conversation.  She told me about her survey and what her plans were for how she was going to group the photos:  either by person or family group—if not George Headley—or by chronological or subject if they were directly related to George Headley.  I gave her some folders for organizing the items and let her go.These are examples of folder labels—”Headley—France, late 1920s, early 1930s”—and the contents of that folder that Leslie grouped together.  
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There are some drawbacks to working with a researcher to do archivist work.On the one hand, Leslie comes from a museum background (which I didn’t know until after I’d asked her to help with this project), so it’s been easier to work with her than it would be with someone else:  she understands about describing items in groups.On the other hand, for her, this collection is “hers”—it’s special and unique, and she’s taking time with it.  (The photos show her looking through a folder of correspondence and matching it to the item-level description from 1999.)  For me, this is one of 1000s of unprocessed collections I need to manage.  So, on the third trip, Leslie was gently pressing me to undertake a lot of physical preservation on individual items, such as the family photo of George Headley, his brothers and his mother above.  My concern is simply to obtain broad intellectual control over the collection, since it’s been this way for years and will survive without significant item-level preservation.Also, the description process takes a long time, because the work takes place on Leslie’s schedule.  We started this project in May and it is now August, and she’ll be returning in December.
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So, during her next trip, I might ask her if she’s interested in doing some of the item-level preservation she mentioned to me.  I’ll also ask her if she’d be willing to write a biographical note that I can modify for the finding aid.  I also will have a scope and content conversation with her to find out what she thinks the collection generally contains.  I’ll be able to create a container list based on her folder titles.At the beginning of the project, I did make clear that I was asking her to help process the collection so that others besides her could use it, and she agreed that the collection wouldn’t be her secret only.  However, she still hopes to get the book or article written before anyone else does!These photos are of fun dog-related items in the collection.  Headley was a dog lover, especially of one of his dogs, Ernie.  Leslie found Ernie’s collar and pedigree in the collection, along with a lot of photos of Ernie and other dogs. 
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