Trouble in Store
Preservation by Broken Record

David Allen, Keeper of Archaeology, Arts & Museums Service, 
Hampshire County Council, Chair SMA.

INTRODUCTION
Although I’m a Museum Archaeologist, I started out with ten years in the field, and I feel I’ve seen things from both sides.  For almost thirty years now I’ve been lucky enough to live and work in Hampshire and for twenty of those I was Curator at the Andover Museum and Museum of the Iron Age, as well as overseeing work on the County Museums Service collections.  For the last few years, however, I’ve been based at our headquarters on the outskirts of Winchester and able to concentrate a little more on those collections.  Certainly up until now - and the present financial crisis - it has been a well-supported and supportive Museums Service.  Only once in that time have I turned away a would-be deposit – a vanload of Romsey Abbey rubble.  It was taken back to Romsey, where the Canon made a very presentable rockery in the vicarage garden.
I’ve spent a considerable time this week wondering just what has been the secret of Hampshire’s comparative success as an archaeological repository and I think I’ve cracked it.  Several archaeological sites including Rockbourne, Danebury, Basing House and Silchester have been owned by the County Council since the 1970s.  All of them have produced a significant quantity of finds and Danebury and Silchester are in the big league. The County is effectively obliged to look after this material and the critical mass – currently at any rate – provides room for all other archives.  Most of the 17 seasons of Barry Cunliffe’s digging post Danebury, for example, were on private land but the owners have deposited the finds with the Museum and it’s viewed as a coherent archive.  The Danebury and Danbury Environs collections comprise about 15% of our total archaeological holdings and they’re published.  
In addition we have significant material from our constituent museums – long-established collections from Basingstoke, Andover, Alton and Christchurch, all held centrally at our headquarters.  Viewed as a whole the ‘Hampshire owned’ material is about 40% of what we currently look after. We ‘own’ most of the remaining archives as well, of course, but the County’s approach to heritage issues has been one of its strengths in the past and a real ally to archaeology.  The Collections occupy about 1200 cu m, are housed in 20,000 boxes and have special areas set aside for documentary archives, metalwork etc.
There is also strength to be gained from having Winchester and Southampton, with their own well-developed collecting pedigrees as our neighbours, despite recent apparent wobbles, and who knows, this strength may be what is built upon in the future.  Even as we are gathered here the prospects of a fully integrated merger, or FIM as we’re encouraged to call it, are being investigated.
Storage is concentrated at our Chilcomb site, where archaeology is one of four disciplines, the others being natural sciences, art, and Hampshire history.  We achieved a significant breakthrough five or six years ago, when the role of the Collections, as the heart of the Service was effectively confirmed, but we’ve been hit hard by the recent downturn.  The Museums Service as a whole has taken a 25% cut (28 fte jobs) but the Care of Collections team has suffered double that, being reduced in number from 22 to eleven. 
Now, I don’t want to personalise this too much but yesterday I was Senior Keeper of Archaeology for the Hampshire County Museums & Arts Service.  As of midnight last night, under our ‘New Way of Working’, I am now Keeper of Archaeology, Arts and Museums Personally I care not a jot about style and title but this view of my work place, the archaeology office, attached to the archaeology stores at Chilcomb House, encapsulates my real concern.  It might as well be a web-cam view.  With me away, there’s no-one there! 
From the heady days of just over a year ago when there were three of us perched at the three work-stations, there’s now just me – apart from Thursdays, when the place is abuzz with volunteers.  It took a long time to get to this state of grace; it would be a pity if this current financial crisis sees it eroded.
At the moment, however, it’s ‘business as usual’ although on a necessarily reduced scale.  Most importantly, perhaps, we still adhere to our published Collecting Policy, dispense accession numbers, and strive to make use of and provide access to the material in our care. As we’re well aware, the situation is not the same everywhere and I’ve enlisted the help of Nicky Scott, a fellow committee member of the SMA, but rooted firmly in a contracting unit, to provide a different perspective.  
At a time like this, with a number of colleagues taking unwanted early retirement or having to seek work elsewhere, it’s their anxiety and the financial crisis that fills the horizon.  That said, our years of comparative plenty grew out of the crisis of nearly twenty years ago when a Job Creation Scheme employed a fair number of graduates on cataloguing the museum collections. Some of them stayed on, including Kay Ainsworth, erstwhile Keeper. It’s an ill-wind!  But then, there’s so much déjà vu involved in considering how we’ve arrived at where we are.  Take, for example, these well-chosen words. 
Over the past forty years the amount and variety of archaeological material recovered and destined for museum collections has grown enormously. At times the quantity has seemed so great as to threaten to overload the entire system in terms of conservation, storage and expense of on-going curation.  

1992 – Dr Ian Longworth in the preface to Standards in the Museums Care of Archaeological Archives (HBMC and MGC)
Back in April I, along with several others, was treated to a ‘sermon on a mount’. Delivering the words of wisdom was Dr Geoffrey Wainwright while standing on Carn Menyn, in his beloved Preseli Hills, probable home of the Stonehenge bluestones. 
It’s appropriate to mention Geoff because he has set out for us, in what is arguably now an ‘old testament’, as it appeared in Antiquity Volume 74 for the year 2000, his view of the changes and developments that affected archaeology in Britain over four decades.  While I can’t spend too much time on Time Please, his entertaining but intensely personal retrospective, it does contain a number of references to archives, to relationships, to the successes and to some of the failures that led us to the position we find ourselves in today.
Relevant nuggets include the failed unit plan of the mid 70s, ‘the only real chance England has had of a structured, resourced, well-managed state archaeological service’ and the observation that the appearance of the Association of County Archaeologists, a Standing Committee of Archaeological Unit Mangers and the Society of Museum Archaeologists was evidence that the profession ‘was mobilising into its constituent groups and was all the stronger for that’. Hmmm.  
Initiatives in the late 70s, such as ‘Rescue Archaeology; the next phase’, made clear the importance placed on publication and archive deposition and with the more project oriented approach of the 1980s – the storage grant scheme, in partnership with the Museums & Galleries Commission, was a great boon to many.  The stringent ‘Eligibilty Criteria’ and Standards’ of 1986 and 1992 respectively could be side-stepped by obtaining conditional status, which we did, and the grants put to use to improve matters, which they now have.  But I do wonder if Museums were put off by them; consider the trenchant foreword to the Standards document; ‘To accept archaeological collections imparts both moral and financial commitments, for we are talking here not simply of good housekeeping… Collections need curators, not mere store-keepers to release their potential…Not all museums should embark upon this voyage.  If the likelihood is that  resources are either not or unlikely to become available then it would be professionally more responsible to seek out others more capable to shoulder the burden’.  The accompanying Introduction attempted to be ‘aspiring and pragmatic’ but I do wonder if the foreboding foreword was a disincentive to some.
As the decade progressed, the march was on towards ‘due provision for essential archaeological recording’ and this soon turned into PPG 16 advancing the principle that the developer should pay for recording and publication.  English Heritage provided guidance, most notably with MAP2, but PPG16 was, of course, an advice note, encouraging best practice, but not necessarily enshrined in law. Various uncertainties, for example, led to a hiatus in our requesting a storage grant under the new system but we got back on track and eventually synchronised it with what English Heritage offered.   
One of the key changes, of course, was a rapidly growing professionalism, shaped and structured by the advent of contract archaeology and competitive tendering.  This brought its own particular problems.  In some areas it meant the break up or out-stationing of local authority units and brings to mind Nicholas Thomas’ observation of 15 years earlier that ‘the almost complete separation of units and other organisations for rescue digging from museums was a disaster for British archaeology’.
But overall, there was only one direction in which things were going.  The number of excavations tripled in the first five PPG years, ACAO gained in strength by becoming ALGAO, things were up and they were running.  English Heritage, with Dr Wainwright at the archaeological helm, was able to take a strategic and supportive role rather than being the main provider.
There were, of course, reservations, and alternative views to Geoff’s version of history…some of them articulated in responses to Time Please. Among the main concerns held at the time were that the PPG was not designed to provide wider community access to excavation results, that ‘outsiders’ would have difficulty in understanding a new locality and that the County SMRs, meant to be for the benefit of all, were difficult to access.  Essentially though, the train was up and running – and there was no stopping it – it was a runaway train.
One way that matters might be influenced - it was thought (and still is, of course) - was with frameworks.  The compilation of such documents would help identify aspects which continued to be poorly understood and bestow academic coherence.  These are some of the words of Steve Trow, then English Heritage Inspector, summing up Hampshire’s tilt at a Framework for the Future in October, 1994 and published two years later.  Incidentally the PPG Special, only five years down the line, was seen as a child who had ‘begun to pose a series of challenges…not fully anticipated at the time of its conception’.  A robust agenda, it was hoped, would ‘avoid what might otherwise become a problematic adolescence’.
On looking at the Hampshire framework it‘s not Trow’s contribution that most caught my eye, however, but that by Michael Fulford. He looked at the Late Iron Age and Roman scene, but all eleven speakers were asked to offer priorities for the future.  Nearly all of these revolved around fieldwork project wish lists. Mike, on the other hand, came up with; ‘It would be appealing to develop a research agenda linked to an excavation programme and this would be easy to do in very many areas – urban, rural, industrial – where the county is richly represented, but this is unrealistic in the present climate when we know how expensive, for amateur and professional alike, is the total package of excavation, post-excavation, publication and the indefinite storage and conservation of material. Moreover, there is a very substantial backlog of unpublished work awaiting attention’. It’s research he’s talking about, it’s true, but he was the only one involved in forging the framework to consider the needs of archives.
THE BROKEN RECORD
Back in 1984 the SMA held a conference at Leicester on Field Archaeology and Museums, ‘Dust to Dust’.   Mark Davies, opening the proceedings, spoke of his surprise that it was the first large gathering devoted to ‘the excavation archive, as it is called nowadays’, and reminded those present that the SMA constitution sought to increase museum involvement in field archaeology, and ensure that they (museums) developed a positive attitude toward the acceptance, conservation and preservation of archaeological material and associated documentation. To this end they would prepare a set of guidelines.
The SMA issued its Selection, Retention and Dispersal of Archaeological Collections document in 1993.  This was admirably cautious, with a strong presumption in favour of the retention of all archaeological material in museums; the brief Revision of 1997 was even more so – ‘sieve good contexts for fragments of clay pipe stems’, is one additional directive that comes to mind. 
Towards an Accessible Archive – (1995) also appeared from our stable. Like its predecessor it emphasised the SMA’s commitment to museum involvement in field archaeology and the need for a set of shared standards.  It sought to promote closer liaison and a greater understanding of each other’s needs.
In 2000, jointly with the Museums Documentation Association we issued Standards in Action Book 3, Working with Archaeology.  This too, was full of good advice in a question and answer format. ‘An archaeologist has contacted the museum offering to donate the archive resulting from an excavation 20 years ago. How should I deal with the offer? Etc
Meanwhile, from other directions there were the Standards in the Museum Care of Archaeological Collections, 1992, already mentioned, and Model Briefs, 1993, from the ACAO. Subsequently, of course, the ball bounced back into the English Heritage court with Archaeological Archives, A Way Forward in 2002, the creation of the Archaeological Archives Forum in 2003, and Archaeological Archives, A Guide to Best Practice in 2007.   If 1990 to 2010 was a period of ‘preservation by record’ then the messages encouraging us, entreating us, begging us to work together, all carefully crafted and built upon layer by layer – and then unfortunately rather ignored are the ‘broken record’ of those two decades.
 FORGING RELATIONSHIPS
The record, broken or otherwise, shows that Hampshire County Museums Service gave out 90 Accession numbers in 2010.  Thirty-one of these were to 13 different archaeological units for investigations which are still effectively on-going. Another forty were for tidying up loose ends ready for transfer (from Winchester City Museum, for example, when they worked outside their district).  
Incidentally, we held two meetings in 2009 to try to get a Hampshire Museum Curators Forum (Archaeology) off the ground (Portsmouth, Southampton, Fort Brockhurst (EH), Winchester and the County) but that impetus, although having much to discuss, has been overtaken by events for the time being.
A look at the year 2000 shows that 117 Accession Numbers were handed out, but once again 47 of these were ‘in-house’ tidying up some of the small loose ends from the Test Valley Archaeological Trust archives which we took on with their demise.  Forty six others were given out to 15 different units for fieldwork. Of these 21 have been deposited – mostly small projects, although Barry Cunliffe’s work at Fullerton and mine at Basing are among them (his is published, mine isn’t) and 25 are awaited.    
Of the 77 investigations I’ve chosen as an example, I got to visit three.  The Danebury Trust made an annual call on the Professor, wherever he was digging, I was at my own project, and I looked in at a large site near Andover for old time’s sake.  Of the units, I have a good relationship with Wessex, having sat on their Board for twenty years.  This allows close perusal of their project lists and I could pursue things further but there isn’t really the time, although the invitation is always there.  
A quick look through the figures for the past ten years suggests that those I have chosen are fairly typical, with an average of 45 projects per year in the County Museum collecting area. Contact with the units, and there have been about 48 different contractors working in Hampshire over the past decade, is by email, telephone or fax and prior indication of a project is now generally good – there have been 15 notifications so far this year.  It rarely penetrates beyond the exchange of an accession number for a grid reference and other dig details, however, or the reissue of our Deposition Procedures.  These are prescriptive about box sizes (of course) and encourage discard of repetitive items such as roof tile.   
One of the most important relationships must be between the Museum Curator and the Archaeological Curator or as I prefer to think of him or her, the planning archaeologist – who is these days just as likely to be found in Environment or some such a department.  This is the case with David Hopkins who heads up the team in Hampshire and broods over the HER, the Historic Environment Record.  We have a good understanding and meet on a regular basis, though without a formal agenda, and many aspects of our roles are mutually exclusive.  It was in 1993 that we first tackled the problems of monitoring new work, as outlined in the SMA Conference Proceedings Vol 25 Significant Others, in 1998, but our joint approach falls short of the suggestions made in the ‘broken record’ documents.
David and his team rarely go to a watching brief, go to about 50% of evaluations but go to all substantive and complex excavations at least once and sometimes more often.  A report to the HER is required of any project and non-deliverers are chased.  The publication of these brief summaries is now available on line.  When the task of the ‘annual round up’ became too difficult for the department we arranged through the editorial board of the Hampshire Field Club for the Society to take this on.  The summaries provide a good check-list against numbers issued and work in progress.  David tells me that some units report archive deposition and some don’t, but as I implied earlier, there shouldn’t be any difficulty in depositing an archive in Hampshire.
Our monitoring, from the Museum end of things, is not brilliant I must confess, and I could see an auditor having sleepless nights over our non-existent tracking system.  Once material arrives it’s a different matter, or has been, and the 80,000 records on ModesXML allow a general or detailed appreciation of what is actually on the shelves.  The terse comment ‘not yet arrived’ or the nebulous ‘unlocated’, probably hide all manner of mysteries.  It would be great to institute a project that got to grips with the problem areas with, at the very least, something like a five-year check up on all accession numbers issued.
SELECTION and RETENTION
Our collecting policy is very generous and we have traditionally left it to the contractor to decide what to retain and what to dispose of, but there’s no doubt that perhaps 10 or 15% of what the stores contain doesn’t need to be there.  One of my particular hobby horses is kiln sites, where over-zealous collection of waster sherds has perhaps taken place.  One particular report describes how a 5% sample of a waster heap was recovered.  The material has been in our stores for 20 years and has been looked at by two people, one of them the excavator.  The other pottery specialist asked if he could take some samples.  ‘What a good idea’ I said.  He returned ten minutes later with two small plastic bags – so it’s still a 5% sample.  Clearly there’s the opportunity here to slim down this particular collection, and others like it, after taking appropriate advice and following the necessary channels. 
One collection where we did just that was with the tile from the Braishfield Roman bath-house site.  A hundred and eighteen boxes of this material were delivered along with many other Test Valley Archaeological Trust archives, when it ceased trading around the year 2000.  The dowry, I recall, was £8000, for all 126 archives (25% of which, by volume, was published).  We looked at every piece of tile and kept a representative sample from each context. One hundred and eighteen boxes became 20. Peter Warry, who has recently been looking at the Silchester tile in our store, says that only pieces with an edge or flange are worth retaining.
These are just two examples, there are others.  I suspect that if a FIM (that’s fully integrated merger) is on the cards, then resources will be found to weed out, after taking appropriate advice and following the necessary channels, that 10 to 15%.
RESEARCH USE of the COLLECTIONS
Roughly 5% of the Collections are on ‘permanent’ display, so the other 95% wait for their moment in the sun in a touring or temporary exhibition or, more likely, (unless they’re waster heap sherds) to be looked at by a researcher. Numbers fluctuate, of course, but the average over the past twenty years is upwards of 80 day visits a year by an average of 30 different researchers.  The majority are engaged in post-graduate research but we do accommodate A-level students as well and local historians.  We have created a research room at one end of the stores with computer access if required.  At the moment visits are free of charge.
In 2010 there were 74 day visits from 20 individuals. The furthest travelled were Tobias Mortz from Freie University, Berlin (Late Bronze Age weapon hoards) and Nicolas Clement from Paris (prestigious arrowheads).  Other universities represented were Bournemouth, Bradford, Durham, Leicester, Reading, Sheffield, Southampton and Winchester and five of the students were looking at different aspects of human skeletal remains.  A common feature with this class of finds is for the student to ask if they can improve the storage of the specimens, by more refined sorting (often following closer identification) and new packaging, and we are usually happy to oblige. Most of our Iron Age and Pagan Saxon specimens have benefited in this way.  There are also occasional requests to sample material, as with the Beaker Population project, and these are considered on their merits.
Accommodating a researcher is obviously a two-way process and we learn a great deal about the material in our care. A recent survey of querns by Lyn Cutler of Southampton University (24 visits in all) was followed by a special appearance by Professor David Peacock to check out one or two difficult identifications and test out his ultrasonic cleaner.  A piece of quern from Owslebury was immersed in the tank and the machine buzzed away.  The water turned very dirty much to the pleasure of the Professor who would be carrying his residues back to Richard McPhail to see if any phytoliths were present.
One particular feature at the moment is of retired archaeologists doing the honourable thing and writing up old projects with which they’ve been involved.  Thus David Baker, of Bedfordshire fame is tackling Selborne Priory, which Barry Cunliffe persuaded him to take over in the late 1960s and John Collis is grappling with the enormity of Owslebury.  Both will probably end up as Hampshire Field Club monographs (Collis envisages a set of four).  The more modest aspirations of the Selborne volume have unlocked a £15,000 grant from the HFC.
So, researchers are very much the Collection’s raison d’être, and it’s very gratifying to hear that they’ve attained their degree and even better to receive a copy of the relevant bit of research. They might also be a useful source of information, if we really wanted to illustrate how difficult access to collections could be in some areas, but that could be a delicate issue.  
Our volunteers - an average of eight help out on Thursdays - are also making the most of the research opportunities available to them and a number of short papers and Newsletter articles may well result from their efforts.  It is a difficult time at the moment though, as the staff at two museums have been made redundant to be replaced by volunteers and other ‘volunteer coordinators’ are being appointed.  On the plus side, smaller locations like Petersfield and Fordingbridge are taking a greater interest in archaeological material from their locations and may provide useful resources.  Overall, it’s an unsettled time of considerable change.
The VIEW from BEYOND
I promised a view from a different perspective and Nicky Scott, Archives Officer with Oxford Archaeology South has come bearing spreadsheets that encapsulate the problems encountered by a contractor trying to deposit a completed piece of work.  One lists all OASouth sites where it is known that there is no receiving museum.  There are four main areas of difficulty; Kent, Northamptonshire, the West Midlands and, very recently, East Berkshire, outside Reading borough boundaries. The list details 125 sites.
The other spreadsheet lists all sites with a finds archive where there is no receiving museum or the museum has closed its doors to new accessions but without actually and certainly not formally saying so.  This adds to the mix the Ashmolean, Cambridgeshire, Dorset, Hertfordshire (Lowood), Essex (Saffron Walden and Thurrock) and Wiltshire (Swindon).  The size of the problem is roughly 3,700 archive boxes or 90 cu m of storage space.  It is the lack of clear communication which is most frustrating.  Repositories may be building a new store, which seems to be the case at Saffron Walden, or be without an archaeological curator (which seems to apply at Swindon) or just offer no defence at all – Dorset and the Ashmolean, apparently.  It is clearly an untenable situation and one we hope the forthcoming survey can address.
SOME THOUGHTS and RECOMMENDATIONS
Looking back at the twenty years of PPG-16 it has clearly been a financial success story.  60,000 projects, according to the recent essay by Professor Mike Fulford in History for the Taking, generated more than £2bn and turned archaeology into big business.  But it has also been a runaway train.  Contemplating the picture of Geoff Wainwright, who waved it on its way and presided over the first ten years of it, delivering ‘a sermon on the mount’ I couldn’t help but think of one of the ‘Beatitudes’ delivered on the Biblical occasion, ‘Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the Earth’, yes, and everything contained in it presumably.  Should we have been more insistent at the time and asked for more help towards creating a system of better stores?  We certainly produced enough words on the subject, but positive actions, such as the LAARC in London and the ARC in York were few and far between.
Geoff’s preferred solution, evident from recent comments over the Wessex boardroom table, was for a series of ‘regional repositories’ and it’s interesting that the current financial crisis may result in such an opportunity in the Hampshire Basin. If the accountants can come up with the right figures and the elected members reach agreement then a solution could be taking effect by 2014.  But will other areas follow suit?  In her comments, Nicky mentions cheaper, deeper storage such as the Cheshire Salt Mines.  I’m not so sure about that.  If we are going to encourage use of the archives by academic researchers, community groups and volunteers, they’ve got to be readily accessible.
Where we do agree, wholeheartedly, is that museums and contracting units need to work together much more openly and effectively.  Collecting policies and guidelines, digital and otherwise, need to be rationalised and readily available, with unnecessary inconsistencies ironed out.  Instead of a grudging acceptance of newly produced archives, their arrival should be celebrated and local interest stimulated and the more that these guidelines are tied into regional strategies – frameworks – so that arbitrary choices are discouraged, the better.
We also agree that for large sites a Selection, Retention and Discard policy could be tackled much more proactively.  Southampton Museum’s guidelines recommend a meeting following the post-excavation assessment where this can take place and this should be more widely adopted.  Museums, meanwhile, could continue to look critically at their current holdings to see if there are areas where, given the appropriate specialist advice and following the fairly stringent safeguards, some material can be discarded.
Finally, there needs to be a better mechanism, an agreed standard, for monitoring the life of an archive – where they are in the system, what research interest they have attracted, what research potential they hold, etc. It may be that this sort of essential information can be woven into, or won from the survey project.  Overall, our aim must be to move from the brooding ‘Trouble in Store’, to the more open, positive, affirmative and inquisitive, ‘What’s in Store?’
1 July, 2011
Select bibliography and additional sources.
1984 Dust to Dust, Field Archaeology & Museums SMA Conference Proceedings Vol 11,(ed A J White).
1986 Eligibilty Criteria for the Grant-Aided Storage of Excavation Archives MGC
1991 What’s Mine is Yours – Museum Collecting Policies SMA Conference Proceedings Vol 16 (ed E Southworth).
1992 Standards in the Museums Care of Archaeological Archives (HBMC and MGC) 
1993 Model Briefs and Specifications for Archaeological Assessments and Field Evaluations, ACAO
1993 Selection, Retention and Dispersal of Archaeological Collections, Guidelines for use in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. SMA
1995 Towards an Accessible Archive, the transfer of archaeological archives to museums SMA (ed J Owen).
1996 Archaeology in Hampshire: A Framework for the Future HCC, (eds D Hinton, M Hughes).
1998 Significant Others; Museums and Units, Museums and Community SMA Conference Proceedings Vol 25 (ed P Wise).
2000 Standards in Action Book 3, Working with Archaeology.  SMA mda (eds C Longworth and B Wood).
2000 Time Please, Wainwright, G J, in Antiquity Vol 74
2002 Archaeological Archives, Documentation, Access and Deposition, A Way Forward EH, K Perrin.
2003 Access to Archaeological Archives – Mapping re:source V Bott (also see ads website)
2007 Archaeological Archives, A Guide to Best Practice in Creation, Compilation, Transfer and Curation, AAF, D Brown.
2010 Safeguarding Archaeological Information, Procedures for minimising risk to undeposited archaeological archives, D Brown for English Heritage
2011 The Impact of Commercial Archaeology on the UK Heritage, History for the Taking? Perspectives on Material Culture, British Academy.
IfA – Standards governing archive collection and curation.
