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In January 2004, in anticipation of the 800™ anniversary of the first Borough charter, the
Huntingdon Freemen’s Charity awarded a grant of up to £20,000 towards a total project
expenditure of £40,000 to catalogue and extend knowledge of the archives of the Borough
of Huntingdon. In particular, the project aimed:

To catalogue the records of the Borough to modern standards, and to make this
catalogue available on the Internet

To repackage the documents in new, archive quality boxes and folders

To digitise the most interesting, popular and visually attractive items and make these
images available over the Internet

To undertake to promote research use of the Borough archive, through exhibitions,
leaflets, press releases, etc.

The project was begun in earnest in November 2004 and a formal launch, at which the first
instalment of £10,000 was handed over by the charity, was made on 25 April 2005. It had
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way stage.

1. Cataloguing

This was the primary, and most challenging, aim of the project. The Huntingdon Borough
archive is substantial, being second only to that of the former county council of local
authority archives for Huntingdonshire and occupying about 210 linear feet of shelving, the
older part of the archive contained within 28 large boxes and 50 loose volumes. It was the
shortcomings in the existing catalogue to this part of the archive that was the main stimulus
for the project, since it was compiled in the early days of the Record Office by clerical staff
who from lack of training often did not really understand what they were looking at and were
occasionally defeated by the handwriting. The individual descriptions are usable, but the
catalogue is disorganised and almost completely lacking in contextual information.
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The aim therefore was, and remains, to provide a replacement catalogue that is accurate
and comprehensive, that meets current international archive standards, that can be
searched at different levels, and provides understanding of the entire archive and its
relationship to other collections. It is also essential to be able to be able to identify, when
necessary, re-catalogued material by their old references (as these have been used and
cited in print for many years) and to minimise disruption to access during the process.

To this end an initial investigation was carried out to identify all accessions of Huntingon
Borough or associated records in the care of the Archives Service since 1961 (Appendix A)
and a full survey of the main deposit of older records was made. Each of the record-
producing officers, courts, charities, etc., whose records are found within the archive were
identified, with ‘scope notes’ that will form the basis of introductory administrative histories
to each, and catalogue classes provisionally attributed to all the records. A glance at the
specimen pages from this list (Appendix B) will demonstrate the measure of confusion
within the existing catalogue and the complexity of the task.This classification was also
related to the ISAD(G) (Second Edition, 2000), the international standard for archival
description that is a starting point for establishing the structure of the archive and identifying
levels that are essential for navigating within an electronic catalogue (Appendix C).

As an adjunct to this work, because the catalogue gy
descriptions for the loose volumes were so poor, ; ‘
the existing descriptions were revised (Appendix W e

D).

Final new descriptions of about three-quarters of
records of the more difficult pre-1835 records have
been drafted. Currently some sections are more
complete than others and for the most part we
have not yet reached the stage when we can
assign new final numbers to most classes, other
than to the Borough charters. A full copy of the
catalogue to Borough charters and of draft
catalogue of remaining records as at August 2008
accompanies this report (Appendixes E-F).

Leslev Akerovd. Proiect Archivist

Left: Jo March-Vietzke,
archives assistant for the
project, coping valiantly with
the current boxes.

Most of these descriptions have been made
available on the project website at
www.huntingdonborougharchive.org.uk . The
catalogue there also includes some descriptions
for about half of post-1835 records and a dissected version of the outline list enabling the
existing catalogue to be searched in a coherent way. Those that are final descriptions have
been additionally incorporated into the Archives and Local Studies Service’s CALM catalogue
at http://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/leisure/archives/c atalogue/ . Here the records can be




searched along with other Archives Service holdings
or the archive browsed as a single collection akin to
a traditional paper catalogue; and there are also
thumbnails of images where appropriate. Finally the
Service has cooperated with The National Archives
in order to make the full text of the existing
catalogue available on the Access to Archives
website at

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/A2 A/default.aspx

Right:
The CALM catalogue

2. Conservation and Preservation Management

Much of the Borough archive was in 2004 in deplorable condition and badly packaged.
Papers were often tied in oversized bundles with old mildewed legal tape or string biting into
the edges of paper that has been enfeebled by poor storage in the distant (and perhas not-
so-distant) past. A small amount was and remains unfit for consultation. Most of the boxes
are inconveniently large and do not meet modern standards for acid-free material. It was is
also now desirable to amend storage compatible with metric shelving with which the new
Huntingdon Library and Archives will be equipped.

Documents have therefore been repackaged as they have been recatalogued, into either
smaller bundles with clean archive tape or
acid-free folders. Additionally, 21 volumes
have been repackaged into bespoke
phase boxes within the Service’s
conservation studio. Pupose-made
packaging of all the charters has been
completed by the Conservator so that they
may be stored flat and the opportunity
taken to repair several pendant seals.
Sixteen of the 76 files of 19th-20th-century
Town Clerk’s correspondence have been
removed from their old covers with rusting
fastenings, cleaned, and repacked in acid
free materials. Nevertheless, there
remains remains much to be done in this area.

Above: Deborah Rohan, Senior Conservator, inserting
cleaned documents within acid-free enclosures
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Digital images of the four earliest surviving
charters, of 1205, 1252, 1402 and 1439
have been by the Service’s FSB Scanning
Bureau and have been made available to
view on the Project website since August
2005. Images of all the remaining
charters have since been made. In
addition, explanatory notes about the
charters and English translations of all of
the charters, either revised versions of
text by the late P.G.M. Dickinson or



scanned images of his typescripts were also added to the website. Digitisation has been
done to NOF-digitise Technical Standards and Guidelines Version 5 (2003). Several of the
later charters are large documents on several sheets of parchment and to photograph are
technically very challenging, occasionally requiring stitching of different images to achieve a
single image that is essential for legibility. Assistance towards this part of the project has
also been received from the Goodliff Fund of the Huntingdonshire Local History Society.

4. QOutreach

During the octocentenary year 2005 two newsletters

of the project were published and distributed

through libraries and local history societies, plus an

A4 leaflet on the charter of 1205. An image was

provided for a scholarly account by S.B. Edgington

of the background to the document in Records of

Huntingdonshire. The charter itself was displayed at

the Cromwell Museum (where it secured regional

television coverage) from July to December and was

seen during this time by almost 1,000 people.

Additionally, a special octocentenary calendar was

published and income from sales attributed to the

project. Examples of this publicity material are o N _ _
Alan Akeroyd, Principal Archivist, showing the Princess Royal

contained in Appendlx G. the charter on her visit to Huntingdon in November 2005

The main focus of outreach has been on
establishing a website with its own registered
url shortcut at
www.huntingdonborougharchive.org.uk .
This website contains a brief history of the
borough from its origins to its end in 1974, a
list with images and translations of the
charters and a copy of the catalogue itself.
Prominent acknowledgement is given to the
Freemen’s Charity’s support for the project,
with a link to the charity’s contact detalils.

Conclusion

Cambridgeshire Archives and Local Studies is immensely grateful to the Freemen’s Charity
for its support of this project. It now foresees a hiatus to enable it to concentrate on its
move to new premises. However, the Borough archive is one of its documentary treasures
that deserves to be better understood and known at large, and it looks forward very
positively to being able to resume and
complete this project in its new premises.

Left: Initial detail of the
charter of Charles | 1630



