
LOCAL WAR RECORDS

BY

THE PRESIDENT,

The Right Honourable THE EARL OF ONSLOW.

I
HAVE been asked to bring to the notice of Members
of the Society the efforts which have recently been

made to secure the preservation of all local records of the

war. In September last a Meeting was called together,

under the joint auspices of the Office of Works, the

Imperial War Museum and the London School of

Economics, to consider and report upon this question.

The result was the formation of a Committee, under the

Chairmanship of Sir William Beveridge, to take such

action as was possible in the circumstances.

This Committee, of which I have the honour to be a

member, has held several meetings to discuss the

subject. The first thing which seemed to us to be
obvious was to secure that no records, however apparently

unimportant, should be destroyed.

Local records fall into many categories, such as

—

1.—Those for which Government Departments are

responsible

:

2.—Those for which County Councils, Municipalities

and other public bodies are responsible :

3.—The papers of special ad hoc War departments

—such as those belonging to the Food Control,

Special Constabulary Leaders, and other similar

bodies

:

4.—Records of non-official societies and funds, such

as the Lord Lieutenant's Fund, B.R.C.S., Soldiers'
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and Sailors' Family Association, Order of St. John
of Jerusalem, Belgian Relief Funds, and many others:

5.—Semi-private records, such as the records of

private hospitals and convalescent homes, working
parties, concerts and entertainments for wounded
soldiers, extension of food production by allotments,

etc., on private estates, and similar efforts:

6.—Purely private records, such as letters, diaries

and notes, dealing with local events during the war.

I do not for one moment pretend that this is in any
way a complete catalogue of all classes of local war
records, but I have ventured to give it in some illustration

of the kind of record it is wished to preserve for

posterity.

I need not dwell upon categories 1 and 2. These
papers are in the custody of public bodies and cannot be
destroyed without due precautions.

The papers mentioned in category 3 may some of

them be in public custody and some in private hands.

It may perhaps be thought by some that, now that the

war is over, these papers are no longer of value and
may be destroyed, and it is to those who are possessed

of any of these papers that we issue a special appeal to

preserve all that they have.

As regards category 4, some of the societies and funds

are still in existence, and machinery for the custody of

their archives survives. All that we ask of them is to

stay their hands in destroying any old papers which
may appear to have no longer any value. Some,
however, of the societies and funds mentioned in this

category are dissolved and we are most specially anxious

that the ex-presidents, ex-secretaries and other ex-officials

of these defunct societies should preserve any records

which may be in their possession.

As regards category 5, all these records are in private

hands and may be regarded by some as superfluous, but

we feel that there is certain to be much in them which is

of the greatest possible interest to preserve.



LOCAL WAR RECORDS. 95

The same applies to category 6. The Imperial War
Museum has issued a special appeal asking for the pre-

servation, for historical purposes, of papers of this kind,

dealing with service at the front. We likewise have

appealed for the preservation of papers which give an

account of the ordinary daily life and daily war work of

those who were at home. Diaries are even more valuable

than letters. I heard of a case in an East Coast town of

a man who kept a diary throughout the war of all that

occurred. The gentleman in question was, I believe, an

active local administrator occupied in recruiting, food

production, special constabulary, and other war work,

and the town was continually subjected to air raids and

liable to attack from the enemy's ships. Doubtless much
that is recorded in these diaries is familiar to everyone

now, but in a very few years it will have faded from the

memory. We are trying to preserve records for future

generations, and what is common-place to us to-day will

be of the utmost interest to them.

Now comes the far more difficult problem of the sorting

and preservation of these papers. It is recognised that

they exist in great masses and that the expense and
labour of collecting them, sorting them and storing them
in one central building would be prohibitive at present.

What we do suggest, however, is that all those who
hold such records should do all they can to preserve

them. Gradually perhaps local centres might be formed
throughout the country who would be willing to take the

matter in hand and lend their aid to the care and pre-

servation of these records. Any such local centre can, I

am sure, count on the assistance of all those interested in

the preservation of local war records, and I hope that

Sir William Beveridge's Committee may be able in the

near future to draft some uniform scheme to afford the

basis of a system for the preservation of such records

throughout the country.

In the event of any such centres being formed, may I

suggest to them a field of activity which, although not

exactly that of preserving war records which already

exist, is not very far removed from it ? We know how
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interesting the records of the Muster Rolls are, recording

as they do those who served in the Wars of England
centuries ago. Certainly there will be records of those

who served their country in this war in the Rolls of

Honour possessed by practically every parish. But
there is something more than the Roll which I should

like to see. As a rule the Roll of Honour contains but

little information beyond the name, rank and regiment

of each man. I should like to see in each parish a Roll

containing fuller information as to each man's service

—

for example, the theatres of war in which everyone

served, dates of promotions, honours and rewards,

medals and (when issued) clasps, in fact all available

particulars. A record of this kind would be of the

highest interest a century hence, and it might well be

extended not only to include the Navy, the Army, and
the Air Force, but to brandies of civilian activity as

well.

We must remember that the years 1914—1919,

probably more than any other five years in our history,

will occupy the interest of historians of the future.

They will not only require to record how a country

which had only provided an Expeditionary Force of

100,000 men before the war, eventually placed over

5,000,000 men in the field ; not only how our Navy
conveyed 20,000,000 men, 2,000,000 animals and

50,000,000 tons of material to every theatre of war; not

only how a small force of 1,000 men and 100 aeroplanes

grew to be the vast force which, at the end of the war,

completely dominated the air, but how the people of this

country who were not members of the fighting forces

contrived to produce the wealth and material on which

the strength of those fighting forces was based.

And there is still another consideration. After each

great struggle of one power to emulate the Empire of

Charlemagne in becoming the dominant power in the

world such as the attempt of Spain, under Charles V
and Philip II, and France, under Louis XIV and

Napoleon, great social and political changes have taken

place. After the defeat of Spain the principle of
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religious toleration gradually asserted itself; and after

the defeat of France the principle of nationality became
recognised as the determining force in international

affairs. After the defeat of Germany we may confidently

expect changes either political or economic of a no less

important nature, and to the historian of the future the

minutest record of all that passed during the five years

of war, which will have marked the transition from the

Old World to the New, will be of the utmost value and
importance.

[Note.—Since the above was written the Local War
Records Committee has issued a Memorandum of Sugges-

tions for Local Organisations, of which an extract is here

annexed.

It devolves on the present generation to preserve the

material which records the social and economic county history of the

last six eventful years.

It is hoped that, where steps have not already been taken for the

collection and classification of local records, local organisations will be

formed to undertake the work. The extent and value of the records

will naturally vary according to circumstances, but the following

suggestions, based on information supplied to the Committee, are put
forth to serve as some guide for such local organisations :

—

1.—In the first place it is most important that no records should

be destroyed until they have been carefully examined with a view to

preserving every thing that may be of use for the future historian.

The first step, therefore, to be taken by the Local Organisation is to

arrange for some competent investigator to go through the records

with this object in view.

2.—The area to be dealt with will vary according to circumstances,

but will normally be the County or County Borough.

3.—The period to be covered should be the war and reconstruction

periods.

4.—With regard to the kind of records which should be preserved,

it is difficult to draw up a comprehensive general scheme, but the

following list may be tentatively suggested :

—

Printed Reports

;

Minutes of Committees, &c. ;

Statistical Tables or material from which they could be compiled
(if not published in Blue Books)

;

Posters and instructions issued by the Local Authorities, &c. ;

and in general any records bearing on matters of policy. Records of

a merely individual or ephemeral nature, unless of local interest, may
VOL. XXXIII. H
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be destroyed. Where no written records of any particular war
activity have been kept, it would be useful to obtain, for the

purpose of preservation, a written report of such activities from

persons acquainted with the facts. (It should be borne in mind,

however, that where original records exist, these are of far more
value than any synopsis of them can be, for it is impossible at this

early date to decide what aspect of the case will ultimately prove of

greatest significance, and it is important for the future historian to

be able to make his own selection from the material.)

5.—The following is a list (again not exhaustive) of the subjects

of the records which may be expected to be in existence, and which

should be examined (except when dealt with by statutory authority)

with a view to preservation :

—

Coal Control.

Food Control.
Food Control Committees.

Food Economy Committees.

Communal Kitchens.

Food Production.
Agricultural Executive Committees. Records are in the

custody of County Agricultural Committees. Communica-
tions intended for these Committees should be addressed

to the Secretary or Clerk of the Committee at the Offices

of the County Council for the particular County.

Food Production Societies for encouragement of cultivation of

allotments, &c. (Voluntary organisations.) Probably

little record of their activities has been preserved. The
County Agricultural Committees would be able to give

information about them.

National Service.
Local Tribunals. (Records are in the custody of County,

Borough, and Urban District Councils.)

Recruiting Committees.

Pensions, &c.

War Pensions Committees.

Soldiers' and Sailors' Families' Association.

Soldiers' and Sailors' Help Society.

Recreation.
Organisation of (especially for munition workers), e.g.,

Records of Juvenile Organisations Committees and Civic

Recreation Leagues.

Refugees.
The address of the Local Refugee Committee can be supplied

by the War Records Committee. There will probably be

difficulty in many cases in getting into touch with these

Committees, as they have long since dispersed.
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Relief op Distress.
Records of Local Relief Committees, Citizens' Committees, &c.

War Charities, e.g.,

British Red Cross Society.

Local V.A.D. Hospitals.

St. John's Ambulance Association.

War Hospitals Supply Depots and Comforts for Soldiers.

Y.M.C.A. and Y.W.C.A.
Federation of Discharged and Demobilised Soldiers and

Sailors, Local Branches.
Hospitals and Training Centres for Disabled Service Men.

War Savings.
War Savings Committees. Records are in the custody of the

Local Authority (County, Borough, or Urban District

Council).

War Savings Associations. (Voluntary bodies.)

Local Thrift Associations.

Women's Work.
Records of Women's Organisations.

General.
In addition to the above, a collection of Local War Records

should include :—The usual Reports and Minutes of the

Local Authority, including, e.g., the Reports of the

Medical Officer of Health, the School Medical Officer,

Education Committee, Watch Committee ; also Reports (if

issued separately) dealing with Special Constabulary and
Civil Guard.

Local Histories covering the war period.

Publications of local firms, giving a record of their war
activities. (In the coming industrial changes firms which
existed during the war may be wound up. The usual

course in that event is for minutes of Board meetings and
general meetings to be destroyed. If these were preserved
and became accessible at a future date, some of them would
be of considerable interest to economic historians of the

war and reconstruction periods.)

Files of local newspapers or collections of cuttings.

Diaries kept by persons who took part in local war activities.

6.—It is important that the records which are preserved should be
carefully classified, and a catalogue compiled. The catalogue should
give particulars as to the subject of the records and their nature
{e.g., printed reports, minutes, MS. synopsis of activities, &c, with
dates) ; it should also state where the records are stored and to whom
application should be made for leave to inspect them. It is of
special importance that, where minutes and other papers of a
Committee, since dissolved, have been located as in the possession of
an individual, the fact should be recorded. Where such minutes or

h2
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papers have a historical value the possessor of them should he

encouraged to deposit them in a public library in the district, or

to arrange for such deposit in the future. The War Records

Committee would be glad to receive copies of such catalogues for

inclusion in their bibliography of local records, with a view to

making the records known to students.

The Society hopes itself to issue a note on this

subject ; for though it is unusual for an archaeological

society to take up present-day questions, the case is

altogether exceptional and of an undoubted importance.

It may, perhaps, be worth while to add a comment on

two points in the Committee's Memorandum. First,

the most "competent investigator" is not so much an
historian as a person who had working knowledge of

the administrations which these records represent.

Secondly, the criterion of destruction should be not so

much historic value (after all we cannot say what the

historian will think most valuable a hundred years

hence) as the question whether the information given

is available in any other form or place. If it is, it may
still be worth keeping, bat its destruction will not

matter so much ; if it is not, then certainly some effort

should be made to preserve it.

—

Editor.]


