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B
ECAUSE ours is, and derives from, a government of law, 
with its accompanying judicial reliance on precedent, the rec­
ords and papers produced by our courts have always been held 

in reverence as the "tablets of the law." I suppose many of us have 
been warned against the disposal or even evaluation of some court 
record by the admonition, always in hushed tones, that it was a 
"Court Record." Perhaps with some brashness, we in the Archives 
Section of the Philadelphia Department of Records decided to in­
clude an inventory of court records in the general inventory of the 
city's records that we made in 1952, even though the court records 
were not under our jurisdiction under the terms of the city charter. 
We went further and evaluated them for retention and disposal as 
we had done with all of the other records, received concurrence in 
our recommendations from the court's employees as well as highly 
respected judges - and, of course, nothing happened. 

In 1958, however, with the accession to office of an energetic clerk 
of the Quarter Sessions Court, who was determined to modernize 
the operation of his office by finding ways to do the job instead of 
waiting to be prodded and then hiding behind a body of ambiguous 
statutes, the records job went ahead full throttle. The clerk recog­
nized that he had a records problem, not a legal one, and so asked 
archivists, not lawyers, to cope with it. We began by bringing the 
1952 inventory of his records up to date. We then reviewed our 
evaluations in consultation with both unit supervisors and the clerks 
Who create and use the records. Always, however, we put the burden 
0n them to justify any recommendations they made that seemed un­
reasonable to us. Most important, we were supported in this atti­
tude by the clerk himself.

We made our evaluations as we would for records of any type, 
considering the need of the record in the substantive work of the
office. Since the substantive work flows from the criminal law, we 
consulted with the counsel for the clerk as to what circumstances in

.l< P�per read, Oct. 9, 1959, at the annual meeting of the Society of American Ai-chi­v,sts In Philadelphia.
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