The Pennsylvania
State Archives

The Pennsylvania State Archives is an
important resource for anyone interested in
Pennsylvania’s past. Created in 1903 as the
Division of Public Records in the State Library
of Pennsylvania, it was combined in 1945 with
The State Museum of Pennsylvania and the
Pennsylvania Historical Commission to form
the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum
Commission (PHMC). Officially designated as
the State Archives Division within PHMC, the
primary function of the Archives is to acquire,
preserve, and make available for study the
permanently valuable public records of the
Commonwealth, with particular attention to
the records of state government. The State
Archives also collects private papers relevant to
Pennsylvania history.

Included among Archives’ holdings are
documents and manuscripts; reels of microfilm
of county deeds, wills, mortgages, estate papers,
and assessment books; and special collection
items such as photographic prints and
negatives, maps, postcards, posters, audio
recordings, and motion picture films.

Pennsylvania State Archives

350 North Street

Harrisburg, Pennsylvania 17120-0090
717-783-3281
ra-statearchives@state.pa.us

Pennsylvania
Historical & Museum

«Commission
Edward G. Rendell, Governor
Wayne Spilove, Chairman
Barbara Franco, Execurive Director
David Haury, State Archivist

www.phmc.state.pa.us
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What makes this Civil War Damage Claim

a public record? Look inside!

’ ’

Help Preserve Our Heritage

Records created by state, county, and
municipal governments are done so
with public funds and belong to all
Pennsylvanians. They are the foundation
of Pennsylvania’s heritage: documenting
lives, laws, wars, judgments, and other
important events which constitute our
legacy. They verify and corroborate the
actions of our government.

The disappearance of public records

into private hands, unknowingly or
maliciously, deprives everyone access

to their history. It disrupts government
accountability and unfairly makes useful
historical resources unobtainable.

Sometimes these are sold by private
individuals and through on-line auctions,

rather than remaining in public ownership.

While the buying and selling of records
of private individuals and institutions
are acceptable, the buying and selling of
public records are not.

The Pennsylvania Administrative
Code of 1929 and the Pennsylvania
History Code assign responsibility

for the designation, management, and
preservation of state and local public
records of permanent or historical value
to the State Archives. Deeply ingrained
within these two regulations is the intent
that public records can only legally be in
the custody of the governmental agency
that created them, or legal custody can
be transferred to the State Archives.

To ensure that Pennsylvania’s
documentary heritage is preserved and
made available to all citizens, the State
Archives needs your help to safely and
securely return any misplaced, lost, or
stolen public records to their agency or
office of origin or to the Pennsylvania
State Archives.

The Commonwealth’s
historical public records
belong in the
Pennsylvania State Archives.
Please help them
find their way “home”
to ensure and safeguard the
Commonwealth’s memory.




What defines a public record?

In Pennsylvania, a state government
record is defined as:

Any recorded information, regardless
of physical form or characteristics, that
documents a transaction or activity

of an agency, and that is created,
received, or retained pursuant to law
or in connection with a transaction,
business, or activity of the agency.

Management Directive 210.5,
Records Management

Government or public records do not have
to be old to be historically significant.

Storage in the Pennsylvania State Archives tower.

Public records can include certificates,
charts, drawings, electronic documents,
forms, legal documents, letters, maps,
memos, motion picture films, photographs,
plans, posters, and countless other
documents created or acquired and kept

by the governor, department heads, the
Pennsylvania General Assembly, state
employees, and contractors as part of their
official jobs.

Simply because a document originated as a
government record does not always mean it
is a public record. Government agencies
routinely create documents that are
dispersed to the public. In these cases, the
outgoing items become the property of the
recipient. These can include birth
certificates, drivers licenses, state
certifications, correspondence, and other
records.
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Civil War damage claim from Chambersburg, Pennsylvania,
bearing the state seal, from the State Archives Record Group 2,
Records of the Departient of Auditor General.

Identifying Public Records

E{ Look for marks such as the state seal,
coat of arms, letterhead, stamps, symbols,
addresses, file numbers, or information
that otherwise indicate the document
was generated, received, or filed by a
governmental office.

M Look for materials addressed to
government officials, employees, agencies,
government staff, and courts, specifically
incoming correspondence.

IZf Look for areas that have been cut
away or trimmed to remove information
indicative of Commonwealth ownership
history.

er Even erasure of file codes or address
lines can be a clue.

M Look for master or office copies of
materials such as photographic negatives,
signed linen architectural drawings, or
office copies of outgoing correspondence.

Ef If in question, look for an explanation
and written proof of the provenance
including the name, contact information,
and dates of ownership for the document’s
previous owners.

Does the presence of a Pennsylvania
seal or letterhead ALWAYS indicate
state ownership?

NO. Not all materials with state identification,
such as letterhead or a seal, are public records.
If correspondence was sent from a state
agency to an individual, that record is the
property of the recipient.

Do Commonwealth government
agencies dispose of records?

YES. Some types of records have no long-term
value, such as turnpike toll tickets or cancelled
payment checks. Government entities in
Pennsylvania are required to follow strict
procedures when disposing of records. State
law requires that the destruction of records
shall occur only through adherence to
approved retention schedules (indicating how
long a record must be kept) and the disposition
of records that have been discarded legally will
be well documented and easily identified from
those schedules. Any undocumented claim of
disposition may be considered suspicious.

What happens if I find public records?

If you encounter records that you suspect
belong at the Pennsylvania State Archives,
please contact the Archives as soon as possible
at ra-statearchives@state.pa.us or call

(717) 783-3281.

State archivists familiar with public records
can help to identify ownership.

The Archives will then help coordinate the

return of any alienated records. If you have a
question, please do not hesitate to contact us.

Also, visit our Web site at www.phmc.state.pa.us
and click on “State Archives.”



The Pennsylvania State Archives

Learn the clues so you can help recover missing public records.

Correspondence addressed to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Note the “Disapproved Penna State Board of Censors” stamp. .
County of Philadelphia. This letter was attached to a World War 11 The movie, Zabawka, was filed by Pol-Ton film company
Veterans Compensation Application, State Archives Record Group 19. with the Pennsylvania Motion Picture Board of Censors in
v 1941. This image was disapproved for use in advertising as
it showed characters in an evocative embrace. State Archives
Record Group 22, Department of Education, Board of Censors. >

“An Act to explain and amend an Act entitled ‘An Act for the
gradual abolition of Slavery.”” Note the ribbon, official seal, and the
line “Be it enacted by the Representatives of the Freemen of the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania . . .” in addition to the content. This
record, dated from 1788, is part of State Archives Record Group 26.
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The stamp and handwritten filing number
identify this as a government record. From
Record Group 19, Department of Military

Affairs, ?fﬁ(‘(e of Adjutant General, World

War I Veteran’s Service and Compensation
File.
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PENNSYLVANIA HEN'?‘;H-!:‘Y MANAGEMENT AGENCY
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DISASTER UPDATE
(JANUARY 31, 1996)
8:00 AM
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EVACUATIONS - 200,000+
SHELTERS - 116- TWO STILL OPEN - §1 PERSONS
9,120 - roul sheiered by Red Cros
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Eastern State Penitentiary immate description, 1905, MBALE SERVER SX
. . . 1 AL G . TROOPS DEFLOYED AT HEIGHT OF
Eastern State Penitentiary. State Archives Record A e ST
~ - - i 28 O STATE ACTIVE DUTY NOW)
Group 15, Department of Justice, Bureau of i
. . 55 L
Corrections, Press Office History File. 2 NGOG 3 DACARMORY SUPPORT.

9 WATER TRAILER MISSIONS,
| SBCURITY, WYOMING COUNTY )

DISASTER DECLARATION STATUS:
Regardless of age, records can be BLIZZARD.
historically significant. This report ;‘Omn";" OF THE msg!?ﬁ%ﬂmgi ’f}mm THE
from the Pennsylvania Emergency EMERGENCY FOR 47 COUNTIES, EFFECTIVE JANUARY 7, 1796,
Management Agency (PEMA) belongs FOUR COUNTIES WERE ADDED TO THE LIST ON JANUARY 12, 1996
to State Archives Record Group Tﬁmm FENNSYLVANIA A DISASTER STATE ON
66, Department of Environmental

ON JANUARY 20, THE GOVERNOR ADDED SEVEN MORE COUNTIES
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