
  Julia N. Rossi 
  LIS 2222 – Appraisal Report 
  Spring 2012 

1 
 

“The Buck Stops Here”:  
Appraisal of Materials at Harry S. Truman’s Presidential Library  

 

 The Harry S. Truman Library and Museum, located in Independence, Missouri, is the second of 

the United States’ official presidential libraries. Dedicated in 1957, the Truman Library strives to document 

the events, issues, and life and times of Harry S. Truman before, during, and after his presidency. The 

Truman Library is overseen by the Office of Presidential Libraries, a division of the National Archives and 

Records Administration. This paper details how appraisal, widely considered the most important archival 

task, is handled in an institution that is a composite of a research library, archives, and museum. In order 

to describe and evaluate the Truman Library’s acquisitions policy, it is first necessary to review the history 

of the Presidential Library system in America.  

 

History of the Harry S. Truman Library 

  While President Harry S. Truman1 was in his second term in the Executive Office, plans were 

underway to found a repository to house the records that he accumulated during his presidency. 

Truman’s “deep interest … in the archival and historical professions and the sciences of preserving and 

expounding our national history” fueled his objective to create a research facility in the Midwest.2 His 

hometown of Independence, Missouri had already begun a campaign to raise funds to build a Truman 

museum, though Truman was hesitant to advocate for such a self-tribute.3 Several years earlier, Franklin 

D. Roosevelt had aspired to develop a library and archives to hold his personal papers as well as his 

presidential records – the first concrete notion of a national presidential library. Truman eventually agreed 

that his own presidential library should be based on Roosevelt’s model: the library would be part of the 

recently-founded National Archives and Records Service (NARS),4 under national ownership and 

management and open to the public.5  

 In 1950, Congress drafted legislation authorizing the United States government to accept 

presidential papers.6 The Federal Records Act of 1950 included provisions that would permit NARS to 

take ownership of presidential records, in addition to allowing the president to request access restrictions 

on certain types of papers. Three corporations were soon initiated by Truman supporters in order to raise 

funds for the proposed Truman Library. President Truman took an active role in the planning, with the 

                                                      
1 It should be noted from the outset of this paper that the period after the “S” for Harry’s middle name is a frequent topic of 
controversy. The Truman Library utilizes the “S.” because there is much documentary evidence that Harry himself added the period 
after the “S.” (For more anecdotal support, see http://www.trumanlibrary.org/speriod.htm.) 
2 David D. Lloyd, “The Harry S. Truman Library,” American Archivist 18 (1955): 99. 
3 Raymond Geselbracht, Special Assistant to the Director at the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum, wrote that Truman “confided 
to his military aide, Harry Vaughan, that if he allowed any of his friends to build a museum for him he would … ‘almost be in the 
class with Franklin D. Roosevelt who dedicated a National Shrine to himself.’” Raymond Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman 
Library: The First Fifty Years,” The Public Historian 28 (2006):  38.  
4 Later renamed the “National Archives and Records Administration,” or NARA, effective in 1985.  
5 Lloyd, “The Harry S. Truman Library,” 100.  
6 The legislation that permitted NARS to take ownership of FDR’s papers in 1940 was buried in another bill, which only mentioned 
FDR’s singular library and not those of future presidents. Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 40.  
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insistence that he was not aiming for a memorial to himself. Truman was interested in creating a historical 

research center in the Midwest that would develop educational programs for the general population. 

Discussions ensued within NARS, asserting that the records should be located in the Washington, D.C. 

area along with the bulk of the country’s historic materials, but Truman did not budge. He wanted scholars 

throughout the United States to have the capacity to do research without traveling unnecessarily to the 

East Coast.  

David Lloyd, an assistant to President Truman and eventual director of the Truman Library, sided 

with the president, maintaining that the location of a presidential library should have personal meaning 

and that the convenience of the former president should be primarily considered. Lloyd operated under 

the belief that any publicly accessible presidential records were better than the earlier precedent, where 

presidents or their heirs removed their papers and claimed them private. He championed the relationship 

between the Harry S. Truman Library, Inc. foundation and NARS, praising the “corps of trained archivists, 

who can take charge of the mass of presidential documents, put them in order, and make them available 

for general research.”7 Some worries were expressed by historical societies and manuscript collectors, 

though, who were anxious that the future acquisitions policies of presidential libraries would negatively 

affect their own institutional missions.8 The concentration of a president’s papers in one location, would 

only benefit researchers, Lloyd professed, since “it is better to have complete presidential collections 

[located] around the country than incomplete collections in one place.”9 

 As Truman departed the Executive Office in January 1953, twelve truckloads of his papers were 

moved from the White House to Kansas City, Missouri. (Truman retained his White House central file 

though, at his office in the Federal Reserve Building, until the library was ready to acquire these particular 

high-profile records.) Truman also signed a letter stating his intent to donate his papers to the government 

if and when the library building was built; if the library was not realized, Truman would leave his records to 

the federal government in his will. Additionally, Truman requested the allocation of several archivists from 

NARS to begin preparing his papers for their eventual transmission to the government.10 Lloyd estimated 

that President Truman left office with about 3,500,000 pages of documents and a “limitless quantity of 

books, gifts, relics, and mementos lavished on him by foreign governments, friends, organizations, and 

the general public – some of it great value and some of it mere sentimental junk.”11 Suggestions about 

separating official presidential records from personal papers were criticized, as it was not feasible to 

successfully categorize many papers. Archivist Philip Brooks professed, “A single document often falls 

into both categories; such a separation would also be far more difficult in twentieth-century complexity of 

                                                      
7 Lloyd, “The Harry S. Truman Library,” 105.  
8 Philip C. Brooks, “The Harry S. Truman Library – Plans and Reality,” American Archivist 25 (1962): 28.  
9 Lloyd, “The Harry S. Truman Library,” 108-109. Furthermore, Raymond Geselbracht noted that the range of sensitive subjects, 
such as atomic weapons, the CIA, NATO, and the Korean War, would likely have made it difficult for Truman to do anything besides 
putting his papers in the government’s custody. See Raymond Geselbracht, “The Four Eras in the History of Presidential Papers,” 
Prologue  15 (1983): 39.  
10 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 45.  
11 Lloyd, “The Harry S. Truman Library,” 100. 
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paper than in the comparative simplicity of early nineteenth-century documentation.”12 It would be 

necessary, then, for archivists to go through records page-by-page to determine which records might 

require access restrictions.  

 By 1954, the site of the proposed Truman Library was established. While the president originally 

wanted to build the library on a tract of the Truman homestead in Grandview, Missouri, his family was not 

keen on the prospect. Instead, Truman entered into discussion with the mayor of Independence, who 

arranged to donate thirteen acres of land to the Harry S. Truman Library, Inc. foundation.13 With plenty of 

money in the corporate accounts and an approved location, blueprints of the library complex were 

drafted. Lloyd began outlining a proposal for the United States government to receive and sustain 

presidential library buildings and their holdings.  

 The Presidential Libraries Act (PLA) of 1955, passed by Congress and signed by President 

Dwight Eisenhower, established the basic policy for the creation of federally maintained presidential 

libraries. This law provided the government with the guidelines for accepting the land and buildings of 

presidential library complexes, depositing materials within them, and entering into contracts with outside 

organizations.14 The provisions about former presidents adding restrictions to papers was also more clear 

in the PLA of 1955 than in the earlier Federal Records Act of 1950. By accepting the former president’s 

property, the government agreed to abide by the terms of the deed of gift.15 Truman and his advisers 

were satisfied with this legislation, and construction on the Truman Library continued as planned. The 

building was designed with future expansion in mind. The initial structure comprised an archives, a 

research room with adequate space for at least a dozen patrons, multiple museum exhibit rooms, a 

replica of Truman’s Oval Office, an auditorium for lectures and films, and office space for staff as well as 

the former president.16 

 Next, Truman composed his deed of gift to transfer his papers to the government. This letter, sent 

in February 1957, noted Truman’s intention to immediately donate to his presidential library the truckloads 

of records in storage in Kansas City, while he would retain title to the White House central file. Truman 

would transfer his office files periodically for tax purposes, since everyone agreed that those records 

“probably contained the most valuable handwritten and autographed documents in Truman’s collection.”17 

He also bestowed other artifacts to the government, including artwork and keepsakes that he acquired 

while in office. The museum portion of the presidential library was meant to exhibit these materials, in 

addition to displays about the American presidency and Truman’s life. According to archivist Raymond 

Geselbracht, the museum was regarded as “less important, or at least less complex and less demanding 

                                                      
12 Brooks, “The Harry S. Truman Library – Plans and Reality,” 28. 
13 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 47.  
14 Government Accountability Office, “Framework Governing Use of Presidential Library Facilities and Staff,” February 28, 2011.  
15 Harold C. Releya, “The Federal Presidential Library System,” Government Information Quarterly 11 (1994): 11. 
16Lloyd, “The Harry S. Truman Library,” 110.  
17 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 49.  
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of attention, than the manuscript repository side.”18 By April 1957, most of Truman’s papers were 

relocated to the library building, with archivists working continuously for several months in order to get the 

museum exhibits ready for the July 6 dedication. (They had realized that it would take much longer for the 

president’s papers to be primed for researchers, so the archivists processing and arranging the records 

were temporarily reallocated to the museum side.)  However, Philip Brooks, the Truman Library Director, 

realized in June that everything would not be in order for the July dedication date. The Archivist of the 

United States approved delaying the opening until September, though the dedication date remained the 

same. 19 

 The dedication ceremony for the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum emphasized “the intent 

that the Library should be a nonpartisan and non-political research institution devoted to the objective 

study and portrayal of the Presidency, largely through the career of Mr. Truman.”20 Special guests at the 

dedication included former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt, former president Herbert Hoover, and Chief 

Justice Earl Warren. At the ceremony, the title of the Truman Library’s land was given to the Administrator 

of General Services. Truman also passed on ownership for his papers, artifacts, and other historical 

materials to the Archivist of the United States. On July 6, 1957, the United States government assumed 

possession of the Truman Library and its records and artifacts, valued at about $21,000,000.21 Two 

months later, on September 16, 1957, the museum opened to the public, with more than half a million 

visitors descending on the Presidential Library. With the museum portion completed and opened, the 

archivists could go back to concentrating on preparing the presidential papers for use. 

 According to Brooks, reviewing each and every document was an incredibly challenging task. The 

conditions of access required closing for use papers with legitimate confidentiality concerns. With 

Truman’s approval, the records were shelved and arranged, and finding aids were written to 

accommodate researchers. On May 11, 1959, the research room was ready and opened for researchers. 

In 1962, Brooks wrote about the necessity to build up the library’s archival collections and announced that 

they were seeking to acquire “as many personal papers as possible of men and women associated with 

Mr. Truman at one time or another – before, during, or after his Presidency.”22 Wayne Grover, Archivist of 

the United States, had provided the Truman Library with its official acquisitions policy in August 1958; 

Brooks sought to fulfill the principles outlined by the policy.  

 From the library’s dedication in 1957 up through his death in 1972, Harry S. Truman was a 

frequent sight in the reading room and the museum. He made himself available to interviews with 

researchers, toured alongside visitors, and gave presentations to schoolchildren. Brooks confirmed that 

there was a clear delineation between Truman’s personal office and the library operations: “a wise policy 

                                                      
18 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 49. 
19 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 51.  
20 Brooks, “The Harry S. Truman Library – Plans and Reality,” 29.  
21 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 51-52.  
22 Brooks, “The Harry S. Truman Library – Plans and Reality,” 31.  
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that keeps our staff from being involved in his current personal business and leaves us to manage the 

Government operation.”23 Much of Truman’s post-presidency was spent “reading, writing, lecturing, and 

taking long walks.”24 Truman died on December 26, 1972, and he was interred in the courtyard of the 

Truman Library.  

Since its establishment, the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum has had only four directors: 

Philip C. Brooks (1957-1971); Benedict K. Zobrist (1971-1994); Larry J. Hackman (1995-2000); and 

Michael J. Devine (2001-present).25 During Hackman’s tenure, he developed a strategic plan to identify 

the Truman Library’s strengths and weaknesses. Hackman focused on improving public programs for the 

museum side of the presidential library; he also addressed critical issues on the archives side, including 

collection management, marketing, and resource development.26 Along with President Truman’s 

papers,27 the manuscript holdings include about 450 collections of papers from Truman’s relatives, 

colleagues, and friends, as well as various groups of federal records. Additionally, there are over 100,000 

photographs, 500 motion pictures, and 2,000 sound recordings available to researchers.  

 
History of the Presidential Library System 

 All American presidents prior to Franklin D. Roosevelt had one method for preserving their 

presidential papers: They packed them up and took them home upon leaving the White House. There 

was no precedent for sending their records to any repository, nor did the departing president wish to 

leave his files in the executive mansion to be picked over by the incoming administration. Since George 

Washington set an example of private ownership upon exiting the presidency, the successive presidents 

followed his lead. Some presidents and their families, such as the Adamses and the Polks, did an 

excellent job of maintain their presidential papers; others were not as fortunate. Fire destroyed the 

majority of records from the Van Buren, Tyler, and Taylor presidencies.28  

 Where families and estate executors did not engage in saving presidential records, historical 

societies and private collectors stepped up. Consequently, the Library of Congress started a campaign in 

the mid-nineteenth century to accumulate presidential documents. They paid for papers of George 

Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe during the 1800s, following with 

purchases of the records of Andrew Jackson, James Polk, and Andrew Johnson between 1911 and 1930. 

These acquisitions cost almost two hundred thousand dollars, quite an exorbitant price at the time.29 

                                                      
23 Brooks, “The Harry S. Truman Library – Plans and Reality,” 34.  
24 “Biographical Sketch – Harry S. Truman, 33rd President of the United States,” Harry S. Truman Library and Museum, accessed 
April 5, 2012, http://www.trumanlibrary.org/hst-bio.htm.  
25 Geselbracht, “Creating the Harry S. Truman Library,” 56-72.  
26 “The Truman Library in a Time of Change: A Strategic Plan,” Harry S. Truman Library and Museum, accessed April 2, 2012, 
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/strategic.htm. 
27 According to the Truman Library’s “History of the Truman Presidential Museum & Library” webpage, most of the papers belonging 
to Truman relate to his presidency, but others “document Mr. Truman’s life and careers as farmer, soldier, businessman, local 
politician, U.S. Senator, [and] Vice President.” See http://www.trumanlibrary.org/libhist.htm.  
28 Releya, “The Federal Presidential Library System,” 8.  
29 Releya, “The Federal Presidential Library System,” 9.  
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While the Library of Congress was successful in acquiring major collections of many of the former 

presidents, some legacies were absent entirely. Presidential papers had morphed from an age of 

personal custody to one where the public was gaining interest in these previously private records. As a 

result, the Library of Congress actively began to solicit still-living presidents, or the heirs of recently-

deceased presidents, for their records.  

 According to Geselbracht, “The Library of Congress simply did not offer sufficient inducement to a 

president and his family to give up the still very potent private property claim to his papers.”30 The Library, 

some reflected, could only give shelf space for a president’s papers. For those who also desired to 

memorialize a former president, this was inadequate. The Library of Congress realized the amount of 

documents being generated by the Office of the President in the twentieth century and the amount of 

money it would take to preserve and store these records; it would be problematic to go after more 

collections. Then, Herbert Hoover entrusted his papers to the newly-built Hoover Institute at Stanford 

University, to which he had pledged money during his presidency.31  

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, though cognizant of the need for an official repository to house 

his ever-expanding presidential papers, never considered giving (or selling) his papers to the Library of 

Congress.32 The National Archives, founded in 1934, was still a fledgling agency that dealt solely with 

federal records. Rather, Roosevelt developed a concept for a “presidential library” that would house both 

personal and official papers. He wished to construct a building on the grounds of the Roosevelt family 

home in Hyde Park, New York, that would make available historical and educational materials to the 

public. He had amassed a large collection of documents from all of his prior political offices, including as 

New York state senator, assistant secretary of the Navy, and governor of New York.33 Roosevelt worked 

with friends and colleagues to advance his idea, noting that the funds for the building would come from 

private sources and not from the government. Chartering legislation was passed in 1939 that permitted 

the federal government to accept and operate the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, providing that “the 

Archivist shall prescribe regulations governing the arrangement, custody, protection, and use” of the 

president’s papers.34 The complex at Hyde Park would not only serve as a library and an archives, but a 

museum as well. The Archivist of the United States, R.D.W. Connor, accepted the building and property 

from Roosevelt in 1940. The museum portion opened to the public in 1941, while Roosevelt was still in 

office. Upon his death in 1945, the rest of his presidential files were transferred to the library. By the 

spring of 1946, all library materials and Roosevelt’s personal papers were available to researchers.35  

                                                      
30 Geselbracht, “The Four Eras in the History of Presidential Papers,” 38.  
31 Hoover later became a part of the Presidential Library system in 1962.  
32 Geselbracht, “The Four Eras in the History of Presidential Papers,” 38. 
33 “History of the FDR Library and Museum,” Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum, accessed April 6, 2012, 
http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/library/history.html. 
34 Raymond Geselbracht, “The Origins of Restriction on Access To Personal Papers at the Library of Congress and the National 
Archives,” American Archivist 49 (1986): 155.  
35 Releya, “The Federal Presidential Library System,” 10. 
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 President Roosevelt had set a new precedent for the disposition of presidential papers. No longer 

were these records considered merely private, but rather a combination of personal and public property. 

President Truman decided to establish his own presidential library36 on the Roosevelt model. The passing 

of the Presidential Libraries Act (PLA) of 1955 helped to provide former presidents with the capacity to set 

restrictions on secure, classified, or confidential papers. Soon, every president expected to craft a library 

after his time in office; the Presidential Library system was a “compromise between the competing private 

and public property claims to presidential papers.”37 Former presidents Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower, 

John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. Johnson had libraries established in their honor. By 1964, the Office of 

Presidential Libraries, managed by an Assistant Archivist of the United States, was created.38 Through 

donating their papers to the federal government through a deed of gift, presidents could ensure the 

preservation of the historical record by retaining the context of the records and housing the materials in 

one location with equal access for all.39 

 President Richard M. Nixon, however, tainted the notion of the presidential record. As a result of 

the Watergate scandal and his ultimate resignation, Congress (and President Gerald Ford) passed the 

Presidential Recordings and Materials Preservation Act (PRMPA) in 1974. Nixon had attempted to protect 

his papers as private property, but the legislative branch would not accept that excuse; PRMPA required 

that former president Nixon surrender his official papers and recordings to the federal government. This 

legislation made all of Nixon’s records public, and they were maintained under the supervision of the 

Archivist of the United States. PRMPA pertained only to Nixon’s records, but this was the first time that a 

president’s materials were considered to be entirely public.40 Nixon challenged the legislation in court, 

and in 1977 the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of PRMPA, citing that “the substantial interest 

that the government had in the materials outweighed the former president’s claims.”41 

 Shortly thereafter, Congress enacted the Presidential Records Act (PRA) of 1978, claiming public 

ownership over subsequent presidential materials. This law usurped the PLA of 1955, and also dealt with 

a president’s right to restrict access to certain records.42 The PRA of 1978 covered “all documentary 

materials after 20 January 1981 produced or received by the president, his immediate staff, or any unit or 

person in the executive office … relat[ing] directly to the execution of the president’s constitutional, 

statutory, or other official duties.”43 The PRA of 1978 did not extend to a president’s personal records or 

any other federal records already covered by previous legislation. Before a president could dispose of 

records, he would have to get permission from the Archivist of the United States. Rather than restrict 

                                                      
36 Trudy H. Peterson noted, “Technically, the Presidential libraries are Presidential archival repositories, but Roosevelt called his a 
library and the name persisted.” Trudy Huskamp Peterson, “Documents in Time: The Archives of the United States and the National 
Archives and Records Service,” Government Publications Review 8A (1981): 294.  
37 Geselbracht, “The Four Eras in the History of Presidential Papers,” 39.  
38 Peterson, “Documents in Time: The Archives of the United States and the National Archives and Records Service,” 287.  
39 Nancy Kegan Smith and Gary M. Stern, “A Historical Review of Access to Records in Presidential Libraries,” The Public Historian 
28 (2006): 85.  
40 Elizabeth Yakel, “Presidential libraries: merging public records and private lives,” OCLC Systems & Services 23 (2007): 239.  
41 Geselbracht, “The Four Eras in the History of Presidential Papers,” 40.  
42 Bruce P. Montgomery, “Presidential Materials: Politics and the Presidential Records Act,” American Archivist 66 (2003): 106.  
43 Montgomery, “Presidential Materials: Politics and the Presidential Records Act,” 106. 
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confidential records indefinitely, presidents after 1981 would only be granted a delayed access period of 

12 years. The approved restricted classes of records included “materials relating to national defense or 

security, foreign policy, appointment of federal officials, trade secrets and privileged commercial 

information, personnel and medical information, and confidential communications between the president 

and his advisors.”44 Since this law would not take effect until 1981, President Jimmy Carter was the last 

chief executive who was able to freely take his papers away from the White House.45 The PRA of 1978 

also mandated that presidential records would not be available to the public for the first five years after 

the president has vacated the Executive Office.46 For almost two centuries, presidential records were 

treated as personal papers – and within a span of five years, Congress mandated that the American 

public had the right to access these materials.47 

 Under the current Presidential Library system, the records of former presidents are regulated in 

four different ways. First, the Library of Congress still retains its acquired papers of all the presidents from 

Washington up through Calvin Coolidge. The records of Hoover through Carter (with the exception of 

Nixon) are maintained by NARA, and any restrictions are governed by these presidents’ donation letters, 

as designated by the PLA of 1955. Nixon’s records are entirely public, per the PRMPA of 1974. Finally, all 

presidents after 1981, starting with Ronald Reagan, must operate under the PRA of 1978 – this declares 

presidential records to be public property with the possibility for access limitations of up to 12 years only 

for the approved restricted classes of documentation. Archival processing of presidential collections 

affected by the PRA of 1978 is based on the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), rather than a systematic 

processing used in the earlier Presidential Libraries. Archivists must arrange and describe collections in 

the order which they have received FOIA requests for materials within a presidential library.48 This can 

result in tremendous backlogs of unprocessed collections.  

 The entire concept of presidential libraries is not without debate. First, the ability to separate 

“presidential records” from “personal papers” is a contested topic. Though the PRA of 1978 defines 

presidential records (materials accumulated in the course of conducting the duties of the executive office) 

and personal records (materials “‘of a purely private or nonpublic character which do not relate or have an 

effect’”49 on the president’s responsibilities), it is often hard to separate files that are already in their 

original order without damaging the context of the collection. Indeed, materials of Presidents Roosevelt 

through Carter could be designated “personal” by the former president or his executors and therefore 

closed to access if indicated within the deed of gift to NARA. While diaries or family photographs could 

certainly be easily identified as personal, the classification of correspondence or meeting notes might be 

                                                      
44 Montgomery, “Presidential Materials: Politics and the Presidential Records Act,” 107. 
45 Releya, “The Federal Presidential Library System,” 12.  
46 Smith and Stern, “A Historical Review of Access to Records in Presidential Libraries,” 100.  (This is in contrast with former 
presidents like FDR, whose papers were open to the public a year after his death.) 
47 Peter Sezzi, Personal Versus Private: Presidential Records in a Legislative Context: A Bibliographic Exploration (Lanham, 
Maryland: Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2005): 4.  
48 Sharon K. Fawcett, “Presidential Libraries – A View from the Center,” The Public Historian 28 (2006): 20.  
49 Smith and Stern, “A Historical Review of Access to Records in Presidential Libraries,” 97.  
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less evident. The process of going through all records page-by-page is very expensive and puts the 

burden of responsibility on the archivists at presidential libraries to properly determine the nature and 

public accessibility of the records.50 

 Another point of contention is the notion of a president’s “entitlement” to his presidential library.51 

Essentially, this former president is sponsoring a memorial to himself. Though presidential libraries are 

recognized as scholarly resources for understanding and holding accountable the American presidency, 

they are also considered commemorative sites – “the accepted way to memorialize our presidents and 

promote an appreciation, many would say exaggeration, of their character, performance, and legacy.”52 

The interpretations of a president’s records, then, are embedded in the entire presidential library 

complex.53 These Presidential Libraries, located around the United States, are a good source of 

educational tourism and research, but the accountability aspect is somewhat tainted when a president 

fully comprehends that his papers will eventually become public.54 Since the Presidential Library system 

is partially supported by private corporations but operated by NARA, “there is a tension in these 

institutions between authenticity and reproduction, between education and entertainment, and between 

history and ‘heritage.’”55 Visitors to presidential libraries need to consider that they are participating in an 

“authorized version of history”56 when examining exhibits or requesting documents.  

 Truman was somewhat tentative about the establishment of his own presidential library, since he 

did not intend to memorialize himself. While Truman was alive and available to researchers and guests at 

the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum, he insisted that he would give his opinions in interviews but 

“they must study the sources and draw their own conclusions.”57 Truman’s presidential records still have 

some restrictions based on national security content and some materials limited by his deed of gift, but 

otherwise most of the papers at the Truman Library are open for access and personal interpretation.58  

  

  

                                                      
50 Geselbracht, “The Origins of Restrictions on Access,” 161.  
51 Paul Conway refers to presidential libraries as “the spoiled children of the archival world.” See Paul Conway, “Research in 
Presidential Libraries: A User Survey,” The Midwestern Archivist 11 (1986): 35-56. 
52 Larry J. Hackman, “Toward Better Policies and Practices for Presidential Libraries,” The Public Historian 28 (2006):  167.  
53 Yakel, “Presidential libraries: merging public records and private lives,” 241.  
54 Richard J. Cox, “America’s pyramids: Presidents and their libraries,” Government Information Quarterly 19 (2002):56.  
55 Benjamin Hufbauer, Presidential Temples: How Memorials and Libraries Shape Public Memory (Lawrence, Kansas: University 
Press of Kansas, 2005), 1.  
56 Cox, “America’s pyramids: Presidents and their libraries,” 58. 
57 Brooks, “The Harry S. Truman Library – Plans and Reality,” 34.  
58 In fact, Benjamin Hufbauer, who is very critical of the Presidential Library system’s tendency to mythologize the American 
presidents, recognized the Truman Library as giving a balanced interpretation of the Truman presidency within its exhibits. See 
Hufbauer, Presidential Temples: How Memorials and Libraries Shape Public Memory, 139-175.  



  Julia N. Rossi 
  LIS 2222 – Appraisal Report 
  Spring 2012 

10 
 

The Truman Library’s Appraisal Policy 

 The Harry S. Truman Library and Museum utilizes the acquisitions policy issued to them by 

Wayne C. Grover, Archivist of the United States, in August 1958. The policy is detailed without being 

overly wordy and allows for some leeway in interpretation. There are three main sections to the 

acquisitions policy: the introduction, authorization for presidential library collecting, and the collection 

policy itself. (For the entire policy, see Appendix A: Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library.) 

 The introductory statement affirms the Truman Library’s mission: “The primary objectives of this 

depository are to preserve the papers and other historical materials of former President Harry S. Truman 

and to make them available to the people in a place suitable for study and research.”59 This policy was 

written in 1958, the year before the Library’s document collections were opened for research. For several 

years beforehand, the NARS archivists assigned to processing and arranging Truman’s papers may not 

have operated under a precise collecting directive aside from the records that Truman had shipped from 

the White House to storage in Kansas City. 

 Next, the authorization section cites the federal regulations that allow former presidents to add 

their papers into presidential library repositories, as well as permitting the General Services 

Administration60 to accept “gifts or bequests of money or other property for the purposes of maintaining, 

operating, protecting, or improving any Presidential archival depository.”61 This portion also defines the 

general categories of information that may be accepted for deposit into the presidential libraries, 

comprising papers and historical materials (identified as “books, correspondence, documents, papers, 

pamphlets, works of art, models, pictures, photographs, plats, maps, films, motion pictures, sound 

recordings, and other objects or materials having historical or commemorative value”62).  

 The policy section states the focus of the library’s acquisitions: “the Harry S. Truman Library will 

concentrate on developing its holdings in those fields that relate to its principal collection – the papers and 

other historical materials of former President Truman – and that will be useful to scholars and others who 

are most likely to use that collection.”63 Grover lays out the guiding principles with respect to papers, 

federal records, published materials, other types of research materials, and museum materials. This 

covers all aspects of the Truman Library’s purposes as an archival repository, a research library, and a 

museum. Worth mentioning is the framework concerning the types of papers that fall under the Truman 

Library’s acquisitions policy, including: 

                                                      
59 Wayne C. Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” (Washington, D.C.: NARS, 1958):1.  
60 When the National Archives became an independent agency in 1985, it ceased to be managed by the General Services 
Administration; the Office of Presidential Libraries at NARA now handles the oversight of these endowments. See GAO, “Framework 
Governing Use of Presidential Library Facilities and Staff,” 6.  
61 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 1. 
62 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 1. 
63 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 1. 
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(1) “papers relating to the life and career of Mr. Truman before, during, and after his Presidency, 

including papers collected by Mr. Truman and reflecting his personal interests; papers of his 

family and of persons who were his close friends and associates in public or private life; and 

records of business, religious, political, or other organizations in which he participated 

actively; and 

 

(2) “papers relating to national and international affairs during the period of Mr. Truman’s service 

in the White House, including papers of members of his Cabinet and of his White House 

aides; of other officials of the Executive Branch of the Government who served under his 

leadership; of other persons who were closely associated with his administration or exerted 

notable influence on national and international developments during that period; and records 

of national political and other organizations whose activities importantly affected the course of 

the domestic and foreign policies and programs of the United States during those years.”64 

  Not only does this section specify the types of materials that should be acquired,65 but it also 

mentions what the Truman Library should not bother collecting. For example, the policy pronounces, “No 

effort will be made to ‘build up’ those special collections already in the Library that reflect Mr. Truman’s 

personal interest in biblical literature, the Masonic Order, the Civil War, and Missouri history.”66 In other 

words, while the library would accept former president Truman’s book collections on these subjects, the 

director of the library would not endeavor to add more publications on those themes to its holdings.  

 

Current Implementation of the Truman Library’s Appraisal Policy 

 According to Raymond Geselbracht, Special Assistant to the Director of the Truman Library, all of 

the archivists on staff participate in acquisitions decisions, and they all have access to the policy. Though 

the document itself is not necessarily consulted, the archivists at the Truman Library consider its content 

for all appraisals. The most relevant sections of the acquisitions policy in 2012 are entitled “With Respect 

to Papers” and “With Respect to Other Types of Research Materials.”67 Geselbracht mentioned that about 

a decade ago, a group of archivists reviewed the policy to determine if it needed to be updated, but they 

opted not to write a new policy.68 At present, the archivists at the Truman Library deal mainly with 

appraisal of personal papers and audiovisual materials. They do not often receive offers of electronic 

records, though occasionally someone may donate digital photographs. Some of the sound recordings in 

their holdings have been digitized and saved as .wav files; the management of digitized and electronic 

                                                      
64 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 2.  
65 Subject fields of interest comprise the Truman administration, the life and career of Truman, the nature and history of the 
American presidency, the history of American foreign policy and diplomatic relations, and the history of the federal government 
administration in the Midwest. See Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 2-3.  
66 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 3.  
67Ray Geselbracht, e-mail message to author, January 24, 2012  
68 Ray Geselbracht, e-mail message to author, January 23, 2012 
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files has only recently become an issue.69 As with many older institutions, the Truman Library is not well-

equipped for digital records, though they hope to amend this soon. 

Donations to the Truman Library are still occurring. Since 1988, the acquisitions log at the 

Truman Library has registered about 600 accessions.70 Their typical acquisitions process for large 

collections follows these steps: The archivists go through the potential collection prior to drafting a deed 

of gift, separating the donor’s personal papers from those that will be accessioned into the archives based 

on the subject guidelines of the Truman Library; the donor’s personal papers are returned to them; and 

the deed of gift is written and signed. (In early decades, the Truman Library would accept whole 

collections without first going through and weeding out a donor’s personal papers or irrelevant pages that 

had accumulated with the intended collection.)71 

There has not been any discernable pressure to accept collections from government agencies or 

high-profile patrons, and the Truman Library does indeed decline occasional donations if they do not 

follow the collection policy or if the materials could be better served elsewhere.72 Reappraisal does occur 

at the library, though it is not a high priority. Geselbracht considers the Truman Library to have “a strong 

archives collection, of a kind that can never be complete, but also of a kind that does not have clearly 

perceptible gaps.”73 

Recently, the Office of Presidential Libraries issued a directive requiring that each of the 

presidential libraries develop their own collections policy according to some suggested guidelines. 

Geselbracht noted that the Truman Library staff is currently putting together documentation and should 

have a new collections policy sometime this year.74  

 

Evaluation of the Truman Library’s Appraisal Policy 

 There is a distinct gap in archival literature about how Presidential Libraries perform the selection 

of records for inclusion in their archives. In 1968, NARS issued a Presidential Library Handbook to its 

repositories, following a recommendation by the General Services Administration that the Presidential 

Libraries operate more consistently.75 While this handbook offered guidelines on preservation, creating 

finding aids, reference services, and museum activities, it did not offer information on appraisal or 

accessioning of materials to the archives. A later version of this guide, called the Presidential Library 

                                                      
69 Ray Geselbracht, phone conversation with the author, April 12, 2012. 
70 Ray Geselbracht, e-mail message to author, March 7, 2012. The extent of these 600 acquisitions is “about 1100 linear feet of 
manuscript material and thousands of audiovisual items.” 
71 Geselbracht, phone conversation with the author, April 12, 2012. 
72 Geselbracht cited an instance where the Truman Library turned down a large collection of Korean War materials. Though the 
Korean War does fall into the acquisition policy’s category of “the history of American foreign policy and diplomatic relations,” the 
Truman Library determined that they would not accept battlefield-level military collections and therefore declined these materials. 
(Geselbracht, e-mail message to author, March 7, 2012.)  
73 Geselbracht, e-mail message to author, March 7, 2012. 
74 Geselbracht, phone conversation with the author, April 12, 2012.  
75 Fawcett, “Presidential Libraries – A View from the Center,” 17. 
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Manual, also failed to address acquisitions. The Manual is also now obsolete and has been replaced by 

an agency-wide directives approach.76 Archivists have not added literature to the field about appraisal 

methods at these institutions. The Presidential Libraries must refer to their own acquisitions policies, often 

written decades before, for guidance on this imperative process. (However, the recent request by the 

Office of Presidential Libraries for updated collections policies from all of its libraries might increase the 

body of works out there on this topic.) 

 F. Gerald Ham, whose essay “The Archival Edge” prompted archivists to acknowledge the 

problematic task of appraisal in 1975, noted “The specialized archives, particularly those built around a 

subject area … have great appeal. They offer the possibility of well-defined parameters, and exhaustive 

documentation. They also allow the development of real staff expertise and may be easier to fund.”77 This 

observation also applies to the modern-day Presidential Libraries; these archives collect around a specific 

subject area, with defined boundaries, and a limited scope of materials that could possibly pertain to the 

former president’s life or specific research interests. Ham goes on to say that specialized archives, 

especially those concentrating on an individual, still run into problems with appraisal and acquisitions.78 

Rather than practicing selection techniques, these sorts of archives might just accept everything since 

they interpret their collection mandates in that way. Though Ham was not speaking specifically about the 

Presidential Library system in America, his impressions can be applied to these institutions.  

 Terry Cook emphasized, “Appraisal is a work of careful analysis and of archival scholarship, not a 

mere procedure.”79 Presidential Libraries are unique creatures. They cannot be categorized as an 

organizational archives, nor are they solely manuscript repositories. However, it seems as though 

literature on manuscripts’ collection policies are the most relevant and practical to utilize when discussing 

presidential libraries. Frank Boles referred to presidential libraries as a type of “collecting repository,” 

which “documents something outside of [its] parent organization.”80 At “specialized archives” or 

manuscript repositories, there is a need for highly-qualified and well-informed professionals on staff, with 

historical knowledge of the materials there in order to best address the needs of their users. Maynard 

Brichford, in his manual Archives & Manuscripts: Appraisal & Accessioning, further explained that a 

manuscript repository ought to collect “in areas that 1) extend research strengths, interests, and needs in 

a logical manner; 2) anticipate future research needs; 3) support the institution’s extensive holdings of 

published materials; 4) show a high ratio of use to volume and processing costs; and 5) do not directly 

compete with another major collector in the same region.”81  

                                                      
76 Fawcett, “Presidential Libraries – A View from the Center,” 17-18.  
77 F. Gerald Ham, “The Archival Edge,” American Archivist 38 (1975): 10.  
78 Ham, “The Archival Edge,” 10-11.  
79 Terry Cook, “Mind over Matter: Towards a New Theory of Archival Appraisal,” in The Archival Imagination: Essays in Honour of 
Hugh A. Taylor, ed. Barbara L. Craig (Ottawa: Association of Canadian Archivists, 1992): 47.  
80 Frank Boles, Selecting & Appraising Archives & Manuscripts (Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2005), 47.  
81 Maynard Brichford, Archives & Manuscripts: Appraisal & Accessioning (Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 1977), 19.  
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No matter the type of institution, archivists must intentionally decide what to collect; acquisition 

depends on the institution’s mission, purpose, and goals.82 In the case of the Truman Library, the 

acquisitions policy, as determined by Wayne Grover in 1958, does reflect the goals of the Harry S. 

Truman Library and Museum: “To draw upon the events, issues and documentation of the life and times 

of Harry S. Truman to increase understanding of the presidency, public policy, international affairs and 

citizenship.”83 Randall Jimerson further identified several considerations that manuscript repositories 

should take into account, including donor relations, methods of acquisition, legal and financial 

considerations, and maintaining accurate records of accessions.84 Additionally, archivists must try to 

minimize biases and ensure adequate documentation of all viewpoints within their collections. In order to 

determine “proper” acquisitions procedures, institutions must also refer to what a model collection policy 

looks like.  

 In 1984, Faye Phillips developed a list of elements that an ideal collection policy should contain. 

Phillips’ model components comprised: 

1) statement of purpose of the institution and/or collection 

2) types of programs supported by the collection, including research, exhibits, and outreach 

3) types of clientele served (such as scholars, students, and the general public) 

4) priorities and limitations of the collection 

5) cooperative agreements affecting the policy 

6) statement of resource sharing 

7) statement of deaccessioning policy 

8) procedures affecting the advancement of the collecting policy, and  

9) methods for monitoring development and reviewing collection development guidelines.85 

  Boles confirmed that the basic criteria that archivists should bear in mind include the statement of 

purpose, types of programs to be supported, clientele served, resources available to the archives, and 

external sources for the same types of collections.86 Applying these principal criteria to the acquisitions 

policy of the Truman Library, one can see that Wayne Grover did a fairly good job creating the strategy in 

1958, decades before guidelines for a model collection policy were published.  

Institutional statement of purpose. The introductory statement of the acquisition policy 

establishes the Library’s goals: “The primary objectives of this depository are to preserve the 

papers and other historical materials of former President Harry S. Truman and to make them 

available to the people in a place suitable for study and research.”87 The somewhat-vague 

phrase “papers and other historical materials” is later defined under the authorization section 

of the policy.  
                                                      
82 Randall C. Jimerson, “Deciding what to collect,” OCLC Systems & Services 19 (2003): 54.  
83 “The Truman Library in a Time of Change: A Strategic Plan,” Harry S. Truman Library and Museum. 
84 Jimerson, “Deciding what to collect,” 55-56.  
85 Adapted from Faye Phillips, “Developing Collecting Policies for Manuscript Collections,” American Archivist 47 (1984): 39.  
86 Boles, Selecting & Appraising Archives & Manuscripts, 67-70. 
87 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 1. 
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Subject areas/media types for collecting. A list of the priorities for any archival collection is a 

must-have in a collection policy. The Truman Library’s acquisitions policy lists the main 

subject areas that they seek to acquire (materials “relating to the life and career of Mr. 

Truman before, during, and after his Presidency,” the nature and history of the American 

presidency, the history of American foreign policy “with emphasis on the first half of the 

twentieth century,” and the history of the Midwest88), as well as the accompanying media 

types (papers, photographs, motion pictures, sound recordings, museum materials). 

Types of programs supported by the collection. In the same introductory statement 

mentioned above, the Truman Library spells out that its intended programs are “study and 

research.” Additionally, the paragraph entitled “With Respect to Museum Materials” infers, but 

does not confirm, the use of historical materials for display in exhibits.  

Clientele served. In the first paragraph of the collecting policy statement, the Truman Library 

defines its clientele as “scholars and others who are most likely to use that collection.”89 

While not precise, we know that the Presidential Library system allows equal access to all 

open materials – therefore, anyone over the age of 14 is permitted to use the archival 

materials without the need for a letter of reference or an academic background.   

Resources available to the archives. While the Truman Library acquisitions policy does 

expressly note that it will collect materials directly from or through former president Truman, 

his family, and associates, it does not go into specifics about other potential donors. The 

policy also does not make explicit reference to the space allocated for archival materials at 

the Truman Library, nor does it mention staff requirements or time allotments for processing 

acquired collections.  

External sources for the same types of collections. There is no reference to external 

resources in the Truman Library’s acquisitions policy, since the Library aspires to acquire the 

majority of papers relating to the life and career of President Truman.  

 In reviewing these basic criteria for modern collecting repositories, there are some 

recommendations that can be made to reinforce the Truman Library’s existing acquisitions policy.  

  

  

                                                      
88 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 2. 
89 Grover, “Acquisition Policy of the Harry S. Truman Library,” 1. 
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Suggestions for Strengthening the Truman Library’s Existing Acquisitions Policy 

 Since the Acquisitions Policy at the Truman Library has been rather effective for the past five 

decades, it is difficult to make many criticisms of the policy and its usage. One simple suggestion would 

be for the archivists at the Truman Library to update the introductory statement to include the revised 

mission statement of the Truman Library:  

 

“To draw upon the events, issues and documentation of the life and times of Harry S. Truman to 

increase understanding of the presidency, public policy, international affairs and citizenship. 

“We will accomplish this mission by: 

 preserving the historical record of the life and presidency of Harry S. Truman 

 providing access to and promoting the use of historical materials 

 offering exhibits and educational and public programs 

 building a strong infrastructure of relationships and resources.”90 

This mission statement, as it appears on the Truman Library’s 1997 Strategic Plan, also makes reference 

to the types of programs supported by the program – thereby bolstering the essential information for this 

section of the acquisitions policy.  

 Regarding the actual “collecting” section of the document, archivists could also revise the existing 

policy to refer only to the relevant sections still in use today. For example, since the Truman Library no 

longer collects Midwestern federal records, nor do they seek to acquire published materials, these 

sections could be removed from the modified acquisitions policy. There is a lengthy part of the “With 

Respect to Other Types of Research Materials” section on the topic of microfilm reproductions of research 

materials for exchanging with other institutions; since this method of sharing information is basically 

obsolete, this is another section that could be deleted.91 

 One of the previously mentioned principle criteria for collection policies is the inclusion of 

observations on resources available to the Truman Library. Perhaps it would also be prudent to 

incorporate a paragraph of information on the size of the institution, the space used for archival 

collections, details on technical requirements (such as the technology used for watching/listening to 

audiovisual equipment or accessing digitized collections), and general time allotments for the processing 

of collections. (For a rudimentary draft of the Revised Truman Library Acquisitions Policy, as suggested 

above, please see Appendix B.)  

                                                      
90 “The Truman Library in a Time of Change: A Strategic Plan,” Harry S. Truman Library and Museum. 
91 In a phone conversation with Ray Geselbracht on April 12, 2012, he mentioned that the Truman Library is thinking about revisiting 
this institutional exchange portion again, but replacing “microfilm copies” with potential digitization projects of selected series of 
records located at other institutions. For example, he mentioned the General George C. Marshall papers that are housed in the 
George C. Marshall Foundation in Lexington, Virginia: it would be ideal to obtain digitized copies of series that pertain to the 
administration of President Truman. The Truman Library is giving “serious thought” to digitization projects such as this.  
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 Another way that the Truman Library might be able to enhance its collections is through the use 

of social media. Their website (http://www.trumanlibrary.org/), while helpful in some ways, is somewhat 

difficult to navigate. There are drop-down menus and occasionally side-bar menus on each webpage, and 

they are not always consistent from page to page. Performing a Google search on the Truman Library 

website turns up pages that cannot be found through links on the main pages.92 If a user of the site does 

not know exactly what to search for, they might not be able to locate the information that might be typical 

on another library’s or archives’ website.  

 Researchers are often interested in recent acquisitions or newly-uncovered remarkable 

documents. Similarly, they might wonder about the types of collections for which the institution is 

searching but does not currently have in their possession. While the Truman Library site makes reference 

to its active collecting effort on the “Personal Papers and Organizational Records” page, it does not go 

into specifics about the papers or materials which they are seeking.93 One could scroll down this page 

and see a list of the individual and subject-based collections, but short of reading every finding aid to see 

the extent of materials contained within the collections, it is difficult to ascertain exactly what the Truman 

Library would like to add to its holdings. A suggestion to streamline the website goes beyond the scope of 

enhancing the Truman Library’s collection policy. However, a page of features on “Most Wanted” papers, 

along with contact information for offering donations could be a valuable addition to the site. (The contact 

email could be a generic address, checked weekly by a volunteer or an intern, to determine if there are 

communications worth passing on to an archivist.)  

Staff members at the Truman Library currently make use of Facebook, frequently posting photos 

or interesting factoids. Wednesdays are dubbed “White House Wednesdays,” where the Truman Library 

shares photographs featuring renovations to the White House made during Truman’s presidency along 

with detailed captions. Since the Truman Library is a part of NARA, their Facebook page also highlights 

exhibits from other Presidential Libraries and news from NARA. The Truman Library does a good job at 

reaching out via this social media network, but it could also utilize this tool for advertising more of the 

archival functions of the repository. Again, this does not relate exactly to the acquisitions policy of the 

Library, but it could be used to reach out to members of the general public who might have Truman 

administration-related materials in their possession. For collecting repositories like Presidential Libraries, 

public outreach is an important aspect of acquisitions.  

 

                                                      
92 For example, I could not locate the mission statement of the Truman Library through any of the central webpages. But once I 
searched for it specifically through the Google search function, I was directed to the “Strategic Plan” page, which is active but not 
linked to from any other pages that I saw. (See http://www.trumanlibrary.org/strategic.htm, accessed April 8, 2012.)  
93 “Personal Papers and Organizational Records,” Harry S. Truman Library and Museum, accessed April 5, 2012, 
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/personal.htm. (Though, according to Mr. Geselbracht, it might be difficult to advertise for “wanted” 
collections, since you just “never know what might come up.” In a phone conversation with the author on April 12, 2012, he 
mentioned that once, someone called to let him know that there was a yard sale a few towns over that happened to have materials 
from President Truman’s former physician; he rushed there, and for $40, he was able to purchase about a hundred pages of 
materials for the archives that might have otherwise been lost forever.)  
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Potential Methods for Measuring the Success of the Acquisitions Policy 

 The Harry S. Truman Library and Museum is the second of the United States’ Presidential 

Libraries, and it has been operating for over fifty years. It is difficult to argue that the Truman Library has 

been less than successful in any aspect of its mission. Since this institution is a specialized sort of 

archives centered around one individual, the Truman Library is the principal repository for information 

about President Truman and his administration. The best method for evaluating the success of the use of 

the Truman Library’s acquisitions policy, then, would be through user studies of researchers who have 

accessed the historical materials housed there. 

 In 1984, Paul Conway headed a study on researchers at four presidential libraries (though the 

Truman Library was not a part of this survey).94 At these selected repositories, archivists issued 

questionnaires to researchers who accessed historical documents over a four-month period. Of the 170 

surveys issued, 120 of them were successfully completed and returned. This study determined the typical 

user groups of researchers at presidential libraries (university faculty, graduate students, undergraduates, 

professional researchers, and avocational users – in that order), as well as their backgrounds and levels 

of experience with scholarly research. Conway’s survey sought to determine how users approach their 

research and respond to the services provided by the presidential library staff. Users were also asked to 

rate their overall satisfaction with their research visits in comparison to their expectations. Conway found 

that almost half of users were “more satisfied than they had expected they would be,” with only 6% rating 

their visits as disappointing.95 The remaining users indicated no difference between their actual and 

expected experience.  

 Though Conway’s study is over 25 years old, it is probably still indicative of today’s researchers. 

The biggest change between then and now is the implementation of digitized materials, online finding 

aids, and digital exhibits on the websites of these presidential libraries. The Truman Library could 

potentially evaluate the success of its collection policy based on a contemporary user survey.96 For 

instance, the questionnaire could ask the researcher to assess the extent to which they prepared for 

research prior to visiting the Truman Library. By reviewing the responses of those who organized 

beforehand, such as by browsing the holdings or finding aids listed on the Library’s website, the archivists 

could determine the level of user satisfaction regarding their perceived holdings and their actual holdings. 

If a gap is identified, such as a lack of information on a particular key member from Truman’s 

administration, then the Truman Library can ascertain that they should seek to acquire those papers for 

their collection. 

  

                                                      
94 The presidential libraries who participated in the survey were the Roosevelt, Eisenhower, Johnson, and Ford libraries. Paul 
Conway, “Research in Presidential Libraries: A User Survey,” The Midwestern Archivist 11 (1986): 35-56.  
95 Conway, “Research in Presidential Libraries: A User Survey,” 53.  
96 If this for any reason is prohibited by the Paperwork Reduction Act, the presidential library could have this survey sponsored by its 
not-for-profit partner, the Truman Library Institute.   
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“The Buck Stops Here” 

 President Harry S. Truman was very much in support of holding the government accountable for 

its decisions. His famous desk sign proclaiming “The Buck Stops Here!” is displayed prominently in one of 

the museum’s exhibits. One of the reasons for the creation of the Presidential Library system was to allow 

access to the papers of the country’s chief executives; the American public has the right to know about 

the actions of its highest elected officials. Transparency and accountability are fundamental standards 

pertaining to the opening of presidential records. 

 The Harry S. Truman Library and Museum strives to uphold these principles by preserving the 

papers and historical records created by Truman during his lifetime. The Library has been acquiring 

materials since Truman departed the White House in 1953. The appraisal of records for inclusion in the 

Truman Library has been a successful, ongoing process for the past five decades. Though their 

acquisitions policy is from 1958, it is still relevant and applicable to the collection of Truman-related 

papers and other materials. In a system where other presidents have felt “entitled” to their own libraries 

as a form of self-memorialization, the Truman Library was founded as a scholarly research facility with a 

museum component. Its collections are determined by good appraisal decisions on behalf of the 

archivists working at this presidential library. It is estimated that 99% of the collections at the Truman 

Library are open for access, and yet still more items are donated regularly. The availability of these 

historical materials to the public is indeed keeping in the spirit of Harry’s well-known slogan – and the 

mission of this great repository. 
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Appendix A: Transcription* of the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum’s 
Acquisitions Policy 

*The copy that I received of the Truman Library’s acquisitions policy was a fax of a photocopy; for the 
purpose of this paper, I transcribed it into an electronic text document for easier readability.  
 

ACQUISITION POLICY OF THE HARRY S. TRUMAN LIBRARY 

     The Harry S. Truman Library is a Presidential archival depository 
established in conformity with the provisions of Public Law 373, 84th 
Congress (69 Stat. 695) which amended the Federal Property and Ad- 
ministrative Services Act of 1949, as amended (63 Stat. 377). The pri- 
mary objectives of this depository are to preserve the papers and other 
historical materials of former President Harry S. Truman and to make 
them available to the people in a place suitable for study and research. 
 
AUTHORIZATION 
 
     Section 507(f) of the above cited Act authorizes the Administrator of 
General Services, whenever he deems it to be in the public interest, 
“to deposit in any such Presidential archival depository any papers, 
documents, or other historical materials accepted under subsection (e),  
or any Federal records appropriate for preservation therein.” In addi- 
tion, it authorizes the Administrator “to accept gifts or bequests of 
money or other property for the purposes of maintaining, operating,  
protecting, or improving any Presidential archival depository.” The 
categories of material that may be accepted for deposit under subsection 
(e) are defined as follows: 
  

(1) The papers and other historical materials of any President or 
former President of the United States, or of any other official or 
former official of the Government, and other papers relating to  
and contemporary with any President or former President of the 
United States. 
 

(2) Documents, including motion pictures, still pictures, and sound 
recordings, from private sources that are appropriate for pres- 
ervation by the Government as evidence of its organization, func- 
tions, policies, decisions, procedures, and transactions. 

 
The term “other historical materials” as used in the Act is defined in  
subsection (h) to include “books, correspondence, documents, papers, 
pamphlets, works of art, models, pictures, photographs, plats, maps, 
films, motion pictures, sound recordings, and other objects or materi- 
als having historic or commemorative value.” 
 
POLICY 
 
     In acquiring papers and other historical materials under the above- 
cited provisions of law, the Harry S. Truman Library will concentrate 
on developing its holdings in those fields that relate to its principal col- 
lection – the papers and other historical materials of former President 
Truman – and that will be useful to scholars and others who are most 
likely to use that collection. In so doing, the Library will be guided by  
the following principles: 
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With Respect to Papers, the Library will seek to acquire 
 

(3) papers relating to the life and career of Mr. Truman 
before, during, and after his Presidency, including 
papers collected by Mr. Truman and reflecting his per- 
sonal interests; papers of his family and of persons who 
were his close friends and associates in public or private 
life; and records of business, religious, political, or 
other organizations in which he participated actively; and 

 
(4) papers relating to national and international affairs during 

the period of Mr. Truman’s service in the White House,  
including papers of members of his Cabinet and of his 
White House aides; of other officials of the Executive 
Branch of the Government who served under his leader- 
ship; of other persons who were closely associated with  
his administration or exerted notable influence on national 
and international developments during that period; and 
records of national political and other organizations whose 
activities importantly affected the course of the domestic 
and foreign policies and programs of the United States 
during those years. Materials available for deposit in the  
Library will be thoroughly studied as to their appropriate- 
ness. They will not be sought by the Library if, in the  
opinion of the Director, they could be more appropriately 
preserved elsewhere. 

 
With Respect to Federal Records, the Library will act as a subsidi- 
  ary depository of the National Archives by preserving selected 
  permanently valuable records of Federal agencies that have func- 
  tioned or are now functioning in the Middle West, especially those 
  records that importantly reflect the history of that region. 
 
With Respect to Published Materials, the Library will seek to ac- 
  quire books and other publications, including periodicals and 
  Government documents, that deal significantly with or contribute 
  effectively to an understanding of the following subject fields: 
 

(1) The Truman administration 
 

(2) The life and career of Mr. Truman 
 
(3) The nature and history of the Presidency 
 
(4) The history of American foreign policy and diplomatic 

relations, with emphasis on the first half of the twentieth 
century 

 
(5) The history and organization of Federal administration in 

the Middle West 
 
 
 

2 
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The Library will seek to attain relatively complete coverage in 
subject fields 1 to 4. To provide the staff and researchers work- 
ing in field 4 with essential background data, however, the Li- 
brary will also seek to acquire, on a selective basis, the more 
significant publications dealing with American foreign policy 
and diplomatic relations before 1900. 
 
Acquisitions in subject field 5 will be limited chiefly to those 
works necessary to an understanding and use of Federal records 
deposited in the Library. 
 
No effort will be made to “build up” those special collections 
already in the Library that reflect Mr. Truman’s personal in- 
terest in biblical literature, the Masonic Order, the Civil War, 
and Missouri history. Reference works essential to the under- 
standing and use of those collections will be acquired, however, 
as occasion demands. 
 
Finally, the Library will seek to acquire (1) such bibliographies 
and general reference works as are normally needed in any 
special library; and (2) publications in the fields of archival, 
library, and museum administration required by the professional 
activities of the staff. 
 
With Respect to Other Types of Research Materials, the Library in 
  acquiring still pictures, motion pictures, and sound recordings, 
  will follow acquisition policies similar to those outlined above 
  for papers and books. In the selection of microfilm reproduc- 
  tions of research materials in other institutions it will place 
  special emphasis on the acquisition of those relating to the  
  Truman administration, the history of the Presidency, and the 
  history of United States foreign relations, with a lesser emphasis 
  on the acquisition of those relating to Federal administration in 
  the Middle West. The Library will follow the policy of inter- 
  change of microfilm copies of research materials, and as re-   
  sources permit will produce copies of portions of its own hold- 
  ings for sale at reasonable cost. 
 
With Respect to Museum Materials, the Library will acquire most of 
  its objects directly from or through Mr. Truman. It will accept 
  gift items from others, however, if they have significant com- 
  memorative or historical value as Truman memorabilia or as 
  mementos illustrating the nature and history of the Presidency 
  or other activities of the Federal Government. As a general 
  rule the Library itself will not purchase museum materials. 
 
   Wayne C. Grover 
   Archivist of the United States 
 
National Archives and Records Service 
General Services Administration 
Washington, D.C., August 19, 1958 
 

3
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Appendix B: Proposed Draft of Revised Harry S. Truman Library and 
Museum’s Acquisitions Policy 

Note: Phrases or sections that have been revised or inserted from the official Truman Library Acquisitions 
Policy are emphasized in italics. It is not necessary to update the references to legislation from the 
previous policy, since the Truman Library continues to be governed by the Presidential Libraries Act of 
1955.  
 
 

ACQUISITION POLICY OF THE HARRY S. TRUMAN LIBRARY 

This is an updated policy based on the original Acquisition Policy issued to the Harry S. Truman Library 
and Museum by Wayne C. Grover, Archivist of the United States, on August 18, 1958. It has been revised 
to add the mission statement of the Truman Library and a paragraph on Library resources. Previous text 
regarding the collection of published materials and federal records has been removed from this version, 
as it is no longer deemed relevant to the active collecting effort of the Library.  

     The Harry S. Truman Library is a Presidential archival depository established in conformity with the 
provisions of Public Law 373, 84th Congress (69 Stat. 695) which amended the Federal Property and 
Administrative Services Act of 1949, as amended (63 Stat. 377). The primary objective of this depository 
is “To draw upon the events, issues and documentation of the life and times of Harry S. Truman to 
increase understanding of the presidency, public policy, international affairs and citizenship. We will 
accomplish this mission by: 

 preserving the historical record of the life and presidency of Harry S. Truman 
 providing access to and promoting the use of historical materials 
 offering exhibits and educational and public programs 
 building a strong infrastructure of relationships and resources. 

 
AUTHORIZATION 
 
     Section 507(f) of the above cited Act authorizes the Administrator of General Services, whenever he 
deems it to be in the public interest, “to deposit in any such Presidential archival depository any papers, 
documents, or other historical materials accepted under subsection (e), or any Federal records 
appropriate for preservation therein.” In addition, it authorizes the Administrator “to accept gifts or 
bequests of money or other property for the purposes of maintaining, operating, protecting, or improving 
any Presidential archival depository.” The categories of material that may be accepted for deposit under 
subsection (e) are defined as follows: 
  

(1) The papers and other historical materials of any President or former President of the United 
States, or of any other official of former official of the Government, and other papers relating 
to and contemporary with any President or former President of the 
United States. 
 

(2) Documents, including motion pictures, still pictures, and sound recordings, from private 
sources that are appropriate for preservation by the Government as evidence of its 
organization, functions, policies, decisions, procedures, and transactions. 

 
The term “other historical materials” as used in the Act is defined in subsection (h) to include “books, 
correspondence, documents, papers, pamphlets, works of art, models, pictures, photographs, plats, 
maps, films, motion pictures, sound recordings, and other objects or materials having historic or 
commemorative value.” 
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POLICY 
 
     In acquiring papers and other historical materials under the above-cited provisions of law, the Harry S. 
Truman Library will concentrate on developing its holdings in those fields that relate to its principal 
collection – the papers and other historical materials of former President Truman – and that will be useful 
to scholars and others who are most likely to use that collection. In so doing, the Library will be guided by 
the following principles: 
 
With Respect to Papers, the Library will seek to acquire 
 

(1) papers relating to the life and career of Mr. Truman before, during, and after his Presidency, 
including papers collected by Mr. Truman and reflecting his personal interests; papers of his 
family and of persons who were his close friends and associates in public or private life; and 
records of business, religious, political, or other organizations in which he participated 
actively; and 

 
(2) papers relating to national and international affairs during the period of Mr. Truman’s service 

in the White House, including papers of members of his Cabinet and of his White House 
aides; of other officials of the Executive Branch of the Government who served under his 
leadership; of other persons who were closely associated with his administration or exerted 
notable influence on national and international developments during that period; and records 
of national political and other organizations whose activities importantly affected the course of 
the domestic and foreign policies and programs of the United States during those years. 
Materials available for deposit in the Library will be thoroughly studied as to their 
appropriateness. They will not be sought by the Library if, in the opinion of the Director, they 
could be more appropriately preserved elsewhere. 

 

With Respect to Other Types of Research Materials, the Library in acquiring still pictures, motion pictures, 
and sound recordings will follow acquisition policies similar to those outlined above for papers.  
 
With Respect to Museum Materials, the Library has acquired most of its objects directly from or through 
Mr. Truman. It will accept gift items from others, however, if they have significant commemorative or 
historical value as Truman memorabilia or as mementos illustrating the nature and history of the 
Presidency or other activities of the Federal Government. As a general rule the Library itself will not 
purchase museum materials. 
 
 

The Truman Library currently operates with an archival storage facility of (XXXX feet) and a research 
room of (XXXX feet) that can serve approximately (XX) researchers at once. The use of high-quality 
scanners and recording equipment may be required in order to process photographic or audiovisual 
materials for use. The Library will strive to process newly-acquired collections at a rate of (XX cubic feet 
per XX weeks).  

 

This revised Acquisitions Policy has been approved by (Head of the Office of Presidential Libraries at 
NARA) and takes effect on (date).
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