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I would like t o preface this pape r wi t h a f ew r emarks concerning the 
Library of which I have char ge and i n which t he Univer sity l s collections of 
Af r i cana are housed. 

Rhodes House was built by t he Rhodes Trustees and opened in 1929: 
it was designed by Sir Her bert Baker who was Cecil Rhodes IS own architect 
and was or ect ed t o se rve three mai n purposes: fi r stl y , t o st and as a 
memorial to Cecil John Rhodes in the University which he gr eatly l oved and 
t o which a l ar ge part of tho i nspiration of his lif e may be traced; 
secondly, t o serve as a centr e for t he advanced study of the social, political 
and economic development, paet and pr esent , of the British Empire and Common­
wealth, of Africa and of the United St ates of Am0rica; and t hirdl y, t o 
provide the Rhodes Scholar ship syst em wi t h suit abl e headquarter s and the 
Oxford Secret ary of the Trust with a r esi dence . It i s t o t he second of these 
functions that this pape r i s mainly devot ed . The cont ribution of Rhodes 
House t o the needs of Oxford as a pl ace of education and l earning is 
r epresented by its library, r eading r oom, l ecture hall and seminar rooms: 
nowher e ar e ther e mor e ampl e f acilities for CommomTealth, African and 
American studies. 

The Library contains some 450 , 000 manuscri pt s, books, periodicals, 
government publicat i ons, micr ofilms and mapS , and i s a department of the 
Bodlei an, the Univurs i ty Libra r y . Accordingly all mat eria l dealing with 
the Commonwealth (with certa i n excepti ons ), ';li t h Af r i ca and with the 
United States has b~ en transf errGd from the Bodl eian to Rhodes House , and 
all new British publications r el ating t o these ar eas ar e si milarly trans­
f erred as they ar e r eceived at the copyright library. Rhodes House thus 
enjoys the privilege of recei ving copi es of all books published in the 
United Kingdom within its own field, with the added advantage of having the 
books concentrated instead of being dispersed in a gener al collection. 
Material published outside Britain is purchased from University grants made 
for this purpose . 

I will not detail the types of printed material of which we are in 
regular receipt, nor list the collections of such mat erial which we consider 
of prime value and importance as I am anxious t o proceed t o the main purpose 
of this ,paper - a brief survey of the archival collections in Rhodes House 
and the 'mechan,ics now being employed t o augment nor mal intake by the 
inception of a University Project designed to obtain what diaries and papers 
still r emain in the personal posses sic~ of f ormer administrators of Britain's 
colonial t erritories so far as they r Ciate to Africa . 

I want to lay the emphasis on the word "pr ovision" in the title of my 
paper. The function of the Oxford University Colonial Records Project is 
to provide. Material' cannot be provided unless it is first obtained and 
this involves a great deal of detective work. Search, discovery, r escue 
and administration - all these are essential parts of the Proj ect , Organiser' 8 

,work. 

The Directqr is a former administrative officer in Tanganyika who was 
later the editor of "Corona", a colonial service ' journal: his Assistant has 
seen service in Malaya, the Gold Coast and Cyprus. While I am ultimately 
the custodian of this material, you will understand that I work in the 
closest co-operation with the officers of the Projoct and I speak .now in 
the voice of us all. 
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The decision to set up an org~nizationt0 find and preserve papers 
on the British colonial-period' was taken after much thought by many people 
over a considernble l ength of time. They realised that the speed with 
which British colonial rule was ending might endanger the supply of 
historical mnt.,rial in the years ahead. 

In mnny of the countries concerned, written evidence might be scanty 
and what there was might well disappear in places ill-equipped with, or 
totally deficient in, ar chival skills and public record offices. Many 
official papers would .. of COurE:6, remain in the safe custody of the 
Governments concerned; many would be found in Britain - in the Colonial 
Office , for example. But inevitnbly much that was not thus secured would 
be l ost for ever unles s action were taken to arrest processes of deterioration 
and destruction. 

Where else, then , apart from Government and other institutional centres, 
where one '.as entitled to presume a l arge degree of safety, might mnterial for 
history repooe? The answer was obvious: jon the hands, or the minds, of those 
who had actually been part of the colonial period - the men and women who had 
liv0d and worked in the colonies. Ther e were :still thousands of them alive 
and comparativoly easy t o t r ace. Would it be worth while trying to tap this 
potential source of historical material? He~e let me say that although the 
Project has at present means only t o seek f or written material, we are aware 
of the pot ential value of r ecording reliable oral memories and we hope that 
it may be possibl e to set up a subsidiary organization for this purpose. 

As I have said, many people W8r e asking themselves if it would be worth 
while to l ook f or material in private ~,nds and at the end of 1962 a smnll 
but useful meeting was held in London, attended by - among others -
Dame Margery Perham and Lord Boyd , then Chairman of the Royal Commonwealth 
SOCiet y and a f ormer Secretary of State for the Colonies. The r esult was 
that the present Director was asked if he would see what could be done over 
an experimental period of six months, working from Oxford. 

Mr. John Tawney had been for over 30 years in the Colonial Service and 
had been lucky enough to mnke a great number of contacts among people likely 
to provide mnterial. He was given a chance to see if these contacts would 
tpay offl when asked about nny papers in their possession. 

They did. I do not think any of us were particularly hopeful at the 
start, but in fact a surprisingly l arge number of people declared themselvea 
as having papers of some sort. 

After three months in a borrowed room at the Oxford Institute of 
Commonwealth Studies it was possible to r eport encouraging results to a 
conference held at Nuffield College in April 1963. This conference was 
attended by r epresent atives from other Universities and institutions and 
it was agreed that Oxford would be a suitable centre in which to set up a 
University project f or discovering papers in private possession and preserving 
them for use in research into the history of the British Colonial Period. 

, Now, at this st~ge I must make it clear that although Oxford !W.s bean 
approved by r epresentatives of many interests as a centre for thiBwork , ~nd 
has now indeed become such a centre, it lays no special claims to colotdal 
papers. Of course, we hope that people will deposit them there' of oourse, 
reSearch6rs will be helped most if they can find comprehensive ~olleotionl 
in a Single place and are thus saved the costly necessity of pursuing clues 
here, there and everywhere; of course, also, the Project,. existing for ~bB 
purpose of finding papers end getting them, does have IDllchinery which enable. 
it to concentrate on just that job. But if people wish to deposi~ thoU' 



- 3 -

paper. in aome other sate depository where they will become ave.Uabli;l to 
" •• eal'lOh, well and good _ but we do ask that we should be able to exchange 
iDtorms.tion, reoeive photocopies and so on. In short, we want to be 
cO-<lperat1ve with every other responsible body interested in the same field. 

So tlJit.n, the Project was conceived but its bi::th depended on funds. 
The tirst grant carna at once , through the generosity of Lord Boyd, subsequently 
backed bT certain British institutions such as the Goldsmiths 80mpany. 
Then the Atrican Studies Association of America gave graatly appreciated help 
and the Rhodes T:rtIBtees mnde it financiallY possible for us to employ three 
Archivists. FinallY .7" fillD.lly to date, that is for we are still both needy 
and hopei'ul - the Nuffield Foundation and the Bhtish Academy have done what 
we most urgently required, given us tho means to expand ourselves to a size 
more oompatible with the amount of work to be done. 

Now, before you pick on the word 'expand! and begin to murmur "Emp1re­
building- or "Parkinson's Law", l et me put the matter into perspective. 
We are dealing with some 15,000 known names. Although this paper refers to 
Afr10a only we are , in fact, covering all former colonies with one or two 
exceptions. Our t erritorial range is matched by our appetite for subject 
matter; we a r e omnivorous - diaries, reports, corre spondence, memoranda, 
minutes of conferences, everything that is likely to assist research in this 
partiou1ar field. We are as ready t o take in the papers of a farmer as 
thole of an administrative officer, of an agricultural expert as of an 
educationist, of missionaries as of traders. And although our searches are 
largely in the United Kingdom, trails often lead us overseas. 

For some two a nd a half years we operated on this scale with one 
orgm.er and one secretary. Now we have doubled ourselves, but perhaps 
you will agree that two organisers and two secretaries are still a fairly 
mode.t staff for this vast field. We have increased our archival staff to 
cope more quickly with the a ccumulations awaiting preparation. With these 
essential increases in staff we may f ace difficulties of accommodation and 
nothing is more calculated to stop the Project in its tracks than a fallure 
to house it properly. 

But now l et us go back to the birth of the organization, at the time 
ot the Nuffield aonference in April 1963. 

Har e wal Oxford accepted as a centre for a project. Here was the 
lnet1tute of Commonwealth Studies agree ing to house it and help it in various 
ways, and here was the Committee for Commonwealth Studies as the University 
bod,. to which it was responsible. And here were the people to be most 
olosely associated with it in all its undertakings - Dame Margery Perham 
\be Beit Professor and the University Roader in British Gommonwealth HiS{Or,y. 
Add the name of the Rhodes House Librarian and you have the Working Party 
~va1lable at short notioe to decide upon day-to-day problems. 

The repository for the Project's acquisitions is the Rhodes Houso 
Library, a dependant, as I have said, of the Bodleian Library. 

I! speed is neoessary in preparing papers ~ we have got them, 
bow much more is it essential ~ they are obtained - in our searches, 
SD tact. The whole essence of this operation is speed and the widest, 
ta.teet possible casting of the net, bofore people die, before papers are 
1o.t tor ever. We continue to receive letters which say: IIf only I had 
know of the Project before we moved into a smaller house and had to destro,. 
all our papers beoause there was no room for them', or 'When my husband died 
J felt I must destroy all his diaries because I did not think anyone would 
be 1ntarested in them I , or 'Your letter arrived just too late. I had just 
f1D1.hed burning forty..,five years of personal history in three African 
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territories'. If such letters do not spell out the need for speed, what 
does? We have money enough at present to keep us going for about three 
years: we have indeed got to hustle. 

I told you that we had some 15,000 nameS to work through. The 
great majority come from lists of Colonial Service pensioners, plus a 
considerable amount of 'snolyballing' - people giving us the names of 
others. You may wonder why we plough through them all when obviously many 
will be unproductive: how can we know who will be unproductive until we 
ask them? We have been lucky in that the Directors know a large number of 
the people approached and somo, of course, are obvious targets While 
thousands are just names - Mr. Brown from Nigeria, Mr. Smith from Tanganyika. 
What are they? Former Provincial Commissioners, Sanitary Inspectors, 
Secretaries to Ministri es, Policemen ••• ? We do not know until we hear from 
them (and not always thenl) , but we do know that material often lies in the 
hands of those whom we had no r eason to suspect of having it. 

Perhaps I ought to give you an idea of the mechanics of the work. They 
are quite si mple. A name becomes a card in an index cabinet and the card 
becomes a dossier, l eading ste? by step through the hunt to the kill - the 
kill being the final deposit of the papers concerned in my Library. 

The cl erical work is formidabl e . ro not imagine that it is just a 
question of a couple of l etters and her e is a nice bundle of papers in the 
Project office. For a single individual there may be pages of letters in 
our fil es, a t rail of t el ephone calls and visits to his house (visits, 
i ncidentAll y, are an essential and r ewarding part of the job, quite apart 
from their use in jogging memories, because a personal touch, a willingness 
to listen to other men 's t alk, and an offer to transport material in one's 
own car, there and then, are pot ont f actors in attracting papers our way). 
In one year the Director drove some 3,000 miles and visited 125 people in 
their homos . 

But parting people from their papers often promotes procrastination, 
Recentl y I.e r eceivod a quite useful set of papers: they had been offered' 
a year ago, but after the offer it took six l etters, two telQphone calls, 
a r ather sharp postcard and a couple of visits to Sussex to collect what 
the donor had promised t o send off at onoe. The sudden paralysis whioh 
can descend on t hose who have made enthusiastic promises can be very 
saddening. 

Name cards ar e f~ed in their respect ive cabinets - awaiting a first 
reply, eliminated where a r eply has shown there is no material, comfortably 
reposing with a red C on them to i ndicat e that they have been completed and 
the papers have gone into the Library, or stacked with the several hundreds 
on which action is proce.eding. All 'livel cards must, of course, be 
reviewed at r egular intervals to bring them up to date. Incidentally, when 
material goes to the Library the Proj ect Office enters up a running list of 
accessions under different subj ect hoadings. This allows prompt information 
to be given to enquirers that they may know in advance if papers are open er 
restricted, either from l egal necessity or in acoordance with donor's wishes. 

We are now nearing our 1,400th deposit in Rhodes House Library - that 
means 1,400 separat e hunts brought to the kill through all the different 
processes of our search. A single deposit can range in size from several 
packing cases of papers to one solitary item, from a long run of diaries to 
a few personal latters. 

How do we choose what to take and what to reject? vle act on the 
principle that r e jection is t ant amount to irrevocable loss, and that we ought 
to leave it to the historian of the future to decide what is valuable. Of 
course, we do rejeot everything that is patently unsuitable and to save e~ 
work and expense we try to do the rejection b6>fore material reaehes us by 
asking for details in advance. 
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I think we havo taken in very little dross. or course, we can make 
mistakes. There was the man who told us he hnd dia:::-ies with which he would 
not part. From what hC¥ said :n hi.s letters, thc:y sOllnded valua')le. .Ie 
held out the balt of a place in P.hodes House Lib:r:-<!r:,-. He took the bait and 
showerod upon us a serios of littJ.e notebooks say':'ng that he felt honoured 
to think that r.J.s diaries woui.d bo prese:r:-vEld ffJr post erity in such a place. 
Woll might he feel honoured. J..lter maflY blank p3.g()S we found tho most 
exciting entry: it r ead - I1Had a punr:-t.1lre, very mu:ldy b".t managed to r:hange 
the whoel". We woro committed n0..." so we tool-: the diaries and placed them 
under compl ete ~mbargo so thnt no-on0 wou.ld e'Tor d).scover our mistake . 
I wished tho donor no ill bu.,; I mu,st co!)fess to a certain r elie f r ecently 
to soe his obituary notice. 

Among the p1lpers we r oce1.ve, some go elsewhere. Purely Palestine 
materilll is chnnnolled to St. A:lt0ny's Co.Llege M1.dd~.e East Cent.re. ~Ie 
co-oporate with thEJ British ASl')odat5.011 of M:t:0.ysln ,·,hi ch hns the Royal 
Commonwoal th S.ocioty 1.] bra:ry boh:'.nd it. '1':16 Un).ve:rsity of l ondon's 
Institute of Commonwoalth St.udies r.J.S t.olcon. ove r th0 search for and 
colloction of Ceylon papers. lilo kllep in tOllch ~,ith Durham University 
which has a Suclan archive . On the comparativ'Jly r a r o occasions ",bon we 
find we havo takr,n in sciont ~.ric mut urial, \"0 s'ceer it to the appropriate 
branch of th0 Bodle i an Llbrary. 

Tho nl~b0r of people asking about our acquisitions for work of their 
own, books, theses, guides t o mar.uscri pts nnd so on, is increasing and this, 
of courso , ir. the ultimate justifi0Qtion for the Proj ect 1s existence. 

So thEjre you have some idea of "hat ",0 arc trying to do and how we do 
1 t. May I finish by telling you of ate", ef our fj.nds, but firstly let me 
remind you again that not all 0: tho P<lpurs are immediately open for use. 

As I said earli er, '.e cast our n::.t. widely and one of the exciting 
things about. the job is that l~e noV'()r knew w:lOn we shall get a fish or what 
sort it may b" . 

We could hardly beli eve it l,,;as true ;,hen we found that Colonel 
Richard Muinul't.:r.hage n bad nr)';; made a:->.y p!'·)vious arrL'.ngement fo::, the disposal 
of his remarkabl e collection wi1:' .c!1 :!r.:: lud.·~s some 70 years of diaries of 
service in Af ... 'iro, PQ1,;st :'ne and '::r:cZ..a, and told u.s we could have them if we 
would sond a decont van to pick them i.'p. ile sent a most r espectable van 
und the volumes, most bd/tutiful2.y t'OL'Dd, aTe now safoj,y tucked away in 
Rhodes House . It was also o:r.:citing to find that. s:;atements that no Kenya 
diaries of John Ains',;orth still exist. ed were false and to get. tham, with 
othar JA"lporfl, from a lancashire ac.dress, Exciting, also, to find the 
whereabouts of original Samllol Baker d..i.aries (t!1ough so far this news is as 
far as ,~e have get) . A 1905 di8.17 lJri tten by HO\fard Ross when he was chaSing 
gun-runners in vn a r ea now d:rownod by the Volta Dam came to us aft er a lunch 
with this fine old man (wa0, a l o.s, bns sin;:e died) in a pub at Thaoo. 
Highgata Hill supplied the collection of C.A. \{oodhouse' s Ni gerian l otters. 
A timbe r ed house in Herofo:r:-dsr . .:i.re yie~.ded a set of early 1900 l atters 
covering a famous row over a grant. c,i' la~d in r.:enya, and Sussex prod~lced 
(incidentally, from u grand-daughtcr cf SIr Joh.'1 Kirk) an original journal 
of Pringle written when he ,ms SurV0yi!'.g the UglUlc.a railwe.y in 18')1 and a 
fine set of photographs of the comple;;ed line in 1903. Sussex also gave us 
a fi10 on the 1906 Satiru riSing in ~lig8ria w:i.th l etters by Lugard and 
Burdon. 

We have all Sir Philip Mitchell 's , Sir Thomas Scrivenor's and 
Sir Edward Denham1s diaries and a:"so 12 VOlGD<3S of unpublished autObiographical. 
material. of Sir Claud Hollis, a large col:~e"u\on of the papal'S of Sir 
John Chancellor and Sir Bernard Cal'r 1 s u~;:>l~bl:'ehed Nigeri.an reminiscences, 
1919-49. The hand-list of Sir Gordon Lothemls l a rge collection has just 
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been oompleted by our Archivists. There are many distriot reportB 
over notes and memoranda on different departmental activities and 
number of unpublished autobiographical works. Letters from a woman 
worker on the West Coast and a gr eat and growing mass of what we may' 
'settl er' papers from the East. Only recentl y we received what was 
as a ' thumping great steel trunk' with tho initials E.G. upon it. 
travels that trunk may have seen, for it once bel onged to Ernest 
inside we re his papers on Uganda with letters from Portal, Bishop 
Macdonald, Emin Pasha, Lugard and others. 

The Coryndon papers are with us and we have r ecently received 
Arthur Cr2ech Jones, a former SecretalJT of State for the Colonies. 

Our Index include s the names not only of those from whom we know , 
get material during their lifetime but of several well-known persona w~' ~1II. 
bequeathed their papers to the Project. 

I must here emphasise that I have referred so 'far only to mater"-llp.1.""'",-"S!, 
acquired by the Colonial Records Project and deposited in Rhodes House ' 
during the past 4 years. For 35 years previously Rhodes House has bee1l. 
quiet l y building up its archival I\1D.terial and already possesses such ", 
collections as the archives of the British South africa Company from ~~~~II 
those of the il.nti-Slavery Society since 1820; the correspondence, t""P\'Ii\;;tL'r: 
diaries of Horace Waller, Sir John Molte~o, Richard Thornton, F .G. 
G. Cawston, of the Royal Niger Company from 1888-1930; of Lord 
Sir Gerald Portal, E.J.H. Russell, Sir Ri~hard Bourke, George, 
Sir Godfrey Lugden, to list just a f ew of those of mainly African ~·Cel~'I. 

Fu~s at the momdnt are insuffici ont to lP.unch a full programme 
recording of memori es, but He have receivud inval uabl e advice from 
Professor Allan Nevins who Has r esponsibl e for the establishment of tb~PI~ 
History Collection at Columbia. It is unfortunate that we have not 
acquired the means to mine this fiel d which is subj ect t o continuing 
rapid erosion, but the financial resources needed for this work have ~~~n.~~K 
viewed in relation to the life of the Project as a whole. 

I end as I began. The work of the organization is to provide 
for history and we hope that histor i ans will find that our det ective' 
rescue 0P7rations J;ave been of value to them. And :r: would add jus1! 
any orgaru.sation w~shes its name to be added to our mailing list fo'r , 
lists of material r eceived and which are compiled three times 
would likd to have copies of the 12 lists so far issued, I shall 
to ensure their r eceipt of these if they will give me their addre 
A~d if this is an occasion for r eciprocity, I need hardly say 
l~sts from them would be warmly welcomed at Rhodes House Li 
ultimate aim of initiating an exchange of photocopies of our re 
holdings. 
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