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Archives and special collections: 24/7

H ard  to im agine the  reading room  o f an ar­
chival an d  special co llectio n s re p o sito ry  
stand ing  at the nexus o f  our m odern  in for­
m ation  age? A t the B ancroft L ibrary on  the 
U niversity  o f  California-Berkeley C am pus, 
these w orlds tru ly  collide. Poised nex t to 
researchers viewing leaves o f  T eb tun is pa­
pyri, m anuscripts o f  M ark T w ain, and le t­
ters o f  G o ld  R ush p ioneers are the  latest 
versions o f  lap top com puters and the ram ­
p an t b u t silen t scurry o f  m ice— the com ­
p u ter k ind  across m ousepads. W hile  an oc­
c as io n a l re sea rc h e r  a p p ro ac h es  p r in te d  
catalog cards, far m ore enjoy the powerful 
search engines o f  online catalogs and databases 
to discover and view centuries old treasures.

Archives and special collections reposi­
tories have now  em braced the d istinct ad­
vantages provided by in form ation  technolo­
gies, opening new doors for researchers to 
our volum inous collections o f  letters, d ia­
ries , m a n u s c r ip ts , an d  p h o to g ra p h s .  A 
fourth-grade class in  Fresno and a graduate 
sem inar at N o rth  C arolina may now  bo th  
enjoy a new -found access to the images and 
w ords o f  Jap an ese -A m erican  in te rn m e n t 
victim s during W orld W ar II, to studen t p ro ­
testers o f  the Free Speech M ovem ent in the 
1960s, or pioneers in bioscience and  b io­
technology during  the 1970s. Access to digi­
tal in form ation  on rare and un ique  m ateri­
als certainly seems to breed increased schol­
arly inquiry. T h e  once popu lar telephone  
num ber for the B ancroft Reference D esk is 
now  ou td o n e  by o u r e-m ail reference ad­
dress: bancref@ library.berkeley.edu

T h e  Reference D esk rem ains a portal for 
inquiry, as scholars and studen ts focus, re­
fine, and  reconfigure their research projects 
th rough  conversations w ith  B ancroft staff. 
Fear o f  locating no relevant in form ation  in 
our holdings som etim es gives way to  dism ay 
at find ing  long lists o f  publications, m an u ­
script collections, oral histories, and  p ic to ­
rial m aterials. For undergraduates, such as 
the hundreds w ho visit B ancroft in  a given 
sem ester th rough  their in troducto ry  H istory  
7B course, the journey  is as im p o rtan t as the 
result. Increasingly, faculty  m em bers wish

to  have underg raduates experience the  full 
spectrum  o f  academ ic research, and B ancroft 
s ta ff w orks w ith  T each ing  L ib rary  s ta ff to 
coordinate this effort.

T h e  Edw ard H . H eller R eading Room  is a 
place where tim e m ay stand  still, b u t schol­
arly inquiry  never stops. As our typical day 
continues after the 9 :00 a.m . opening, some 
40 to 60 researchers, including undergradu­
ate and graduate students, faculty o f  all ranks, 
visiting scholars from  around  the globe, and a 
v a rie ty  o f  local an d  regional v isitors, m ay 
appear. All this activity  keeps the public  ser­
vices staff quite  busy, including sta ff m em ­
bers w ho help register patrons. S taff services 
include: re triev ing  and  shelving th e  m any 
books, cartons, and m aterials requested  by 
researchers; reference desk help for research­
ers navigating o u r online catalogs and p rin ted  
resources; photocopying  docum ents and re­
producing photographs and images; and m ain­
tain ing  security  and com fort for those who 
w ork and study in  the  R eading Room .

Teaching and in struction  is a large pa rt o f 
Bancroft operations these days. In one o f m any 
ex am p les, B a n c ro ft  D ire c to r  C h a rle s  B. 
Faulhaber regularly offers Spanish 246 (Span­
ish Paleography) in one o f our sem inar rooms, 
m aking extensive use o f  p rin ted  and m anu­
script collections. T h e  educational value o f  all 
th a t the Bancroft L ibrary collects, preserves, 
and provides access to either in m anuscrip t, 
p rin t, or digital form at supersedes all others. 
A lthough Bancroft rem ains closed and secure 
th ro ughou t the night, digital collections and 
online resources rem ain open and ready for 
business. Statistics for a typical week indicate 
th a t the Bancroft W eb site received 10,111 
hits, and that 5,915 o f  those W eb visitors p ro ­
ceeded to explore online in form ation  for an 
extended tim e period. Bancroft is now  a 24 /7  
o n lin e  in fo rm a tio n  reso u rce , because  th e  
scholarly research process literally never ceases! 
O n e  can only w onder w hat changes the  next 
decade, the next year, o r even the  next week 
will bring.
 — William Brown, coordinator o f  research and in­
struction, U niversity o f  California-Berkeley, 
Bancroft Library, wbrowrı@library. berkeley.edtt
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