Pre-dissertation archive trips
A variety of funding sources – departmental, University, and external – exist to enable you to make a preliminary trip to assess whether the primary source-base is adequate for your planned dissertation.  In intellectual terms, the ideal timing for such trips is between passing your oral exams and completing your dissertation proposal.  This is often, however, not practical, and those who have a topic by the middle of the second year, often apply then and make the trip in the summer between second and third years. The great advantage of that timing is it allows those who will be writing year-grants in the fall of the third year (to be used in their fourth) to base those applications on archival experience.

Goals: 

1)  To decide if your topic is feasible.  Are there enough sources of a relevant kind to make an interesting dissertation?  
2) To start clarifying what kinds of questions these sources will allow you to address.  Are there other questions you'd like answered for which you haven't found sources? Where might you find them?

3) To start looking towards writing your year-grants.   Granters are interested in:

a) Your question. Is it interesting, significant, and original?
b) Do the sources exist? Do you have knowledge of them?
c)  Do you have the skills necessary to use the sources? If you need additional 

skills, how are you going to acquire them?

d) Do you have reasonable mastery of the relevant historiography? (This is 


something to work on before and after your preliminary research trip.) 

What to do on such a trip:
1) Cast your net very widely – check out all possible useful sources, even long-shots.
2) If your research is archival, plan, unless your archives are unusually well served by an on-line catalogue, reading inventories.  As you read through the inventories/catalogues, you'll begin to understand how the archive is organized and the odd places you might find the information you want.   Start with the most summary catalogues, get a sense of which series might be of use, then go to the catalogues of those series and see what they have in more detail. 

3) Literally have in your hands as wide a range of potentially relevant material as possible. Get a sense of what different archives and series contain, what a museum’s backrooms look like and how to use them?
4) Do you need special permission to use some or all of the material? How do you get it? How long does it take?

5) Do NOT plan to read, Xerox, or photograph great quantities of material, but rather identify materials to be used later.

6) Take excellent, detailed, obsessive bibliographic notes. Nothing is more frustrating than remembering that you once saw the perfect document and not being able to find it again.

7)  Determine if you have the necessary skills to use the material.  Do you need language work? More skill in reading handwriting? Knowledge of how to read blueprints?

8) Determine what tools and funding you’ll need. Are digital cameras allowed? Hand-held scanners? How much does photocopying cost?

9) Do the archivists know of people working on related topics? If so, try to get their contact information.  With luck they’ll become exciting interlocutors at worst you’ll avoid duplicating labor.

10) If you’ll be doing oral history, make your initial contacts and begin thinking about strategy.  Again, determine if your linguistic skills are adequate.

11) For those doing non US history, many long-term grants require a local academic sponsor. Your preliminary research trip is a good time to try to find such a person.
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