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ABSTRACT: Experiential knowledge of government business among clerks in the Treasury’s paper room stimulated new logs 
to control transit of records and classified indexes to expand recall of business beyond personal memory. Despite a flowering of 
expertise in records matters before the First World War, effective changes were compromised by the volume of paper work, in-
herent limitations of format, and the increased speed of business. Additional staff was the favoured option for keeping up be-
cause it did not imply re-thinking the format of records, optimum linking of their physical and intellectual control, or changed 
operations of the paper room and re-assignment of staff. Classified indexes, a Victorian achievement in the Treasury, held the 
central service together until the restrictions of format and space for files and for registration notes and for paper room opera-
tions led to a new system of registration and classification in 1920. The Victorian separation of initial registration from ultimate 
classification was replaced by the union of the two processes at the beginning; the principle of file formation changed from one 
letter, one file, to one subject, one file. 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
The growth of state power in Victorian England 
prompted a revolution in administration whose nature 
is still debated (Lowe 2005). The drivers of change, 
especially the reciprocity between political actions, 
technical expertise, and bureaucratic differentiation, 
appear to be sufficiently diverse in historical evidence 
that arguments for different models are well sup-
ported. Bigger government also drove remarkable al-
terations to the civil service’s habitual practices of 
making and classifying records which arguably were as 
significant as those in administration. The emergent 
modern offices of the civil service shed scribal ar-
rangements and united decision making, writing, so-
cialization, and managed behaviour for larger enter-
prises that were complex in structure and organized 
into distinct competencies exercised by many people 
(Jones 1971, Pellew 1982, MacLeod 1988). Official re-

cords of departments, once these were ordered and 
cross-referenced, became a valued bond linking a 
growing number of sub-units in the established ad-
ministration. However, apart from national insurance 
in 1911 and rationing during World War I, records is-
sues were rarely if ever considered when new respon-
sibilities were assigned to the civil service. Yet every 
new activity or program brought with it a host of re-
quirements for making, copying, filing, and finding re-
cords and the information they contained on process, 
precedent, and people. 

Additional responsibilities assumed by government 
swelled its employees and drove up paperwork to feed 
an insatiable appetite for reports and statistics. Late 
Victorian civil servants agreed that their work had in-
creased rapidly since mid century. Royal Commissions 
and parliamentary committees, which examined the 
operations of the enlarged civil service, recommended 
more methodical approaches to the tasks of public 
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business and its records as a way of minimizing 
growth in the public service and increasing efficiency 
in business processes (Second report, Ridley 1888 and 
Fourth report, MacDonnell 1914). Better ways of orga-
nizing knowledge interested many groups in late Vic-
torian Britain, especially to strengthen corporate 
structures by fixing sources of their authority (Daun-
ton 2005). Modern records management ideas and 
techniques, including the classification of business 
into logical groups to allow regular purges of material 
and the functional classification of records by perti-
nency to business, emerged in the Victorian registry 
whose staff developed expertise in controlling records 
and information that for the first time transcended ex-
clusive department lines. 

Official records were handled in each department 
by its paper room sometimes called a registry or the 
library. Clerks in the paper rooms developed unique 
registers and indexes to their department’s business 
precedents which were increasingly essential supports 
for long-term recall of events and records beyond the 
memory of contemporary participants. Although de-
partments experienced different rates of growth in the 
amount of their written business, beginning in the 
1870s and continuing well into the twentieth century, 
many changed their registry practices, first to keep up 
with demand for existing services and later to enhance 
their ability to manage accumulated information about 
the department’s business. Mechanical devices such as 
copy presses and typewriters acquired regular places in 
the office, largely because they sped up traditional 
processes of writing and copying (Craig 1992). Many 
departments quickly took advantage of provisions in 
the new Public Record Office Act (1877) to purge 
back files, freeing up space for new files, furnishings, 
and equipment. Perhaps for the first time since their 
establishment, departments of the Victorian civil ser-
vice looked to other units in government and to the 
private sector to get advice and ideas for improving 
mechanisms of physical and intellectual control. The 
Foreign Office and the Home Office, among others, 
undertook detailed studies of their indexing practices, 
seeking improved procedures for information location 
and fine-tuning their established classification controls 
(TNA:PRO t1/10369 1905). 
 
2.0 The Victorian Treasury 
 
The Treasury had the most power over the civil service 
as the point of control for staffing, budgets, and ex-
penditures (Heath 1927, Peden 1983). Throughout 
the latter half of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, it was the first line of defence against unre-
stricted expansion in the civil service and its associated 
cost to the public purse. Treasury officers maintained 
careful control over growth in other departments and 
were conservative in their own arrangements, espe-
cially for preparing documents and managing accumu-
lating papers. Always cognizant of costs, anxious to 
ensure proven value for each expenditure, and sensi-
tive to public criticism of waste and excess, treasury 
officers required full and careful rationales to support 
any proposals they received—these were embodied in 
statistics and documents that accompanied all requests 
made by the departments and constitute a significant 
source for the changes in paper work that accompa-
nied the Victorian administrative revolution. The 
Treasury strove to maintain equilibrium in the service 
rather than to champion innovations, and this aim 
guided its approach to requests for additional staff or 
for new types of office equipment from its own offi-
cers as well as other departments. 

The Treasury’s history, its habits, and its practices 
were anchored in a strong tradition of records making. 
The systematic keeping of records provided a high 
level of comfort to Treasury principals who deliber-
ated largely in writing until the First World War (Craig 
2000, 2002). Two well-established forms, the memo-
randum and the minute, and two well-established 
formats, the bound volume and foolscap sheets gath-
ered chronologically into related units fastened by a 
tagged cord, continued to be well used throughout the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Treasury of-
ficials understood that written arguments were lasting 
supports for decisions. Orders and directions in writ-
ing integrated activities to a record of their daily per-
formance and provided evidence of decisions and 
commitments over time. 

The Treasury inevitably participated in the general 
growth of business in the civil service, doubling its 
complement between 1900 and 1920 and more than 
doubling its written communications (TNA:PRO 
t199/46 1935). By the outbreak of World War I, the 
department had expanded into eight administrative di-
visions led by principals supported by assistants of 
various grades. Each division handled all matters of fi-
nance, establishments, and supplies for a group of cli-
ent departments. Although the pre-war Treasury was 
never in the forefront of innovation or change, its posi-
tion at the point of control for money, staffing levels, 
and approved equipment for the whole service empha-
sized the importance of the central paper room as a 
link among divisions. Paper room clerks alone in the 
Treasury handled all divisional records, and they devel-
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oped experiential knowledge of a wide range of gov-
ernment business matters. Precedents in actions or 
matters often had relevance across the service, and all 
divisions needed to know and have access to decisions 
and their supporting arguments. By the 1880s, the pa-
per room was the main point of reference for the recall 
of papers on related business or subjects that involved 
one or more divisions. The expansion of the Treasury 
to include more staff and a larger number of divisions 
to align better the allocation of work for client depart-
ment had implications for the Treasury’s records and 
for the central registry service as it was seen to be and 
as it actually operated (TNA:PRO t1/5688c 1851). 
 
3.0 The Treasury’s Paper Room before 1920 
 
Treasury officers were served by a registry department, 
often referred to as the paper room which, by 1850, 
had developed to be an established central unit. The 
paper room handled all written communications and 
kept the official records of Treasury business (TNA: 
PRO t1/5688c 1851). The paper room operated a 
messenger service for the daily transit of letters and 
files, undertook all copying, put away completed files, 
and maintained a central record of precedents, deci-
sion minutes, and all outgoing letters and memoranda 
in letter books. In 1851 there were about seven clerks 
devoted to paper room work (TNA:PRO t1/5688c 
1851). All official business with departments and the 
public was formalized in written communications, al-
though by 1912 telephones were in wide use for delib-
erations and information seeking of an informal na-
ture. Until well into the First World War, all of the di-
visions and their central paper room were located in 
the Treasury's building in Whitehall (TNA:PRO 
t1/8227a 1870). 

The working rhythm of the paper room was dic-
tated by the daily receipt and dispatch of paper, which 
drove the Treasury’s business. The principle for con-
trol in forming files was one letter, one number 
(TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 88/01 1919-1921). Post was 
received in the morning, and letters were affixed to 
jackets to be used later by divisional officials for re-
cording directions, notes, and minutes. Items were 
registered, clerks searched for related files among the 
completed records in store, attaching these to new re-
ceipts, and messengers handled scheduled and urgent 
transit of material to and from the divisions. Outgoing 
letters received from the divisions were prepared from 
manuscript notes and directions of the principal offi-
cers located on and in the jackets in designated spaces, 
signatures were sought where needed, copies of out-

going letters were made for the letter books, and ma-
terial was then dispatched to the post (TNA:PRO 
t1/8227a 1870). Completed files were put away regu-
larly in store. 

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries the paper room’s log books grew in number 
and type to control better the location of files and 
specific types of information habitually recalled by the 
divisions. Books controlled the allocation of numbers 
to the files, the location of records in the building 
when in use by divisional officers and, ultimately, 
logged shelf locations in file rooms. Clerks worked on 
registers and books standing at waist high desks and 
counters with slanted tops supporting open volumes 
in their working position—one clerk per volume. 
When mechanical copying and typewriting were in-
troduced in the 1880s these were concentrated in 
separate rooms apart from the registers and log books 
(TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 88/01 1919-1921). 

 

 
Figure 1. Clerk (Archives of Ontario, R.G. 62 Brockville 

Hospital 1906) 
 
The clerk in this photograph (Figure 1) is working at 
a waist-high counter which supports two large vol-
umes in the open position ready for entry writing. He 
works standing up. The desk unit has a level space at 
the top for pens and ink wells, while the space below 
is divided into vertical sections to hold volumes in 
place when not in use. Although this photograph was 
taken in Ontario, Canada, the working arrangement 
was common in Ontario and in England before the 
First World War, particularly in public offices. 

In addition to managing the distribution, copying, 
and filing of the Treasury’s official records, the paper 
room also was responsible for registering papers and 
for recalling these when needed. Decisions or Minutes 
kept in books from an early date are a continuous se-
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ries from 1667 and were maintained by the paper 
room as a central chronological record of actions by 
the Treasury Board (Heath 1927, 138). Additionally, 
the paper room kept yearly bound volumes of all out-
going documents from the Treasury. These volumes 
which were differentiated either by department of 
government or by a specific form of document. Espe-
cially important were the volumes recording warrants 
issued for money. The Treasury’s letter books were in-
dexed by name of recipient and, throughout the nine-
teenth century, the books were differentiated into se-
ries to concentrate records of the Treasury’s business 
in areas of its chief responsibility or with particular 
groups (TNA:PRO t199/493 EO 15/293/01 1958). 
Increased business in the late eighteenth century led 
to the development of books to track topics that re-
curred so that reference to decisions and the argu-
ments supporting them in the papers could be done 
independent of personal memory supplemented by 
searches in the chronological letter books (Heath 
1927, 139-140). Particularly key were the registers of 

sequential numbers assigned to papers received. These 
skeleton registers also recorded forward references to 
subsequent receipts from the same source or on the 
same topic (TNA:PRO T3 1782-1920). 

Centre column has the sequential numbers for reg-
istering incoming official letters. Check marks in 
black ink (visible below the red ink check marks) in-
dicate that the number has been used. References in 
the left hand column show previous file number, if 
any and where relevant. Black ink endorsement fol-
lowing the register number indicates the forward ref-
erence for that file, usually to a later number for the 
same year or the next year. Red check marks and red 
numbers indicate the destruction order authorizing 
the disposal of the file. Very few files were saved for 
transfer to the Public Record Office. 

Clerks kept the registers up to date and were, on 
the whole, familiar with the work of their department 
and able to track related items through direct inquiry 
of a neighbouring clerk or, when needed, of an officer 
in the divisions. This economy of a single physical of-

 

 

 
Figure 2.  Image of spine of the skeleton 

register for 1877 showing con-
temporary identification by 
year and current TNA:PRO 
reference code (TNA:PRO t3 
vol. 66) 

 
Figure 3.  Interior of skeleton register for 1877 (TNA: 

PRO t3 vol. 66) 
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fice relied on the active participation of knowledge-
able people as well as on the timely application of 
consistent registration and prompt accurate filing. In-
creased business for the Treasury came inevitably 
with the growth of the state’s apparatus of civil ad-
ministration bringing in its train an increase in the 
demand for paper room services. 

Once strains appeared in the registry in the 1850s, 
clerks tried a variety of supplementary techniques to 
assist registry staff and divisional officers in informa-
tion location. Tools were developed to supplement 
and eventually replace memory as a better way to 
bridge the gap between people, knowledge, and busi-
ness that was spread among the divisions. Interest in 
the information in the files as well as in better access 
to precedent decisions encouraged thought and ex-
perimentation in devising better ways to locate and 
retrieve information and current records. A particu-
larly important tool to allow the paper room to 
search for related material among all papers and let-
ters was a new set of classified indexes introduced in 
the 1850s. These indexes, maintained in large vol-
umes, acquired a central place in paper room search-
ing, and were kept consistently from 1852 
(TNA:PRO T108 1789-1920). These indexes, organ-
ized by the major areas of Treasury responsibility, re-
cord the register number of the first files in a signifi-
cant sequence of business actions regardless of the di-
vision to which the business was sent. By recourse to 
the skeleton registers of sequentially assigned file 
numbers for each year, searchers could track forward 
references of any business to find the final registra-
tion number used for the accumulated papers; files 
often spanned many years, so that while searching 
produced good results, it also could take considerable 

time to complete if numerous skeleton registers 
needed to be consulted to follow a lengthy matter. 
Although notations in the index books were not fully 
standardized, and restrictions of space in the books 
for unexpectedly active topics inevitably promoted ad 
hoc marks whose meaning could be lost in time, these 
subject indexes became an essential support to enable 
the dispatch of business in the paper room and in the 
divisions (TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 88/01 1919-1921). 

File numbers would be secured from the subject 
book (Figure 5). By checking the skeleton register for 
the appropriate year, the clerk could confirm the 
number used for putting away the papers and track 
forward references of continuing actions or matters. 

The paper room defined itself in procedural con-
trol over records and by a strong ethic of service to 
the department's principal officers. In turn, the regis-
try was relied upon to bring regularity and control to 
explicit knowledge in documents and to protect these 
over time as a central service. It was the court of last 
resort for unique business information, knowledge of 
the past, and reliable evidence for Treasury officers. 
The paper room, with its register and index books 
kept by knowledgeable clerks, was a pivotal informa-
tion unit in the Treasury. 

 

Figure 5.  Subject Index showing the Treasury Establish-
ment page (continued)(TNA:PRO t108 vol. 16) 

 
Figure 4.  Subject index (detail) showing the Treasury en-

tries for establishment files, 1876 (TNA:PRO 
t108 Vol. 6) 
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Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, directions were issued from time to time to se-
cure consistency in the Treasury's paper work, espe-
cially in the writing of official minutes, in the order-
ing of letters, memoranda and minutes within a file, 
and to secure control of files while active with the di-
visions. Delays in business because of tardiness in the 
paper room were first officially noted in 1895 
(TNA:PRO t1/8954A 1895). In 1904, 1915 and again 
in 1918 directions were issued to renew consistency 
to the Treasury’s registered files. Diversity in prac-
tices among officers and divisions, random internal 
ordering of the files and insufficient indexing were 
identified as the main problems. These appear to have 
become more pronounced in the early twentieth cen-
tury (TNA:PRO t1/8227A 1870, t1/12408 1904 and 
1915, t199/90 EO 88/01 1919). 

The Treasury was not unique in experiencing prob-
lems in managing official records and paper room 
processes. A number of internal studies of registries 
undertaken by several large departments before World 
War I revealed differences in the organization of tasks 
and in principles of classification. The Cartwright 
Committee, for example, which in 1905 reviewed the 
registry problems in the Foreign Office, visited a 
number of departments to collect information about 
registry procedure and techniques. The Committee 
noted the lack of any general system in the service, at-
tributing differences to a department's special business 
needs and unique traditions coupled with a general ig-
norance of the experience of others in the service 
(TNA:PRO t1/10369 1905). Differences rather than 
similarities were again underscored in the complete re-
view of the civil service undertaken by the Committee 
on Staffs in 1918 and 1919 as part of the process of re-
turning government to peace time conditions 
(TNA:PRO t1/12286/8431/19 and t1/12408/48324/ 
19 1919). 

One result of the work of the Committee on Staffs 
was to outline for the first time possible models for 
the operation of a departmental registry service. Guid-
ance and advice was embodied in the publication, 
Notes for the Use of Registry Branches (HMSO 1919), 
which was prepared by experienced officers brought 
together from various departmental paper rooms and 
registries to work as a team by the Committee on 
Staffs (TNA:PRO t1/12334/23800 1919). This book-
let discusses the concept of the registry, in abstract, 
raising issues of principle and suggesting models for 
organizing jobs and for classifying business to assist 
later reference. It addresses many questions about in-
formation work current in the British Civil Service af-

ter World War I. What should be the form for prece-
dents and their notation? What is the best way to 
build a working and complete index to the files, corre-
spondents, locations, and subjects? What is the best 
way to control files as they move among units which 
were now dispersed in several physical locations in 
Whitehall? What system would effect a union between 
chronology and subject? What method would allow 
tracking of due process and provide access to subjects? 
The models in Notes for the Use of Registry Branches 
crystallized experiential learning in registry work over 
the previous thirty years, and was a guide to registries 
between the wars on many issues. Its preparation es-
tablished a co-operative mode for developing models 
of practice that was favoured in the future by the 
Treasury's newly formed Establishment Division and 
particularly by its investigating officers (TNA:PRO 
t1/199/95 EO 172/118/02 1945). 
 
4.0 Conclusion 
 
Despite a flowering of expertise in records matters in 
the service in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, pre-war efforts were hampered by the re-
strictions of format, the increase in the volume of 
formal records, the demands these put on available 
space and on the knowledge of classification tech-
niques and models of practice from other organiza-
tions. The logic of formalizing communications in 
writing was rooted in an established tradition of han-
dling business so that a form of independent audit 
bound parties to signed agreements or confirmed pe-
titions or questions put. The expansion of govern-
ment strained the principle of central control through 
central records. Mechanical assists were tried experi-
mentally to speed up copying and improve legibility 
and a few types eventually were incorporated into the 
existing workflow. However, additional staff to man-
age records was a favoured option because it did not 
imply any re-thinking of operations which were based 
on experience and tradition, rather than system in 
principle. 

Ultimately, expansion of the paper room was con-
strained by the space that it occupied and the physical 
limits inherent in the form and format of records. By 
1918 paper room services, including searching, copy-
ing, registration and storage was spread over eleven 
rooms occupying 4300 square feet of space (TNA: 
PRO t1/12203 38087/18 1918). There were no agreed 
measures and standards for classification, for filing, 
for registration, and for process control. There was no 
baseline for establishing the ideal complement for a 
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paper room. Nor were there agreed ways for evaluat-
ing its work. In these circumstances, changes often 
were made without full or complete data to support 
the normative statements of interested participants. 
Effective service and efficient processes continued to 
be measured by the level of satisfaction of officers 
who used the paper room and relied on its services. 
This was an unstable measure at best—satisfaction 
diminished during the war and never returned to the 
presumptive high level of earlier times (Heath 1927, 
27). 

In the first instance records serve the needs of an 
administration organized to accomplish some kind of 
business. Explicit information, and knowledge em-
bodied in many forms of document, were shared by 
officers familiar with the business and its rhythms, 
and with the habitual procedures of a place of work 
and socializing. They formed communicative com-
munities operating largely according to procedures 
and rules. These rules were most obvious in the direc-
tions on records and keeping (TNA:PRO t199/90 
EO 88/01 1919-1921). But systematic records keep-
ing and explicit information also were molded by tra-
ditions, customs, and common experience, which 
may not be immediately obvious to an outsider but 
nonetheless constitute an important layer in business 
action and in the records' meaning. Documents and 
communication practices both were indelibly affected 
by implicit bonds of a community that understood 
uses of language and nuances of forms and their roots 
in established customs for acting in business activi-
ties. These features can be transparent to us, because 
they are often not declared in writing but in action. 
Logic and system in communications could be uneasy 
partners with custom and tradition, but both had 
roles which we can see, in retrospect, were negotiated 
on an on-going basis through time. 

In the later part of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, knowledge transmitted by shared ex-
perience among a stable group of junior and senior 
officers located physically in one building was 
strained by the growth in the business done by the 
Treasury. Its officers had oversight of complex mat-
ters for the British civil service as a whole. Intricate 
issues of finance, civil service classification and work, 
and contractual responsibilities for a greatly expanded 
list of supplies for the public service focused atten-
tion on the importance of records and their informa-
tion as a source of knowledge to which all officers 
must have access and recourse should it be required. 
This need encouraged clerks in the paper room to ex-
periment with new forms of control and nurtured the 

flowering of supplementary control registers and new 
indexes in the late nineteenth century. 

The war’s extraordinary demands on the registry, 
especially by the quadrupling of paper work, over-
whelmed traditional modes of controlling and index-
ing papers that had evolved incrementally in more sta-
ble times (TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 88/01 1919-1921). 
Registration took place when a written communica-
tion was received and its main purpose was to control 
the physical flow of paper to the divisions and to lo-
cate completed files in store. Classification of the reg-
istered papers using the indexes developed in the 
1850s and enhanced in subsequent volumes was done 
at the stage in the business when records were put 
away as completed. The separation of registration 
from classification was eventually overwhelmed by the 
growth in the amount of paper work and in the associ-
ated task of records searching in the indexes and skele-
ton registers, which was inherently laborious. There 
was little defence for it during the post war re-
organization of the Treasury (TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 
88/01 1918). 

Changes in paper room practices, especially to add 
new tools to aid in locating related subjects across a 
wide field of responsibility brought the Victorian reg-
istry up to the peak of its capability, given staff, book 
records, and the volume of registration and referenc-
ing that had to be done. Rarely did the service reach 
the ideal of authoritative recall independent of the re-
call of participants or well-experienced treasury offi-
cers. Official records as a form of constructed knowl-
edge shared by sub-units within the department cer-
tainly grew in importance; however, the reforms of the 
early twentieth century were unable to knit together 
successfully various aspects of business knowledge, 
long-term memory, and central control over their 
sources in official records. Some contemporaries 
agreed that the paper room’s records were “the life 
blood of the office”, but others, perhaps a majority of 
civil servants, saw them as “diseases of civilization” 
(TNA:PRO t1/12334/23800 April 17, 1919). In 1924, 
one Treasury officer acknowledged continuing defi-
ciencies in the work of the newly reformed paper 
room, which failed to meet the high expectations of 
officers for it. He recognized anew that a workable 
paper room or registry needed to be constructed in 
life—solvitur ambulando —a motto suited to a registry 
and its records as a work that must be always in pro-
gress (TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 88/01 1921). 

Procedures fixed in manuals, rules, and orders, the 
grading of workers and functions, and classifying busi-
ness affairs and their files of transactions and prece-
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dent, all aim to provide a sense of order for officers in 
the organization and for their work. However, the real-
ity of work and the information and records that sup-
ported its continuity over time were never in any way 
as stable as textual fixity and generally orderly organi-
zation of files tends to suggest. For example, the con-
tingents that affected official work, offering options 
for conscious choice, may not appear in the records be-
cause the very act of recording reduces the scope of 
possibilities to one voice. The cacophony of lives lived 
everyday at work is tempered in the paper room, which 
handled only one type of message, the formal records 
of business, to be carried clearly through time. 

The growth of administration’s responsibilities for 
new areas of government interest encouraged experi-
mentation with new ways of tracking records and 
business precedents and eventually led to the com-
plete redesign of the registry service in 1920, follow-
ing the re-organization of the Treasury in 1919 into 
three cross-service functional areas (viz. Finance, Es-
tablishments, and Supplies). The new order was based 
on the development of a new classification system 
that was applied at the time of registration instead of 
later, when the completed files were put away. The 
principle of forming a file (which in reality could have 
many volumes or parts) would henceforth be one 
subject, one file, with full cross referencing within the 
file, especially to related topics and matters. The pa-
per room’s physical space was altered; book indexes 
and some registers were closed in favour of card files, 
which allowed greater access to searchers (TNA:PRO 
t199/93 EO 88/127/02 1930). 

The practices of a central paper room and registry 
were rooted in traditions that served well in a rea-
sonably stable administration: once new conditions 
of rapid change took hold and demands grew, for 
more services, for swift yet flexible transit control 
among working units, and for better information re-
call, arrangements from the past not only were 
strained to the limit of their capability, but also were 
seen to be old fashioned and outmoded by business 
practices. These emphasized modular independence 
of units, rapid response using local indexes and regis-
ters, and intensive application of office machines. The 
stage was set for the Treasury’s acceptance of meth-
ods and procedures that segregated business transac-
tions and its records into smaller local units. Techni-
cal expertise in special areas of administration could 
continue to flower, offices were better able to operate 
in available spaces, and unit specific classification of 
business preserved an uninterrupted intimate inter-
play between personal and official memory. 

Business practices and their perceived innovations 
in office work were admired by many civil servants 
and their political masters (TNA:PRO t199/90 EO 
88/01 1919-1921). These had the cachet of modernity 
and, by the early twentieth century, were advanced as 
paragons, which the service could well emulate. Many 
were convinced that business methods offered a 
proven solution to the administrative problems that 
came with an expanding public service (Fourth report, 
MacDonnell 1914 and Final report, Bradbury 1919). 
Politicians in particular were attracted to the presumed 
ideal for arranging administration in businesses. The 
economic achievements and growing accumulation of 
wealth of the business elite, among other reasons, 
suggested that their method of office work was one of 
the successful drivers of a business. Their views on 
making and using records were seen to be superior to 
any of the long-established arrangements in place in 
the state and the law courts (Second report, Ridley 
1888 and Fourth report, MacDonnell 1914). 

A new business-oriented literature promoted the 
sale of office machines to reduce hand labour and of-
fered packaged classification systems linked to card 
indexes to speed filing and finding. These ideas and 
products came into the service during the First World 
War with new clerks and officers with business ex-
perience. There seemed to be no reason why the 
techniques for managing corporate behaviour in a 
for-profit business or in the civil service should differ 
in essence (Agar 2003). An efficient use of resources 
to do a job either contributed to profitability or re-
duced claims on public taxation. Such a view of 
shared objectives promoted the notion that methods 
and techniques could be exported easily from busi-
ness to government. This was a received conclusion 
that would be tested many times in the fifty years fol-
lowing the end of the Great War. 
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