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Following a Fortuitous Path from Student to Budding Archivist 
By Adam Zimmerli 

Editor's Note: This issue's column is a Little differ­
ent than the usual in that it focuses on recent ML.I.S. 
graduate Adam Zimmerli 's personal journey to becom­
ing an archivist, rather than the how-tos of successfully 
establishing a student chapter, raising money for a field 
trip, completing an internship, and so forth. It's helpful 
to read, though, not only for students who are trying to 
plot their own course to a career in archival management 
but also for those of us who might need a reminder once 
in a while-you know, when a collection comes in that 
Lacks any kind of order, has questionable archival value, 
or just smells yucky-why we got into this field. 

At the time that I am writing this, I am preparing to go 
to Cologne, Germany, as a volunteer archivist. While I 
am there, I will likely be sorting through scattered records 
of the recently collapsed Historisches Archiv and helping 
to identify which collections can be saved and which are 
too damaged or disjointed. This opportunity to help out 
as a qualified professional is the culmination of years of 
training, but it is far from where I started. 

In 2003, I went to the National Archives as part of a Civil 
War class offered by Shepherd College, in Shepherdstown, 
West Virginia. All of the students were assigned individu­
als from West Virginia who had been grievously wounded 
during the Civil War, and our mission was to gain experi­
ence with primary source materials. At the time I was a 
history major, but by the time the bus pulled away from 
the National Archives, I had taken my first step on the 
path toward becoming an archivist. 

Surrounded by records from a young soldier's pension 
file, history came alive in a way I had never experienced 
before. Suddenly, the soldier I had been assigned became 
somehow real through the letters his mother penned to 

the officer in charge of the pension case, or through the 
sad reports of the doctors treating the soldier's shattered 
spine. I determined then that I wanted to spend my life 
being in close proximity to such a reality and making it 
available to others who were as interested as I was and 
am. Now, having recently passed the final hurdle in the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee's (UWM) coordi­
nated M.A./M.L.I.S. program, I feel poised to truly start 
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out on the career that I chose that May day six years ago. 

That I would choose a career that would allow me to be in 
daily contact with records like the West Virginia private's 
pension file came as little surprise to those who knew me. 
Since a little blurb in the Duluth (Minn.) News Tribune 
announced that Mary Tyler Moore had donated a building 
to house Shepherd College's Civil War studies program 
in 1995, I planned on attending that school. When I 
transferred to Shepherd College in 2001, I enrolled as part 
of the Civil War studies program's first group of students. 
Because I had attended community college in Minnesota, 
I was able to graduate earlier than the other students, thus 
becoming the first student to graduate with a "Civil War 
and Nineteenth-Century America" concentration. 

After graduation in May 2004, I headed to Wisconsin 
to attend graduate school, but it took me a semester to 
discover the coordinated program offered at UWM. 
Once I started my first library science class, I knew that 
I was hooked. 

By the summer of 2007, I had completed all of the 
course work for the coordinated program's requirements 
for a master's degree in history, and I was working on 
my master's thesis. On a research trip out to Antietam, 
Maryland, I was staying in nearby Shepherdstown with 
the pastor of the Shepherdstown Lutheran Parish. During 
that stay, he informed me that the parish was interested in 
having someone organize its holdings, but it was not until 
I was flying home that the thought dawned on me that 
I could be that someone! A phone call and three months 
later, I started working at the Shepherdstown Lutheran 
Parish Archives. 

I was the only person working on the records at the parish, 
but a conservator had examined some of the records a 
decade before me, and many of them were at least boxed 
and foldered. Despite this preparatory work, however, 
much of my time was spent processing the collection 
and creating a very specific inventory. For many years, 
the records were stored in the attic of the parish house, 
which was a veritable nightmare of small animals, bugs, 
and fluctuations in temperature and humidity beneath a 
thin tin roof. Gingerly handling the brittle documents 
that I was refoldering left yellowish flecks of paper chips 
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on my worktable every day, and my relative inexperience 
at the time made being a "lone arranger" that much more 
difficult. In retrospect, there are a few things that I would 
have done differently, but the time that I spent working 
there was a valuable learning experience. 

Back in Madison, I continued working on my degrees, 
and I started an internship at the Wisconsin Historical 
Society in January 2008. While there, I worked on several 
projects, but the one that took up the bulk of my time 
was processing a 45-cubic-foot acquisition containing 
materials related to Nick Kotz's 2005 book, judgment 
Days: Lyndon Baines Johnson, Martin Luther King Jr., 
and the Laws That Changed America. Though it seemed 
daunting at first, I quickly came to enjoy my 10 hours a 
week there. The snippets of information that I gleaned 
while processing and lightly weeding the collection fueled 
my love of history, and the organizational work left me 
feeling productive at the end of the day. Even though the 
collection was still not available for researchers by the end 
of my internship, I ended the experience feeling like I had 
truly accomplished something. 

Not long thereafter, in July 2008, I successfully defended 
my master's thesis in history (for which I received UWM's 
A. T. Brown Award for the Best Graduate Thesis). About 
a month later, I headed overseas with my wife to Dresden, 
Germany. I am currently interning at the Stadtmuseum 
Dresden (City Museum) and working on a pathfinder for 
all materials pertaining to Dresden and the "Peaceful 
Revolution" of 1989. This internship has allowed me to 
visit numerous German repositories, and it has given me 
an opportunity to examine a foreign system from the 
inside. Though the nature of my work at the City Museum 
oftentimes makes seeing anything beyond finding aids 
irrelevant, my time spent in the City Museum's holdings 
and discussing questions or problems with our German 
counterparts has been illuminating, not only in terms of 
contrasting methods but also in terms of assessing the 
opportunities, or lack thereof, in other communities. 

Though I will be heading back to the United States in 
August, I hope the lessons I learn in Germany will provide 
both a more rounded insight into the profession and a leg 
up on future challenges. 

If someone would have asked me in April 2003 ifI thought 
I would be a volunteer archivist in Cologne, Germany, I 
am fairly certain they would have at least gotten a strange 
look as a response. Indeed, if it were not for that class trip 
to the National Archives a month later, I may never have 

enrolled in UWM's coordinated program and discovered 
what joys await hidden in the next box dropped off by a 
donor. My experiences as a college student and as a gradu­
ate student combining two fields that I care passionately 
about were wonderful and lay the foundation for what I 
hope will be a long and productive career as an archivist. 

Adam Zimmerli was awarded his two degrees in May. His 
second installment of this article, which will appear in the 
October 2009 issue, will discuss the differences between U.S. 
and German archives. He does not yet have a job Lined up, 
but after reading this I hope you will agree with me that he 
makes one heck of a candidate. Anyone with questions or 
comments on his article or Leads for his job search can contact 
him at azimmerli@hotmail.com. 

Preservation Essentials 

(Continued from page 30) 

to give you guidance on physically preserving, conserving, 
storing, and duplicating scrapbooks. Before you can do 
any of this, however, a careful evaluation and analysis will 
be an invaluable guide and will help to make scrapbooks 
much less scary. 
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