Stanford’s Government Documents Department
by SANDRA KORN

IF A STANFORD student, faculty member, or scholar needed to find a report
from the British government on the sinking of the Lusitania, the street price
of heroin in San Francisco, the number of Chinese lawyers in the United
States, the Food and Drug Administration order banning saccharin, the
wording of the recently passed capital punishment bill in California, John
Dean’s testimony during the Watergate hearings, or the famous, shoe-
thumping speech Khrushchev gave in the United Nations, the Government
Documents Department of Stanford University Libraries could supply all
of this information and much more.

_ Government documents constitute a rich storehouse of primary research
material issued in an assortment of physical forms and covering a variety
of subjects. Documents are not noted for their quality printing, aesthetic
bindings, prize-winning prose, or beautiful illustrations. Few of them could
qualify as “rare” books. Government documents cannot be distinguished
from other collections in the Library on the basis of form because they are
produced in a variety of formats—monographs, serials, bound books, pa-
perbacks, pamphlets, posters, maps, looseleaf compilations, multivolume
sets, one-page leaflets, and microforms.

In the Stanford documents collection there are even such unusual mate-
rials as fiction (from the East African Literature Bureau), a simulation game
(from the U.S. National Institute of Mental Health), and a set of cards
showing quantity recipes. Government information is also distributed on
computer tapes, but these are housed in the Computer Center and not in
the library. Government publications cannot be categorized on the basis
of subject, for indeed it is difficult to discover a subject on which some
government has not issued a publication. The only distinguishing char-
acteristic which the materials in the Government Documents collection
have in common is the fact that they are published or financed by an of-
ficial government body.

The Government Documents Department at Stanford collects publica-
tions from governments all over the world in many languages and at
various levels: international, national, state or provincial, regional, and
municipal. For collection development and technical processing purposes,
the department has established four divisions: United States (Federal)

FACING: The diversity of materials to be found in the Government Documents
Department is illustrated by the 1842 Report of Commissioners to the
British Houses of Parlianient and a 1977 number of NASA Activities.
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Documents, U.S. State and Local Documents, Foreign Documents, and
International Documents.

UNITED STATES DOCUMENTS

The United States documents comprise the oldest and most used col-
lection in the Government Documents Department. Stanford University
Library was designated a depository for United States government publi-
cations in 1895. Under the terms of the depository arrangement, the U.S.
Government Printing Office (GPO) gives the library copies of all publica-
tions which are chosen to be depository items and which have been selected
by the library. In return the Government Documents Department must
make the depository collection available to the general public as well as to
its own clientele. The U.S. Government Printing Office is the second largest
publisher in the world. Last year, under the depository agreement, the
Stanford Documents Department received more than 25,000 publications
from the GPO.

Not all U.S. government publications are designated as depository items
and it is necessary for the U.S. Documents Librarian to identify and acquire
important nondepository publications to add to the collection. Last year
more than 20,000 nondepository publications were acquired by the library.
The department also subscribes to a set of nondepository publications on
microprint to insure comprehensive coverage of U.S. documents.

The collection of U.S. documents contains not only publications of inter-
est to scholars and researchers but also many which have popular appeal.
Due to Stanford’s status as a depository, the library receives popular items
such as consumer tips, health booklets, national park leaflets, recipes, hun-
dreds of “how to” pamphlets for gardening, sewing, cooking, and building,
and even military technical manuals covering electronics, photography,
first aid, and survival. The research portion of the collection includes a
number of valuable historical series, highly technical scientific reports
(from the Atomic Energy Commission and the Energy Research and De-
velopment Administration), legislative documents (bills, hearings, debates,
reports, and laws), a great variety of statistics on agriculture, economics,
education, crime, health, labor, housing, population, business, and traus-
portation, and other information such as weather data, water tables, and
geological and environmental reports.

Although Stanford became a depository library in 1895, many of the his-
torical series predate that agreement. The Congressional Record and its
predecessors record the debates of Congress from 1789 to the present. The
Congressional Serial Set, which is composed of the numbered reports and
documents of each Congress, is virtually complete from the first volume
dated 1817 to the present. Many of the earlier volumes are still in their
original sheepskin bindings. The Foreign Relations of the United States
series begins with 1861 and consists of annual volumes recording impor-
tant documents and the diplomatic correspondence between the secretary



Stanford’s Government Document Department 21

of state and our ambassadors in other countries. The documents which
make up this set are automatically classified and not released for publica-
tion for at least 25 years. The decennial censuses are complete in bound
form from 1790 to 1970. '

Three major congressional series have had to be supplemented with mi-
croform holdings to insure completeness. The congressional bills are avail-
able in hard copy from the 82nd Congress to the present and on microfilm
from the 1st to the 72nd Congress. The Stanford Government Documents
Department is the only library within the Cooperative Information Net-
work (covering libraries in Santa Clara, San Mateo, Santa Cruz, and Mon-
terey counties) to collect the thousands of bills introduced on the floor of
Congress each year. Congressional hearings were not designated as deposi-
tory items until the mid-1940s. Stanford has many of the early hearings
and has purchased a set on microfiche which covers to 1935 to supplement
the printed collection. The congressional committee prints (although pub-
lished by GPO) are not depository items and Stanford has purchased an
historical set as well as a current subscription on microfiche.

The United States documents collection boasts other rare, historical
volumes as, for example, the complete series of Civil War documents
printed as the 130-volume War of the Rebellion set and the 12-volume set
entitled Explorations and Surveys to Ascertain the Most Practical and
Economical Route for a Railroad from the Mississippi River to the Pacific
Ocean, 1853-54. The four routes recommended in these volumes were very
close to those eventually chosen for the transcontinental railroads. The
American Archives (Fourth and Fifth Series) reprints documents from the
colonial period, 1774-1783 and, the American State Papers cover 1789-
1837.

Microfilmed sets of older and unpublished U.S. documents include the
Presidential Papers (for 23 presidents), the Papers of the Continental Con-
gress, 1774-1789, and the Department of State consulate and legation
records for selected countries.

Although the older documents are interesting and certainly add im-
mensely to the research value and prestige of the collection, more research-
ers in need of recent government reports and information seek out the Gov-
ernment Documents Department. One of the most useful features of U.S.
documents is that they are so current. Major government reports which
are headlines in the news today will be received in the Government Docu-
ments Department within two weeks to a month, and they can be pro-
cessed and made available immediately upon request. The Congressional
Record and the Federal Register (both daily GPO publications) are gen-
erally received within two weeks of the date of issue.

Among the more notable U.S. government publications in the collection
which have been published since World War II are the Pearl Harbor In-
vestigation (39 volumes), the hearings and report of the President’s Com-
mission on the Assassination of President Kennedy (better known as the






