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Purpose and Contribution in Editing Naval Documents 97

derstood. Teachers must consider and plan carefully how far they can
go in using documents with their students. Yet one can never forget
that documents are the basis of the historical discipline. They are the
elements, and as Daniel Boorstin said of his collection of documents
for An American Primer, they are “elementary in the most sophisti-
cated sense of the word.”2"

The most ambitious and most successful series of selected for use
in teaching is English Historical Documents, under the general edi-
torship of David C. Douglas. Begun just after World War 11, the se-
ries was abruptly cancelled by the publisher in 1981 and the con-
tracts for remaining volumes withdrawn. Sadly, a projected volume
for naval history was among those lost.?! The basic value of the se-
ries remains, even in its unfinished form, and a few naval items can
be found within its pages. This type of document publication 1s one
that requires the greatest amount of interpretation and editorial ap-
preciation. Each chosen document must somehow reflect an inter-
pretive point. Chosen from the immense accumulation of historical
material, they are useful in illustrating the elements and serve as a
foundation relating to the analytical interpretations built on them.
Historical studies build interpretations on documents which are of-
ten not available to the readers of analytical works. Without an ac-
cessible and representative collection of sources, historical “opinion
proceeds without that direct study of evidence which alone can give
validity to historical judgment.”22

THEMATIC SELECTION

A second type of publication is that which selects documents to il-
lustrate a theme or subject. The Navy Records Society has issued a
variety of volumes in this category, ranging from R. G. Marsden’s
Law and Custom of the Sea, and The Old Scots Navy to Daniel
Baugh's Naval Administration, Stephen Roskill's The Naval Air
Service and Michael Simpson’s Anglo-American Naval Relations,
1917-1919.23 Other than the Navy Records Society, few publishers
have undertaken the thematic approach, although Edouard Desb-
riere’s two volumes on Trafalgar: The Naval Campaign of 1805 and
the Hakluyt Society’s volumes on English colonization in Newfound-
land and on the early English New England Voyages come to mind.
Douglas Stein’s volume on American Maritime Documents,
1776—-1860: Illustrated and Described presents a different, but
equally valuable, type of thematic selection, in which the focus is on
representative types of documents that a maritime and naval histo-















102 NAVAL HISTORY AND MARITIME STRATEGY

destroyed the Camden Society to realize the depth of such pas-
sions.** Here too lies an issue upon which no compromise will be
found among the contenders. With acid in his pen, Michael Oppen-
heim wrote in 1896: “A Fifteenth Century manuscript dressed up in
modern English has a painfully artificial appearance, and, when
thus masquerading, bears much the same resemblance to its source
as does a translation to its original.”4°

In her recent edition of the fifteenth-century account books of
William Soper, Susan Rose took the opposite view, and in a single
sentence embraced all the sins that Oppenheim had fulminated
against. “In this translation,” she wrote, “the aim has been to pro-
vide a text which is clearly understandable and is as close to the orig-
inal as i1s consistent with that aim.”4® One must add, however, that
the Navy Records Society has generally published its works using
the form of transcription which modernizes spelling and expands ab-
breviations. On the other hand, the U.S. Navy and the Hakluyt So-
ciety have used a form of transcription that attempts to reproduce
more exactly the look of the manuscript. In the case of Norman
Thrower’s Hakluyt Society edition of Captain Edmond Halley’s Jour-
nals,*’ this has meant the use of a variety of symbols and unusual
characters. The purpose of this approach is undoubtedly “to preserve
as fully as possible the flavor and character of . . . [a] manuscript by
retaining . . . peculiarities of spelling and punctuation.”8

The publication of documents through microfilm, microfiche and
other inexpensive, miniaturizing procedures has revolutionized mo-
dern research methods. Documents and collections have been made
available, which would otherwise have remained closed to everyone
except researchers able to travel the world seeking their quarry. The
cost to the researcher has been drastically reduced, while at the
same time wear and tear on fragile original documents has been re-
duced by preserving or replacing them with microfilm publications.
Yet microfilm remains difficult and unpleasant to use.4? It still re-
quires a specialist to interpret handwriting and abbreviations, iden-
tify and clarify references. Although immeasurably valuable to the
researcher, microfilm publication must have the same scholarly as-
sistance as that already described for selecting and editing letter-
press editions. Simple reproduction of documents is not the purpose
of historical editing, but thoughtful selection, interpretation, and
clarification are the important matters.

Electronic media present another new approach for publishing
documents and we are just beginning to make some use of them. As
government offices and international organizations come increas-
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