
Industrial Business Collections: 
A Retrospective on Acquisitions Practice

Erik Nordberg, Doctoral Student
Program of Industrial Heritage and Archaeology 

Michigan Technological University
Houghton, Michigan



Introduction
Historians rely on surviving material 
evidence as the basis for their research
• Which institutions in the United States have

taken the lead in collecting and preserving  
historical records documenting American 
industry, technology, and business?

• What has been their practice in collecting these 
materials? Which individual archivists and
curators have been involved in this work?

• What factors affect the selection of these 
materials?

• What lessons can be learned? 
• How might this affect current and future practice? 



Methodology
• Historic research method 
• Examine primary and secondary sources
• Ethnographic component: interviews
• Case studies: institutions
• Case studies: collections 
• Analysis 
• Compare / contrast practice at    

different institutions



Sample 
Case
Study

Nordberg Manufacturing Company
Milwaukee, Wisconsin
1890-1970



Company 
History

Product Lines:
Mining Machinery
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Product Lines:
Large Diesel
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Discoveries &  Discussion

• Is any collecting activity idiosyncratic by 
its very nature?  

• Do existing archival collections 
adequately document industrial sites, 
processes, and community?  

• Are we falling short?  



Next Steps

• Study acquisitions and appraisal literature
• Examine recent publication in fields of history
• Select additional case studies
• Follow an existing industrial collection from 

corporate ownership through appraisal, selection, 
and transfer to a public repository.

I welcome input, sources, informants, and 
additional institution & collection case studies



Questions?

Erik Nordberg
Doctoral Student,
Program of Industrial Heritage and Archaeology
University Archivist,
MTU Archives & Copper Country Historical Collns.
Michigan Technological University
1400 Townsend Drive
Houghton, MI  49931
906-487-2505  /  enordber@mtu.edu
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